SIEHHI] [I[IHHIIHII}IH

..




Hawkeye Three:
Make Me

Sierra Cartwright

b /*.\_ﬁ)
{ a



Hawkeye Three: Make Me

Copyright © October 2010 by Sierra Cartwright

All rights reserved. This copy is intended for the purchaser of this e-book ONLY. No
part of this e-book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or
electronic form without prior written permission from Loose Id LLC. Please do not
participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the
author's rights. Purchase only authorized editions.

eISBN 978-1-60737-870-9

Editor: Jana J. Hanson

Cover Artist: Marci Gass

Printed in the United States of America

[aoSeld.

Published by

Loose Id LLC

PO Box 425960

San Francisco CA 94142-5960
www.loose-1d.com

This e-book is a work of fiction. While reference might be made to actual historical
events or existing locations, the names, characters, places and incidents are either
the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any
resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or
locales is entirely coincidental.

Warning

This e-book contains sexually explicit scenes and adult language and may be
considered offensive to some readers. Loose Id LLC’s e-books are for sale to adults
ONLY, as defined by the laws of the country in which you made your purchase.
Please store your files wisely, where they cannot be accessed by under-aged readers.

* %%

DISCLAIMER: Please do not try any new sexual practice, especially those that
might be found in our BDSM/fetish titles without the guidance of an experienced
practitioner. Neither Loose Id LLC nor its authors will be responsible for any loss,
harm, injury or death resulting from use of the information contained in any of its
titles.



http://www.loose-1d.com



http://www.loose-id.com/

Chapter One

“Inamorata. Stay.”

Wes Lowell snagged her wrist and held her firmly, preventing her from getting
out of bed. She looked over her shoulder at him. His dark hair, rumpled from their
vigorous sex, fell temptingly across his forehead. His gray eyes were more smoky

than usual, which meant he was good for at least one more orgasm.

Her body responded with a flood of pheromones. She wanted him. He was sin

and naughtiness rolled into one sexy package.

She straightened her spine and called on all her mental reserves so that she
didn’t yield to the seductive pressure of his grip on her wrist and crawl back into his

arms. “I can’t.”
“Just tonight.”

It was tempting—he was tempting. A white sheet covered his lower body, but
that meant his oh-so-appealing chest was bare, and she always loved the way that

thin strand of dark hair arrowed down, disappearing into his groin.

She stopped herself from touching him. Temptation, she knew, started with a
single step. Before long, you were committed, distracted from your work, answering
to someone else, and you had to consider their opinions before making big decisions.

No. Definitely not for her.

And definitely not with Wes Lowell, her friend and lover, sometimes coworker,

an alpha male who was her equal professionally, intellectually, sexually.

And that was the real problem. She wanted him every bit as much as she

wanted not to want him.
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With any other man, she might have relented and given her driver the night
off. With anyone else, staying would have meant nothing, and she’d have been able
to keep an emotional distance. She’d get up in the morning, have breakfast and
coffee, then smile and wave good-bye without looking back or even sparing a second

thought for the man she’d slept with.

But Lowell was different. Every time she left his bed, it took hours for her to
regain focus. She thought about him, mentally replaying their lovemaking. She’d be
reading a report, crunching data, making risk assessments, when a thought of him

with his tongue right there on her clit would blindside her. Desire would swamp her.

Once, a few months ago, she’d had a moment of weakness. Late at night,
restless and alone in her king-size bed, she’d reached for the phone to hear the
gorgeously modulated tones of his voice as he whispered her name and told her

what he wanted to do to her.

She’d resisted the impulse, but the fact she’d even had the weakness bothered
her.

Despite her resolve to be strong, the bed had seemed larger than it ever had. A
feeling of loneliness had crept over her, and she’d been aware of every noise in her

ridiculously large downtown loft.

For all those reasons and a dozen more, Inamorata had to leave. “I've got a car

waiting.” She pulled her wrist. “Duty calls.”
“Duty? Or are you running away again?”

Because the argument was familiar and way too freaking close to the truth,

she gritted her teeth. “It’s late.”
“Two a.m.,” he said. “I'll make sure you’re up in time to make it to work.”
“Let me go, Wes.”
He clenched his jaw and slowly released his grip.

She slipped from the bed and put several feet of safety between them before
scooping her lacy black shelf bra from the hardwood floor. Half her clothes had
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ended up in an untidy pile on the floor, and the other half were strewn across the

footboard.
She stood facing him as she did a reverse striptease. She took her time,
wanting him to want her.

He propped a pillow behind his back and sat up. He watched her unblinkingly.
There wasn’t anything about Wes Lowell that wasn’t intense, and she’d long ago
gotten over the embarrassment of having him study her while she dressed, or

undressed for that matter.

She pulled on her matching scrap of a thong and grinned when he gave an

appreciative wolf whistle.

“No one would suspect the reserved and conservative Ms. Inamorata would

wear that kind of underwear.”
“I’'ve never heard you complain.”
“You never will.”

His voice reminded her of midnight and moonlight. It was dark and rich, and it

sent a shiver through her body.

She started rolling a stocking up her leg, aware of the fact he hadn’t looked
away.

She smoothed the silk into place and was reaching for the second stocking
when a loud barking shattered the silence.

Lowell’s medium-sized mechanical dog raced into the room and skidded across
the newly refinished floor in a cacophony of yelps and nips before crashing into a

nightstand.
“Bentley!” Lowell warned. “Behave.”

The yipping contraption shook off the mishap and all but danced toward her.
The mutt was as lovable as he was accident-prone, and far too many of his

characteristics were reminiscent of his builder.
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Bentley turned circles, snatched one of her stockings in his mechanical mouth,
and then raced for the door.

“Did you pay him to do that?” she asked, stunned by the dog’s speed and
daring.

“What can I say?” He shrugged. “Bentley doesn’t want you to leave either. He
gets an extra-long battery charge tonight.”

She sighed. Even if she retrieved the stocking, it would be ruined. Thank
goodness the bad-mannered mutt hadn’t stolen her shoes. Those nasty metal teeth

would make the finest designer leather into a chew toy.
She removed the single stocking and rolled it into a ball.
“Sorry,” Lowell said.
“Really?” She raised her eyebrows. “I doubt it.”
He shrugged.
She stuffed the lone stocking into her purse.
“A little cold tonight to have your legs bare,” he said.

“I’ll survive.” She wriggled into her skirt, then stepped into her high heels. She

shrugged into her silk blouse and began buttoning from the bottom.
His gaze never left her.
Finally, reluctantly, she grabbed her leather bomber jacket from the bedpost.

“Let me.” He climbed from the bed in all his naked glory. A pillow fell to the
floor beside them.

The sight of his body always amazed her, the rugged lines, the masculine
sinews. Even though he was a self-proclaimed geek, his body was that of an athlete.
He might have a scientific calculator in the nightstand, but he had push-up bars
beneath the bed.

His cock was more than halfway hard, jutting toward her, despite the fact he’d

come less than five minutes before.

She wished he’d stayed in bed. Right now, leaving was about self-preservation.
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He helped her into the jacket and adjusted the lapels.

“Thank you,” she whispered, aware of his scent and the way he dominated her

space. Breath strangled in her throat.
He secured both of her wrists behind her back with a single hand.
“Lowell...” Her heart raced. She needed to get away.
He exerted pressure, forcing her onto her tiptoes. “Open your mouth.”
“Lowell—"
“Open your mouth.”

Confused, and more than a bit excited by his tone, she opened her mouth. His
kiss wasn’t soft or sweet. It was brutal in its intensity as he staked a claim. He

didn’t try to coax a response; he commanded it.
His kisses always left her breathless, yet the depth of this one was different.

He tasted of demand, spiced by power. If he’d been dangerous for her before, he

was doubly so now.

She ached to wrap her hands around his neck, and she tried to pull away, but

he held her wrists prisoner.
He'd always been a kind and considerate lover, but this... Wow.

His tongue went deeper in her mouth, and she was lost. Oh yes. Yes. She

wanted him. Yes, she desired him. Yes, she wanted to be in his bed and never leave.

His cock was fully hard, and it pressed against her stomach. She was turned
on, and so was he. Her breaths came in struggled bursts, and all rational thought

stopped.

Before she could figure out what he was doing, he ended the kiss and turned

her around. Within seconds, he had her bent over the mattress. “Wes!”

He kept her wrists secured against her spine, and he dragged up her skirt,

bunching it around her waist before stripping off her thong.

The cool Colorado night air crept across her exposed flesh.
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“Lift your right foot.”
She hesitated.
“Do it.”

She surprised herself by obeying. There was something about his tone that

took away her will.
He pulled the underwear away, then said, “Now lift your left foot.”
This time, she knew she couldn’t win. Instead of fighting it, she gave in.
He tossed aside the thong. “Lovely.”

She struggled futilely, knowing he was looking at her, seeing her vulnerability.

She was smart enough to be scared.
“Spread your legs farther apart.”

Oh God.

She couldn’t believe this was happening. Outside of a club setting, she liked
having the upper hand sexually, enjoyed setting the pace, being in charge. Until
tonight, he’d seemed mostly content with that.

“Do I need to repeat myself?”

Barely able to breathe, trapped, subdued by his strength, she spread her legs a

few inches farther apart.

He was there, his right foot against the inside of her ankle, forcing her even
wider. For the first time in her life, she felt somewhat helpless, and it was
frightening. “Wes...”

“Don’t fight it,” he said against her ear.

The sound of his voice reassured her.

“Don’t fight me.”

She held on to the lifeline of his voice. She’d known him professionally for two

years, and he had a solid reputation at Hawkeye, Inc., for being resourceful,

creative, and damn smart. He stayed with cases and people long past the time
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others would have given up in frustration. Which might be part of the reason they’d
been intimate for the last six months. He’d worn her down.

Over the years, she’d refused his multiple offers for coffee or drinks or a hike
up the Apex Trail. But in her one moment of vulnerability half a year ago, he’d been
there. He’d helped her forget, and he’d never mentioned the event that she saw as a
weakness.

He’d made love to her, held her, and let her go as soon as she wanted to leave.
There’d been no awkward need to snuggle or have breakfast together. He’d been
everything she craved.

A small part of her, though, wanted more. She enjoyed making love, but like a

lot of agents, she was an adrenaline junkie.

Making love was...nice.

In the past he’d been a perfect gentleman, even in the most lustful moments.
He made sure she was okay, and he made certain she was satisfied. Hawkeye
trusted Lowell. She trusted Lowell.

She wasn’t sure whether she to be nervous or thrilled beyond words.

She knew it felt out of control, and part of her liked that.

“There are rumors about you, Inamorata.”

Her heart thundered. “Rumors?”

“You've tried BDSM.”

She squeezed her eyes shut. “I can’t believe you’d listen to rumors, Mr. Lowell,
let alone believe them.”

“Usually there’s some truth behind them,” he said, leaning in closer. “You were
seen at a club in San Francisco with your pretty little ass exposed for some dom to
spank. Maybe you want more than a spanking. Maybe you want a beating. Is that
what turns you on? Having your ass so red you can’t sit down? Is that what makes
your pussy weep?”

His strong thighs pressed against her.
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She might deny she was turned on, but if his cock got even just a bit closer to

her heated pussy, he’d know the truth.
“I've been waiting for you to give me a hint, to ask for what you really want.”
“I'm satisfied by the sex we have.” That, at least, was the truth.
“But when you’re alone, when you masturbate, what do you fantasize about?”
“I'm too busy to masturbate.”

“Liar.” He laughed; the sound was seductive. “A woman as responsive as you, a
woman who loves sex as much as you do? You masturbate, Inamorata.” He gently

sank his teeth into soft flesh of her neck.

She yelped and arched, trying to escape.

“Don’t ever lie to me, to yourself. Understand?”

She couldn’t think, couldn’t answer.

“Inamorata?”

“Yes,” she said, finally, afraid she might drown in mortification. But as she
spoke, she gained confidence. Either that, or it was bravado, she wasn’t sure which.
“I masturbate.” A lot. He was right about her sex drive and energy. A good orgasm
relaxed her faster than a glass of wine. But two could play his game. He wanted
details; she’d give them to him. “I fantasize about being tied up, about forced
orgasms, about being across a man’s lap for a blistering spanking.”

“Why haven’t you told me?”

“It’s never seemed important. I know people I can go to for that.”

Wes sucked in a sharp breath.

She didn’t know if he was angry or if the idea of someone else doing her
aroused him. Regardless, this conversation was starting to get too deep into her
personal life, and she wasn’t sure she wanted him there. She gave him her famous
aloof smile that was designed to keep others at a distance. “I have scenes with
people who want the same things I do—release, pleasure, a mindless fuck,” she

said. “So sue me.”
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“Why haven’t you asked me to beat you?”

The same reason she didn’t stay the night or have coffee the next morning.
Because she needed to protect herself emotionally. “I always go to a club. It’s
anonymous. It’s fun. It’s over in an hour, an hour and a half. No strings, nothing
awkward that needs explaining or discussing. I never see the man—the dom—

again. It’s never been part of a...”

“Say it.”

She couldn’t. Wouldn’t. She had no intention of acknowledging something to
him she wouldn’t admit to herself.

“A relationship?” he guessed “Is that the word? You've never had BDSM be a

part of a relationship.”

“We don’t have a relationship,” she said. Or more truthfully, she didn’t want to
have a relationship, didn’t want to consider this anything more than a series of one-

night stands with a man who satisfied her. Mostly.

“Inamorata, I'm not going to beat you. You've pissed me off way too much for
that. But I sure as hell am going to fuck the lies right out of you. And when I'm not

furious at you, then I'll punish you.”
Desire, raw and carnal, shot through her.
He stroked her pussy. “You like this.”
“Yes,” she whispered.
“Tell me what you want.”

With his fingers, he pulled back on the skin shielding her clit, exposing that
tiny nub. Every nerve ending screamed. She felt as if she were suffocating. Her

jacket seemed too tight, his grip on her too secure.
“Tell me what you want,” he repeated.
“More...”

“More of what?” He stroked her clit. “This?”

She moaned.
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“Or this?” He slipped a finger inside her and then pulled it out.

Before she could do anything other than whimper, he began fucking her with
his finger.

She tossed her head from side to side. She was so close to coming she could
crawl out of her skin.

“Maybe this?” He pressed his thumb on her clit, hard. And he inserted a

second finger along with the first.
“Damn 1t!” An orgasm loomed only seconds away.
“Tell me,” he said.
“I like that.”
“Be specific, Inamorata.”

She’d never been shy about requesting what she wanted sexually, but this
seemed obscene.

He lessened the pressure, the bastard. “I like it when you put a lot of pressure
on my clit.”

“Like this?” He pressed his thumb lightly against her.

“More. Harder.” He did, but not quite enough. Almost. Almost, but not quite.
She pushed her body back a bit, taking what she wanted. “I need more. Please.”

“This?”

He pressed harder on that tiny nub. “Yes.” She started to see stars.

“What else?”

“Fuck me. Fuck me with two fingers.” She couldn’t believe she was saying this,
admitting this. When she played with doms, she took a somewhat passive role. If
they wanted her to be a schoolgirl, she became a schoolgirl. If they wanted her to be

a naughty maid, she was a naughty maid. But this...? Voicing what she wanted, the

pressure that pleased her...?

“Like this, Inamorata?”



Hawkeye Three: Make Me 11

Oh. Yes. He kept a steady pressure as he rhythmically pushed in and withdrew
his fingers. She tried to wriggle backward so he could go deeper, but he kept her

immobilized. “Damn you, Wesley Lowell. Don’t stop. I want to come.”

“I want you to tell me what you want. Exactly what you want and how you
want it,” he said. “I'll make sure you get it. But make no mistake, from here on out,
we’'ll do this my way.” He took a breath and then quietly, very quietly, asked,

“Understand?”
She understood.

Until this moment, she had decided when they saw each other; she had
decided how long she stayed in his bed and at his house. She’d never joined him for
dinner or stayed for breakfast, and she’d never invited him back to her downtown

Denver loft.
“Say it, Inamorata. Say it.”

“I understand.” A part of her had wondered how long he’d allow her the upper
hand. A few times, before she’d fallen asleep, she’d considered what she might do if
he got tired of her dictating the terms of their relationship. He was a strong,
powerful man, patient and tolerant as well. But even he had to have limits. She had
hoped his willpower wouldn’t exert itself for a few more months. In her mind, the
relationship would be over the moment he pushed for more. But now that he was...

Damn him. “I want you inside me,” she said as he kept up the relentless torment.

He turned his fingers slightly and unerringly found her G-spot. She drew in a
shuddering breath as the climax began to build.

He knew it too, if the way he pulled out of her was any indication.
This was torture. “Wes,” she protested.
“Please...?” he prompted.

She couldn’t, wouldn’t beg. Ms. Inamorata, Hawkeye’s right-hand woman, had
never begged for anything in her entire life. At work, she politely requested things

get done. People who didn’t comply right away had a good reason or they were
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replaced. As sure as the sun set over the Rockies, Inamorata would not be begging

for an orgasm.

He plumped her clit, pushed on it, and simultaneously reinserted a finger

inside her and pressed against her G-spot. Only a few more seconds... She moaned.
Again he pulled his hand away.
“Please...?” he prompted a second time.
“Lowell...”
“Please let me come, Sir,” he said, coaching her.

No. She struggled to get away, but his strength effortlessly subdued her. She
knew, though, that if she really insisted, he’d let her go.

“Beg for me. Let yourself go. Surrender.”

This was no longer about sex. It was a battle of wills. It was also an internal
battle. She didn’t want a man who would be this demanding. She didn’t want
anything serious with any man. Why couldn’t he leave it alone and simply enjoy

casual sex like other men? “I...I want...”
“Say it,” he whispered.
“I want to come.”
He said nothing as he continued the relentless onslaught.
“Wes!”
“Beg, Inamorata.”

She was lost. Suddenly she wanted the orgasm more than she wanted to be in
charge. “Please,” she said softly. “Please, I want to come. Damn it, Wes, I'm on the

edge.”
“Baby, when I let you come, I promise it will have been worth the wait.”
Let her? Let her? “You're not going to let me come?”

“Not yet. I want you thinking of me. I want you calling me Sir.”
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Think of him? She wouldn’t think of anyone else. She’d been doing the reverse

striptease to make sure he thought of her, and he’d totally turned the tables.

In that moment, he terrified her. He had control physically. Worse, he had her
emotionally. She felt shattered. She should wrest herself away from him, put on a
fresh coat of lipstick, then call out a good-bye over her shoulder as she headed out
the door. But she did none of those things. She was needy, helpless beneath him,

and she made no attempt to get away.

He kept both her hands imprisoned, and she felt him shift positions, kneeling

behind her. “Oh no,” she said. She wasn’t sure how she could survive him.
“Stay still.”
He licked her, front to back, and she cried out.

When she felt his tongue against her rear entrance, she shuddered. While she
wasn’t shy, she’d never experimented anally, and the firm press of his tongue

against her tightest hole stunned her.
“Relax, Inamorata.”
He gently bit her right butt cheek.
She cried out.
Bentley raced into the room, yipping at his master.
“Out!” he commanded.

Ignoring him, the dog turned excited circles around them, all but bouncing up

and down.
“Sit!”
The mechanical contraption did, right next to her foot.

“Not there. In the corner,” Wes said. With a long-suffering sigh, he added, “I'm

going to build him a kennel.”

The dog gave a high-pitched whine, as if he had understood every word.
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Wes grinned at the dog. He'd been working to perfect a pet for his niece, an
animal lover whose allergies made dog ownership impossible. Obviously, there were

still some issues. “Corner,” Wes said.
With a whimper, Bentley sulked off.

“Now, where were we? Oh. Right. I was licking your cunt and tonguing your

”»

ass.
This time she whimpered.
Methodically he ate her.
She rose on her tiptoes and pushed back against him, silently asking for more.

He kept her torso pressed against the mattress. And damn him, he continued
his maddening pace, not speeding up, but slowing down when she was ready to

come.

He sucked her clit into his mouth and slowly entered her vagina with two

fingers. Then, pulling away, he said, “You're slick.”
“Yes.”
“And you’re going to beg to come.”
“T already did.”
He laughed. “Again.”

She was shameless. “Please.” This time there was no fight. He'd proven his
point. He’d won. This time, in the bedroom, he was in charge. “Please let me come,

Sir; make me.”

He moved in a bit closer, licking, sucking her clit, sliding his fingers in and out

of her vagina. He stopped for a moment and found her G-spot.

Still balanced on her high heels, she pushed her hips backward, all but

pleading for release. “I'm going to come, Wes.”

“Do it.”

He still held her captive.
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He pressed his thumb against her anal opening, and she screamed as the

climax swamped her.
Her body convulsed. He continued to touch her, taste her as she came.
“Wes...”
“Ride it,” he told her.

She did. Not able to fight it, or him, she relaxed into it. But before the wave

receded, a second one followed.

She shuddered, trying to arch her back, trying to wriggle away. But he was as

determined as he was strong. He kept her imprisoned, relentlessly driving her on.
Her pussy clenched. Her entire body seemed to tingle.
He pressed a finger firmly against her clit, and she screamed out her orgasm.

She lay there for a few moments, stunned, shattered, aware of the cool, crisp
cotton sheets, and more, the strength of his body. She felt the contrast of their
bodies, his steel muscles against the softness of her skin. The contrast reassured

her.

He released the pressure on her clit and eased his fingers from her pussy. For
a moment, she felt adrift, wanting him to hold her. That had been demanding and
powerful and, if she had to be honest, one of the most fulfilling sexual experiences

she’d ever had.
If she weren’t careful, she could get addicted to this, to him.
And Inamorata was determined not to need anything from any man.

She forced air into her lungs, trying to steady her pulse as well as her
emotions. “You can let me up now.” Her voice didn’t sound half as strong as she’d
hoped. Frustrated at the way her body was betraying her, Inamorata shoved her

body weight backward and jerked apart her wrists.

The fact she managed to get away said more about his lack of resistance than

her strength.
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She shrugged and then rotated her shoulders several times as she
straightened. She smoothed her skirt back into place and then turned to face him.
She forced a casual smile. “Thanks for the orgasms.”

“Don’t.”

She put her palms flat on his bare chest and pushed him back a step. She
forced herself to ignore his erect cock and clenched jaw.

Bentley jumped up, dashed across the room, skidding and barking, grabbed
her thong from the floor, then galloped out the door.

“Guess you’ll be buying me a closet full of new lingerie,” she said, feigning a
lightness she was nowhere close to feeling. She grabbed her purse from the

nightstand and slung it over her shoulder.
“Inamorata...”
“T'll find my own way out.”
“The hell you will, woman.”

Instead of waiting for him to pull on a pair of jeans, she left the bedroom. She
didn’t have a lot of experience finding her way to the front door in the darkened
house. He always walked her out, commanding Aston, his whole-house computer, to

turn on the lights as they walked through the rooms.

Each time she was at his house, the routine was the same. Outside, he’d kiss
her one last time while the driver waited, his gaze averted. Only then would Wes
hand her into the car. He’d stand on the sidewalk, Bentley next to him, arms folded

across his chest until she was out of sight.
She suddenly realized how badly she’d learned to count on that routine.

She hurried through the great room, wishing there were more ambient light.

But he used blackout window treatments for privacy.
Bentley danced around her feet, and Wes’s curses echoed off the walls.

She forced herself to take a deep breath to gather her composure.
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Wes had thrown her completely off her game. She was known at Hawkeye,
Inc., for being emotionally rock solid. But he’d left her reeling. She’d been enjoying
their occasional hook-ups, but now that he’d uncovered one of her secrets, and oh so
decadently, he was even more dangerous. She didn’t want him knowing how badly

his touch, his taste affected her.
“Damn it, Inamorata! Wait!”
“Good evening. Cindy?”

She jumped at the sound of the disembodied voice. She thought she’d gotten
accustomed to having a computer, with a way-too-human, far-too-sexy English

accent talk to her.
“Nice try,” she said. “But my name’s not Cindy. Please let me out, Aston.”
“You're leaving for the evening, Annabelle?”
“Yes on the leaving. No on the name. Please let me out.”
The lock turned.
“Bridget?”
“No.” Usually Aston’s attempts to guess her first name amused her, and in the

months she’d been sleeping with Wes, they’d been through the alphabet more than
once. Tonight, though, she wanted out.

“Until next time, Ms. Inamorata.”

She pulled open the door, aware of sounds from the bedroom. Wes would only
be a few paces behind her. She used her foot to keep the determined Bentley from
following her outside. “Go get Wes,” she said quietly.

The dog’s tiny mechanical ears moved forward.

“Wes. Where is he?”

The dog looked over his shoulder. His little tail wagged madly.
“Go get him, Bentley!”

Bentley seemed to compute her order. His ears moved back into position. He

turned and jumped up once before trundling toward the back of the house.
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Her driver had her inside the vehicle by the time Wes, wearing unbuttoned

jeans and nothing else, appeared on the porch.

She collapsed against the leather seat. She tried to feel guilt for leaving—okay,
running—but she couldn’t. At the moment, her need to escape overrode everything

else.

Her cell phone rang. A handful of people in her life had custom ringtones—
Hawkeye, her sister, and Wes. She always knew which calls to answer—and which

she could ignore.

When she recognized Wes’s ringtone, she considered answering, for maybe two
seconds. But she’d left in the middle of the night because she needed time and
space. He overwhelmed her, made her think, made her feel, made her want. Her
pussy tingled. Her breasts ached.

Fantasies of him tying her up, making her beg, of his hand spanking her, of
him forcing her onto her knees crawled through her mind. The force of her desire for
him terrified her. Sex was one thing. BDSM was another. And heaven help her,
that’s exactly what she was considering asking for. The tiny serving of his
dominance had made her want more. More desperately, she needed to be
independent.

With a sigh, her finger trembling, she pushed the button to send him to voice

mail.
Within thirty seconds, the phone rang again.
The man was persistent.

She knew she should be flattered. Half the women who worked stateside for
Hawkeye, Inc., had a secret crush on him. Most women would shove her out of the
way for the opportunity to be fucked by the handsome, intense, well-built—oh yeah,
definitely well-built—Wesley Lowell.

For the second time, she sent him to voice mail.
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When she felt stronger, more capable, less needy, she’d return his call.

Probably within the next few days.
Maybe.
* % %
In frustration, Wesley pushed the End button and slammed down the phone.
The confounding woman had driven off without even looking over her
shoulder, without giving him a second thought.

He sure as hell knew it had nothing to do with her not being sexually satisfied.
There had been nothing fake about her cries of frustration, her moans of
satisfaction. More likely the brave, tough Inamorata was scared shitless. At least he

hoped so. That way he’d have company.

Still, everything he knew about her pointed to the fact she wasn’t a coward.
Her running away had been chickenshit, and he’d had no intention of letting her off

the hook.

He’d gone back inside and grabbed his cell phone from his office desk and

punched in her number.

After two rings, she’d sent him to voice mail. Inamorata rarely, if ever, turned
off her phone. In the six months they’d been doing this, she’d never turned it off, not
while she dozed, not while they were having sex. He’d even known her to answer a

call from Hawkeye while she was in the bathroom.

Jaw clenched, he’d picked up the phone and pushed Redial. After one ring, he’d

gotten her crisp, professional voice-mail message.
He'd ended the call a second time.
Goddamn her and her independence.

He’d never met a more frustrating, irritating, intriguing, irresistible woman.

He wanted her. Wanted her bad.

He ran his hands through his already messy hair.
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Wesley Lowell had rarely been at a loss with a woman. He adored women,
enjoyed everything about them, from their soft curves to their sometimes mercurial
moods, to the way they fit so perfectly in his arms. He loved taking care of them,
bringing them breakfast in bed, enjoyed being out with them in public, having a

nice dinner or a pizza and a beer.

Most especially he liked being in bed with them; he liked sex hot and dirty,
down and rough, sweet and slow. He liked making love. He liked fucking. He liked
bending a woman over a bed. He liked tying her hands to the posts. He liked

reddening her sweetheart ass and hearing her plead for more.
Unfortunately he had a short attention span.

The allure of each new woman wore off quickly. He was restless, easily bored,
wanted change. But his infatuation with Inamorata hadn’t lessened over the

months; it had intensified.

He didn’t like wanting her as much as he did. It made him uncomfortable. But

there it was.

If his attraction had been based solely on the thrill of the chase, he would have
lost interest a few weeks ago when they’d left their clothes on his great-room floor

and he’d taken her across the back of his couch.

Instead, fucking her in the great room had stoked his hunger. Fulfilling each

fantasy only fueled the next one.

Inamorata was multifaceted, uninhibited in bed, committed to her work, loyal
to those who worked for her, and uninterested in having anything resembling a
relationship with him. He wouldn’t say he was obsessed with her. But damn close to
it.

He had seen tonight coming.

He wanted more from her. He wanted to take what they had to the next level.
Clearly she didn’t. Tonight’s collision, in what he wanted and what she wanted, had

been inevitable. He'd spent the last month debating every one of his actions. He'd
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been as deliberate with the way he handled her as he’d been with examining

blueprints.
And tonight, he’d lost patience.

He was tired of her throwing back the covers and walking out. He was tired of
not knowing when—if—she’d be back. He was tired of giving in and letting her have

her way.

He debated his next action. Wait? Or go after her? Do the caveman act, throw
her over his shoulder, and keep her prisoner until she admitted she was his? Invite

her for a candlelit dinner?

He discarded that idea immediately. There was far too much testosterone in
his system to play the besotted knight.

Dragging her by her ponytail was much more what he was in the mood for.

Bentley came over. He sat and wagged his metal tail, his head cocked to one
side. One of Inamorata’s stockings hung from his mouth.

% % %
“T’ll pick you up at eight, Ms. Inamorata?”’

“Perfect, Ricardo,” she said to her driver, stepping out of the car. The Colorado
fall air felt cool on her bare legs. Darn that Bentley for stealing one of her stockings.
And damn Wes for encouraging the lovable mutt’s bad behavior. “Thanks,” she said

as Ricardo closed her door.
He walked her to the front door of her building.
Even though the ride down the mountain and back to her loft had taken

almost half an hour, her insides still buzzed from a mixture of nerves and

excitement.

Not that anyone would know, but her hands shook slightly as she swiped her
key card for access to the building. Wes hadn’t gripped her hard enough to bruise,

but the memory of his touch lingered.
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She punched the elevator button to take her to the third floor. Ricardo tipped

his nonexistent cap and headed back to the car.

Her phone rang again. With a sigh, Inamorata ignored yet another telephone
call from Wes, sending him to voice mail. She knew and accepted that she was
taking the coward’s way out. She almost always answered phone calls, even when
she knew a difficult conversation would follow. She believed in dealing with things

straight up.

Sexy, overwhelming Wesley Lowell took everything she believed in and stood it
on its head. Tonight had proved he was more man than she wanted. But that didn’t
stop her pussy from moistening every time a thought of him danced through her

mind.

Since she didn’t know what to do about him, she decided she’d think about it
later in the day, when the thought of him wasn’t so prevalent, when the memory of

his touch didn’t sear her skin, when the scent of him didn’t linger on her clothes.

She exited the elevator and walked down the hallway toward her loft. She
opened her front door and then froze. She’d turned off all the lights before she left,
and yet the kitchen was ablaze with hundreds of watts. Then she heard a groan.

Feminine. Soft. Agonized.

She pulled her pistol from her purse, reached for her phone, speed-dialed
Hawkeye, and then dropped her bag in the hallway. He answered on the first ring,
despite the fact it was nearly three in the morning. He sounded every bit as awake
as he did at noon. “Someone’s in my place,” she said. “At least one female.

Groaning.”
“Want the police? Backup?” Hawkeye asked.
She appreciated that he didn’t ask for any details. He’d know she’d give them

if she had them. And no one inside the Hawkeye organization liked to involve the

authorities unless absolutely necessary. “I'll let you know.”

She clipped the phone to her skirt’s waistband so she would have both hands

free. Slowly she moved into the wide-open space.
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Near the master bedroom, she saw Martha, her housekeeper, on the floor,
arms bound behind her. Whoever had done this to Martha had crossed her ankles
and secured them with duct tape. The woman’s body was curled into a fetal
position. For added measure, the assholes had slapped a piece of the tape across her
mouth. Since the vacuum cleaner and the hardwood-floor polish were still out, the
perpetrators had obviously attacked soon after Martha had arrived, meaning she’d

been trussed on the floor for hours.
Inamorata fought back her emotional response and focused on her training.
Secure the area.

She crouched and touched Martha’s shoulder reassuringly. “Be right back,” she

promised.

Despite her resolve to stay calm, no one—no one—fucked with hers. Martha
had been with her for a dozen years, and Martha was the mother Inamorata wished
she still had. She’d kick the ass of whoever had done this. “Is anyone else here?”

Inamorata asked.

Martha groaned in response and tried to shake her head. But tears leaked

from her eyes.

Steeling herself, Inamorata searched the rest of her home before closing the
front door and dialing the phone. “My housekeeper,” she told Hawkeye. “Bound on
the floor. No blood. All else is secure. I'll keep you apprised.”

After putting away the cell phone, she went into the kitchen. Her morning
coffee cup was still in the sink, reinforcing that Martha had been attacked soon
after she’d arrived. Forcing back her shoulders, Inamorata grabbed a knife from the
top drawer. Then she changed her mind. It would probably be easier to cut through
the tape using scissors. Unwrapping the tape would probably be best, but she didn’t

have the patience for that.
Inamorata spoke quietly and soothingly to Martha the entire time. “We’ll get

that tape off you,” she promised, crouching next to Martha. She placed her gun on

the floor, within easy reach. “This may hurt.”
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Martha nodded.

There was no easy way to get the tape off the woman’s mouth, and Inamorata

grimaced as she pulled it off. “Sorry,” she whispered.
Martha babbled incoherently for a few moments.

“T'll get you some water in a second,” Inamorata promised. “But first, let’s get
the rest of it off. I need you to keep really still.” Truthfully, Martha’s muscles were

probably so stiff and cramped it was doubtful she could move at all.
The woman quietly sobbed.
“Are you hurt?” Inamorata asked. Other than the obvious.
“Head.”
Inamorata nodded.
“No police,” Martha said, the words choked, hoarse.

Inamorata cut through the tape at Martha’s wrists. Bastards had done a hell

of a job. She forced her jaw to unclench. “Easy,” she said. “Slow and easy.”
Martha cried out, likely as circulation returned.

“The pain will diminish,” Inamorata said. “Breathe.” She caught Martha’s gaze
and exaggerated her own breaths. Martha’s eyes were wide, unblinking. More than

pain lurked in the depths. Martha was scared.
“Sam,” she said.

“Sam?” Inamorata had met Martha’s son a number of times over the years.

He’d been in and out of trouble as a teen, but last she knew, he had a steady job.
“They have Sam.”
“Who? Who has Sam?” She cut through the bonds securing Martha’s ankles.
“Men.”
Martha moved her legs slightly and groaned again.

“Take your time,” Inamorata said.
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She patiently remained at the woman’s side, gently massaging her extremities.
A few minutes later, Inamorata offered assistance when she saw Martha struggling

to sit up.

“They hurt him yesterday. Today, they came here, and they gave me a

warning.”
“What do they want?”
“Your help.”
“Mine?” She sat back on her heels.
“It’s all my fault,” Martha insisted, tears rolling down her face.
“Stop. The behavior of bad people is not your fault.”
“It 1s,” Martha said. “I talk about you all the time. I'm so proud of you.”

Inamorata smiled, but it was automatic, not sincere as she raced to put

together what Martha was saying.

Silently she unwrapped the remaining tape, noticing how chafed the woman’s

skin was. She’d skin those bastards alive.
“Sam—he talked about you, bragged about you too.”
“It’s okay,” she said.
“They said they would kill him if you call the police.”

“Okay. No police.” Worked for her, at least for now. No law enforcement meant
fewer questions, fewer explanations needed when she kicked ass and left bodies

strewn about.

Just then, the front door banged open. She leaped up and grabbed for her gun.

Martha screamed.
Inamorata positioned herself in front of Martha.

“What the fuck is going on here, Inamorata?”’
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Chapter Two

“Wes.” She lowered her gun. After a shaky exhalation, she concentrated on

forcing her heartbeat into a regular rhythm. “You’re lucky I didn’t shoot your ass.”
“You might wish you’d taken the opportunity.” He closed the door behind him.

He didn’t walk across the room, he stalked, devouring the distance, dwarfing

the space. With him looming over her, she suddenly felt small.
“Start talking, woman.”

A dozen questions crowded her mind. How the hell had he known there was an
issue? How had he found out where she lived? “Put a lid on it, Wesley Lowell. Show

some manners or leave. In fact, just leave. We're busy here.”

She looked up at him. There was no doubt, with the way his arms were crossed
over his chest and his legs were spread, feet planted firmly, that he was here to
stay.

Despite her attempts to be cool and in charge, a very female part of her was
glad to see him. A very tiny part was happy he cared enough to be mad. A larger
part wanted to preserve her sanity, her privacy, her ability to function competently.

His being there made her aware of being a woman.
“Talk,” he said.
She sighed. Even Hawkeye himself didn’t dare intrude on her life like this. But

Wesley Lowell could outstubborn Hawkeye. He might even be able to outstubborn
her. “You're frightening Martha.”

“No, he isn’t,” Martha said, although her voice sounded a bit shaky. “About

time you met a man who stands his ground with you.”
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He grinned.
Inamorata groaned.

“Three men have my son, my Sammy,” Martha told him. “And they came here

looking for Ms. Inamorata. I'm worried about her.”
“I am too,” Wes said, quietly.
“I can take care of myself,” Inamorata said.

“Of course you can,” Martha agreed. “But I do feel better with a big strong man
being with us right now.”

“Let me help you to the couch,” Inamorata said, changing the subject. “And I'll
get you a glass of water.”

“T’ll help her. You get the water,” Wes said.

“She’s been traumatized by men,” Inamorata snapped. Was he dense? And why

the hell did he think he could barge in here and issue orders?

“And she said she feels better having a big strong man here. That would be

“The other ones are bad,” Martha said. Her lips moved a little, but it was more

of a ghost than a true smile. “This one isn’t so bad.”
Outnumbered and knowing when she was beat, Inamorata picked up her pistol

and headed for the kitchen.

After placing her gun on the table, she took a glass from the cupboard and
then ran the tap until the water chilled.

When she entered the great room, Wes was helping Martha to the couch,
cradling the older woman’s arm and walking a bit behind her, encouraging her to

move only as fast as was comfortable for her.

This was the same man who’d stormed in here in a blaze of anger? The man
who had imprisoned her wrists, bent her over the bed, and used his hands and

mouth to make her beg for an orgasm?

His gaze met hers, and she shivered.
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His eyes narrowed, and even from that distance, she saw his eyes were a steel
gray color. This wasn’t the sexy charcoal color of their lovemaking, a color that told

her he was weak with desire for her. Nope. This was unadulterated fury.
His tenderness was for Martha and Martha alone.

He arched his brows, sending a message she received loud and clear. He wasn’t

done with her yet.

After helping Martha onto the couch, Wes crossed to the fireplace and rested
his elbow on the mantel. He was here to stay. If it were up to Inamorata, she’d kick
his overbearing, pompous, demanding rear right out the door, no matter how he

tempted her and no matter how hot and tight that rear was.

Oddly, though, his presence reassured Martha. As much as he made
Inamorata seethe with resentment, she couldn’t deny his patience with Martha.

Which left Inamorata stuck.

Inamorata sat on the couch next to Martha. The woman’s shoulders were
hunched, and her hands were in her lap. She absently rubbed her right wrist with
her left thumb.

“Water?” Inamorata offered.

Seemingly jolted out of her thoughts, Martha accepted the glass and took a
hesitant sip. Water sloshed over the rim, spilling onto the floor. Her eyes widened.

“I'm sorry,” she said. “I'll clean it up.”

“Nonsense.”

“I've got it,” Wes said.

The woman’s hands continued to tremble, and Inamorata took the glass and
placed it on the coffee table.

“Guess I'm more upset than I thought.”

“You have every right to be upset,” Wes said, returning with a handful of paper

towels. After blotting the mess, he continued, “Start at the beginning.”

“Sam”—she looked at Wes—“that’s my son.”
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He nodded as if he didn’t already know the information.

Inamorata noticed he didn’t make any attempt to move back to the other side

of the room.
“He’s a good boy. Really.”

Inamorata’s gaze connected with Wes’s. If he were such a good boy, none of

them would be here right now. Neither of them said anything.

“Go on,” Wes said.

“He was telling some of his new friends that I worked for you.”

“Did he mention Hawkeye?” Inamorata asked.

Martha returned to rubbing her wrist. “Yes.”

Wes folded his arms, then, seeming to realize how intimidating that could look,
dropped them.

“Tell us more about his friends,” Inamorata said.

“He met them at work.”

So he still had a job.

“He’s working downtown, in one of the skyscrapers,” Martha said, with more
than a hint of pride. “He’s in computers. Anyway, they were all over at the house
the other night. It was Sunday; I'd made a pot roast and vegetables. I'd baked some
bread too. One of the boys was asking about you, if it was true you worked for
Hawkeye, Inc., if it was true you’re pretty high up in the organization, if it was true
you actually know Hawkeye himself.” She lowered her gaze to her hands and

remained silent for at least a minute.
Inamorata patiently waited.
Martha sighed. “Anyway, I didn’t hear from Sam on Monday or Tuesday.”
“I's that unusual?” Inamorata asked.

“No. Not since he got himself an apartment on Capitol Hill. But he always
comes for Sunday dinner. He has to take the bus. On Wednesday—"
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“Yesterday?” Wes asked.
Martha blinked, as if trying to sort out the days. “Yesterday. Yesterday, yes.”
Inamorata offered the water to Martha again.

The woman’s motions were exaggerated, and she used two hands to hold the

glass steady and take a small sip.

Wes paced, but when Inamorata glared, he sat on the ottoman of her favorite
leather chair. She wasn’t sure she liked having him in her space, making himself at
home; she’d been right to keep all their hook-ups at his place. He propped his

elbows on his knees and leaned forward, resting his chin on his linked hands.
Inamorata took the glass and placed it on the table.

“On Wednesday, yesterday, Sam called to tell me that he loved me and that he

was sorry.”
“Sorry?” Wes asked.

“I thought he meant for all the years he’d been in trouble. You know, when he
was a teenager, after his father died.” She swallowed and looked at her hands
again. “Then while I was here working, I got a call from one of the boys who’d come

over last Sunday. He said they had Sam and a message...message for you.”

When they involved Martha, they’d involved Inamorata. Inamorata had gotten

that message loud and clear.

“He told me not to call the police, or I'd never see Sam again.” Her words

caught on a sob.

Inamorata took Martha’s hands and then breathed deeply, deliberately, until
Martha followed suit.

“He...he hung up. I was going to call you...” She trailed off and frowned. “My

phone—I don’t know where it 1s.”
“We'll find it,” Inamorata promised.

“They came here before I could make the call. There were two of them. They

must have followed me, I think. They didn’t say anything, not a word. The big one—
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I think his name is David—hit me on the head. When I woke up, they were gone
and I was on the floor.” She shuddered.

“Security cameras,” Inamorata said to Wes.
“On it,” he responded. “I'll also need your phone number...”
“Ms. Montano,” Inamorata supplied.

Martha gave her phone number, then shook her head. “No. Wait. That’s one 1

used to have.”

Inamorata grabbed her phone and checked her address book for Martha’s

number. She read it off.
“Got it.” He nodded and then repeated it.
No dim wattage coming from his brain.
“You calling Hawkeye with an update?” he asked her.
She nodded.

“T'll be back in ten.”

For once, she wasn’t upset Wes was around. His techy, geeky skills could come

in handy.
He walked toward the door. “I’ll lock it,” he said.
Martha’s gaze followed him. She continued to stare at the closed door.
“Let’s get you to the hospital,” Inamorata gently said to Martha.
The woman shook her head. “I'm fine.”
“You were hit on the head,” Inamorata countered.
“The doctors will ask questions.”
“T’ll get you a doctor from Hawkeye.”

“No.” Martha’s eyes widened. “I'm okay. I'll be fine. No doctors. They’ll ask
questions. Then they’ll notify the police.”

“A Hawkeye medic won’t involve the police,” Inamorata said.
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“You promise?” Martha’s brown eyes were unblinking, as if she wanted to trust
but couldn’t. The stakes were life-and-death for Martha—her only child. The woman

loved her son as much as Inamorata loved Martha.

Inamorata took her responsibilities seriously. Squeezing the woman’s hand
reassuringly, she said, “You and Sam are my first priorities. I'll take care of you. I'd

prefer if you let me move you to a safe location.”
“I want to go home.”

She understood that sentiment. If she assigned a protective detail from
Hawkeye, they could keep Martha safe. “If I have any reason to believe that’s a bad

idea, you will be moved.”
“But_,7
“I’ll let you go home for now.”

When Wes knocked on the door a few minutes later, Inamorata let him in and
then excused herself. She walked toward the bedroom, dialing the phone as she
went. She closed the door behind her, then, when Hawkeye picked up on the first

ring, succinctly outlined the situation.
“T’ll organize resources,” he told her.
“Wait! That’s my job.”
“I'm not so out of touch I don’t know how to use a Rolodex.”

“Database,” she corrected. “We don’t use a Rolodex anymore. We use a

database.”
“I'd better call my assistant.”

“Martha will need a medic. Send an agent—no, make that two, for protective
detail. And I'll take a geek to trace cell-phone calls, coordinate GPS positions, look

into Sam’s supposed friends for motivation.”
“I've made Lowell available to you.”
“Thanks, but no.” The man was already insufferable.

“Want to tell me what’s going on there?”
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If she understood it, she would.

“He’s already on-site,” Hawkeye said. “Engaged in the situation.”
Inamorata didn’t respond.

Silence pulsed over the line.

“Lowell’s the best,” Hawkeye said. He paused for a few more seconds, then

asked, “Do you want the best?”
She sighed. “Lowell it 1s.”

“The building manager already uploaded the video he requested. We've got a
couple of names at least. Lance, David. Martha’s son, Sam. We’ve got pictures.”

That was fast. But then, what else had she expected? She’d been attracted to
Wes—the confounding man—partially because of the rumors about him and his
mental prowess. About a year ago, because of his involvement with a FBI case, he’d
been written up in a national magazine, despite Hawkeye’s attempts to keep a low
profile in the press.

“Get us whatever information you have on Sam. We'll get a link uploaded to

Lowell with what we’ve got. Have Martha identify who’s who.”
“She got knocked around.”
“Do the best you can. Let Lowell work his magic.”

She opened her mouth to speak, and Hawkeye cut her off. “Don’t let your

personal feelings interfere with what’s best for a case.”
“Have I ever?”
“Once.”

“Below the belt, Hawkeye.” They were both silent for a moment. She did
remember the time in the heat of the Arizona desert, seemingly half a lifetime ago,
not long after her rookie year. She’d made mistakes, and the nightmares still

haunted her.

“Yeah. That was unfair,” he agreed. “But you asked. No one is perfect,

Inamorata.”
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Her mistakes had sharpened her senses, made her a better operative, and
honed her skills. But Hawkeye was right. She would be a fool to refuse Wes’s
talents. She tried not to let Hawkeye hear her sigh. “I'll use him.”

Without another word, Hawkeye ended the call.

She pushed the End button and slowly returned the phone to the holster. Her

shoulders sagged, and she let out a long, slow breath.

Without warning, her bedroom door opened. “Do you have any respect for my

privacy?” she asked.

“You didn’t call.”

She frowned. “When?”

“When you got home. When you realized there was something wrong.”

Her frown deepened. “Why would I call you? I notified Hawkeye.”

He clenched his jaw so hard she saw a pulse tic there.

“You're pissing me off,” he said.

“I'm not trying to piss you off, I promise. It never occurred to me to call you,”
she admitted.

“I ought to turn you over my lap right now. We've been in a relationship for six

months, goddamn it.”

“We don’t have a relationship. We don’t have a commitment, a promise,
anything. I don’t owe you an explanation about where I am, who I'm with. When I
have a work case, I don’t talk to you about it. In fact—"

“Enough, Inamorata.”

“We’ve hooked up every once in a while,” she said, tipping her head back to
meet his glare. “That’s hardly a relationship.”

“What do you call it?”

“I don’t know.” She fought her irritation. He was way out of line, and it was

clear he disagreed. Men. “Friends with benefits.”
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“Friends is a relationship.”
“Fine. Okay. Consider us something else. I don’t know. Fuck buddies.”
“Now I'm seriously pissed.” He took a step toward her.

She stood her ground, despite the self-preservation instinct—hell, despite
common sense—that urged her to take a step back. “I have work to do. This

discussion—argument—can wait for another time.”

“No. It can’t. I'm tired of you running, Inamorata. I'm more than tired of you

denying what we have.”
“Can this wait? Martha is—"

“Martha is in the bathroom cleaning up. I walked with her, but she didn’t seem
to need any assistance. As for you, woman, you can quit running away, emotionally

as well as physically.”
“Screw you, Lowell. 'm not—"
“No, you're not. Not anymore. Not running, not hiding.”
“Let me finish a sentence.”
“TI would if what you were going to say next wouldn’t get you in more trouble.”

She sighed. He knew her better than she knew herself. She wanted him, every

bit as much as she wanted not to want him.

His speech pattern, the way he walked, with purposeful and determined
intent, the way he looked at her, as if there was no one else on the planet for him
except for her—all of it combined in a magical way that made him irresistible, that

made her libido slam into overdrive.
Heaven help her.

He closed the distance in a few easy steps. “King-size bed,” he observed. “With

four posts.” He curved his hands around her shoulders.

While his grip wasn’t tight, didn’t hurt, it was unyielding and left her with no

doubt he was a man who was intent on dominating her.

“Who’s tied you to them, Inamorata?”
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“I lost count. Ten different men. Maybe a dozen?” What was it about him that

goaded her? “Jealous?”
“NO ”»

That pulse ticking near his jaw became more and more pronounced. His “no”
had been quick, and it had been an obvious lie. She would be stupid to push him
further.

“It doesn’t matter if a hundred men have tied you to them, Inamorata. I'll be

the last.”

She shuddered. With that clipped tone of voice, she believed every word he
said. “That’s a big assumption, Mr. Lowell. A bold one.”

“It’s a promise, Ms. Inamorata. And I'll make your ass so red you’ll forget

about any man other than me.”

He dug his hands into her hair and made a mess of the locks she’d tried to

tame. No one in the last six months had seen her hair mussed, except for him.

“You'll beg me to spank you. And you’ll scream when I give you permission to

come.”

“More bold words?” Dear God, did her voice sound as shaky to him as it did to

her? Bravado—that was the sound.

“More promises,” he countered.

Using his grip on her hair, he pulled her head back. He kept one hand fisted in
her hair, and with the other, he cradled her head.

This kiss was unlike any other.

Wes Lowell was the gentlest lover she’d ever been with. Until tonight. Now, he
demanded capitulation.

She resisted at first, but his onslaught was relentless. And truthfully, this man

did something to her that made her respond, whether she wanted to or not. Her

body betrayed her mind’s resolve.
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He tasted of determination, spiced with anger. He wasn’t only punishing her
with the kiss; he was marking her as his. Instinctively she knew if she stopped him
now, there would be no going back. She wouldn’t be invited to his house again. He’d
walk away. She wasn’t ready to admit they had something more than hot sex. It
definitely, in her book, wasn’t a relationship. She didn’t share enough of her life,
enough of her mind or emotions to honestly say they had a relationship. She didn’t

trust him enough for that. She’d never trusted a man that much.
Pulling back, he said, “Open your mouth wider, Inamorata.”
After licking her upper lip, she did.
“Wider.”
He kept her gaze imprisoned. She couldn’t look away now if she tried.
“Better,” he said approvingly.

He thrust his tongue deeply inside her mouth. He wasn’t simulating any sex
act they’'d enjoyed. This was far more intense. She shuddered, knowing when they

were intimate again, it wouldn’t be lovemaking or sex; it would be raw fucking.
Her insides were a puddle of desire.

The harder he pushed her, the more she wanted him, and he seemed to

recognize that.

She knew about Dominance and submission. She’d played BDSM games since
she’d dated an older man while she was still in high school. Because she’d lost her
parents early, Inamorata had grown up fast. Boys her age, with their groping and
uncertainty, had never interested her. Because she acted mature, no one had raised
an eyebrow when she lied about her age. So she’d been with twenty-five-year-olds
when she was barely eighteen. She liked self-assured men, or she had, until right

now. Right now, he was unsettling her, and that infuriated her.

He eased back a little. She responded by leaning into him more. Suddenly she
didn’t want the kiss to end, didn’t want this—whatever it was going on between

them—to end.



38 Sierra Cartwright

She met the next gentle thrust of his tongue with a parry of her own. He
groaned. She reached up to wrap her arms around his neck. Submission, she knew,

wasn’t about something being taken from her. It was about willing surrender.
She heard water running in the sink.
Slowly he ended the kiss.
“I'm not finished with you,” he said.
“Is that a warning?”
“Take 1t how you want,” he said. “I meant it as a promise.”

His words, his tone, the set of his mouth didn’t scare her—they turned her on.
A frisson of electricity danced up her spine.

“I’ll look for Martha’s phone while you compose yourself.” For a moment, he
imprisoned her chin between his thumb and forefinger.

He held her gaze for a few seconds longer than she was comfortable with, and

she read determination in the set of his jaw. Without another word, he left.

She released a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding.

Just how well did she know Wesley Lowell? Despite the fact they’d been
involved, she didn’t really know him. Until tonight, she hadn’t suspected the depth

of his temper. She’d had no idea he was interested in tying her up and spanking

her. She’d had no idea he was frustrated with their involvement and wanted more.

And now this... He’d remembered Martha was bothered about losing her
phone. He was as kind and compassionate to an older woman as he was edgy and

overbearing with her.
Inamorata sank onto the edge of the bed.

Her shirt had come untucked from her waistband. Her skirt had gotten twisted
around her thighs. And her hair—the unruly thick strands settled on her shoulders

and curled around her face. Professional, she was not.
Another reason to avoid him.

Inamorata didn’t do rumpled.
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She wrestled her hair back into place, then smoothed her black pencil skirt,

and tucked in her blouse.
More in control, she rolled back her shoulders and headed for the great room.

If she’d been any less self-possessed, she’d have missed a step when she

rejoined Wes and Martha.

Wes was on his hands and knees, peering beneath the couch. Martha stood

nearby, wringing her hands.
Inamorata cleared her throat.

“Still looking for Martha’s phone,” he said, glancing over at her. “She’s worried

her son is trying to get hold of her.”
Damn him for being so likable.

Hawkeye was already working behind the scenes to access Martha’s cell
records. Likely they knew whether Sam had been trying to call. She knew that. Wes

knew that, so he was just trying to soothe a frantic mother.
“Found it,” Wes said.
“Thank you, thank you, thank you,” Martha said.

“Looks as if it’s turned off.” He was powering it on as he walked toward

Martha.

“I need to check the voice mail.” She took the phone and frowned at it. “I don’t

know how. No one ever leaves me messages.”
“I've been told I'm pretty handy at that kind of thing,” Wes said. “Let me help.”

His phone and Inamorata’s both signaled incoming messages. She opened hers
to find pictures of the men from the building’s security cameras. She guided Martha

to the couch and sat next to her. “Do you recognize any of these men?”
“That one.” She pointed. “David.”
“Any last names?”

Martha frowned. She began rubbing her left temple in tiny circles.
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“It’s okay,” Inamorata said, touching Martha’s shoulder reassuringly. “If
anything comes to you, let me know.” Truthfully she was surprised Martha had
done as well as she had. The emotional and physical trauma had to have taken a

toll.

The intercom buzzed, and Inamorata excused herself to walk over and answer
the summons. She pushed a button and a strong, no-nonsense female from outside

the building said, “Sara Stein here, as requested.”

Inamorata raised a brow in surprise, surprised to hear Stein’s disembodied
voice. The other woman hadn’t been back on active duty long, and to have shown up

here, she would have volunteered for the assignment.

Stein was young and until recently had been one of Hawkeye Inc.’s most
promising protective agents. Even though it had been her sister’s life on the line,
Inamorata thought Stein’s actions had been exemplary. Stein hadn’t agreed,

insisting she should have seen her partner’s treachery ahead of time.

Inamorata hadn’t wanted to approve Stein’s leave, preferring to assign the
woman to another case, have her work through the angst and doubt and learn to
trust her judgment again.

But in a rare moment of disagreement, Hawkeye had overridden his right-
hand woman’s decision and signed Stein’s request, granting her as much unpaid

time off as she wanted.

When Stein walked through the door, she met Inamorata’s gaze squarely.
Inamorata realized Hawkeye had been right. Stein looked rested, fit, and ready for
duty. She’d found her way back. “Good to see you.”

“I won’t let you down, ma’am.”

“You never have.”

Laurents and Barstow, two good-looking specimens of men if she’d ever seen

them, showed up next. And they weren’t just tall, dark, and classically handsome,

they were talented and tough.
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The cavalry had arrived.

In minutes, and despite the fact it was sometime before four a.m., her home
had become command central. Hawkeye hadn’t lost his touch or, evidently, his

Rolodex.

A medic arrived next, a man whose skills had been tested in a trauma center

and honed on Middle Eastern battlefields.
“No doctors,” Martha said.

With the arrival of each new person, her agitation level had visibly increased.

And now the frantic movements of her hands never stopped. “They said no cops.”

Sara took charge, kneeling in front of Martha. “Youre following their

directions perfectly. This man is from Hawkeye, and he’s not a real doctor.”
Inamorata shot him a look of apology.
He shrugged as if to say no offense taken.

“You’re doing great. Your son would be proud of you. And you're going to take
care of yourself, so that when we get him back, you can fuss over him. Does he have

a favorite food?”
“Chocolate chip cookies.”
“Mine too. Will you bake some?”

Inamorata folded her arms, impressed. Who knew Sara could soothe as well as

kick ass?

Now that the woman was relaxed, the medic put Martha through a series of
tests that meant little to Inamorata. “If we weren’t going to have agents with her all

night, I'd want her in the hospital,” he said.

He scribbled down a few things for Stein. “Call me if her headache gets worse.
Watch for confusion, imbalance, vomiting, changes in her pupils. And of course, loss

of consciousness or convulsions.”

Stein nodded. Inamorata trusted her efficiency.
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Sara helped Martha stand and assisted her into her lightweight jacket. “He

didn’t call,” Martha said, her eyes wide and unblinking as she stared at her phone.

Inamorata knew Martha was likely numb, and that wasn’t all bad. The body

needed to process horrific events in small pieces.
“He didn’t call,” she repeated.
Inamorata hugged the woman, held her close while the tears finally fell.

Wes met her gaze over Martha’s shoulder. This time, the resolve in his posture
reassured her. He might have just met Martha, but he’d go above and beyond for

her. Inamorata appreciated that, even if she didn’t appreciate his interference.

Laurents headed for the door, presumably to get the vehicle in position.
Hawkeye’s protective agents were the best. They dealt with people in the most
emotionally debilitating moments of their lives. They had a unique blend of

compassion and detachment that kept them sharp and kept their clients alive.

After a minute, Sara moved in, telling Martha very slowly and clearly that

they were going to get her home. Barstow led the way while Martha leaned on Sara.
Martha looked over her shoulder.

“I’ll be in touch,” Inamorata promised. “And if you hear anything, I want you to

contact me anytime.”
“You'll look out for my Sam?”
Inamorata smiled reassuringly and made an X on top of her heart.

When the door closed behind them, she exhaled.

“T'll stop by in the morning to check on her,” the medic said, closing his

mysterious bag. “I'll send you an immediate update.”

The man found his way out. Suddenly there was deafening silence, and she

was alone with Wes.
“You need some rest,” he said.

As much as she wanted to argue, and might have another time, just on

principle, she nodded. She’d like to be able to work round the clock, and still could if
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the situation demanded it, but she knew resting gave her an edge. “I'll catch a few
hours before heading to the office.” Infuriating man just stood there, either
intentionally or obtusely not taking her hint that he should leave. “You should get

some sleep too,” she said.
“I'm planning to.” He took a step toward her. “With you.”

It must be lack of sleep, her brain slowing from exhaustion, but she knew she

couldn’t have heard him right. “With me?”
“The bad guys were in your loft, Inamorata.”
“And?”

“You would have liked for Martha to go to a safe house. I'd like you to be

somewhere safe also.”
“I'm a trained professional. There’s a difference.”
“Not so much in Hawkeye’s eyes.”

“What are you saying?” Her heart slowed by several beats per minute. She

knew, feared, his next words.

“I'd hoped you’d see reason. I'd hoped you’d see the bigger picture and what’s
best for the case. But I'll bottom-line it for you. You’re not staying here. You have

only two other choices. Your car is waiting outside.”
“You're annoying the crap out of me, Lowell.”
“Deal with it. You can go to my place or a safe house.”
She opened her mouth to speak, but he waved a hand, silencing her.

“Hawkeye assigned me as your protective detail. His decision isn’t open for

negotiation, nor is mine.”
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Chapter Three

“I don’t need a protective detail.”

He'd already gone through a litany of her arguments in his head. “Probably

true.”
“I don’t want protection.”
“Too bad; you're getting it.”
“You're the wrong choice.”
He raised his brows and reined in his temper.

“You're not...” She folded her arms across her chest. Her chin was set at a

stubborn angle.
“Not...” he prompted.
“Objective enough. We're involved.”

“Now we're involved? When it’s convenient for you, we're involved?” Anger
gnawed at his gut. He’d thought he’d been prepared for any argument, but he hadn’t

been prepared for that one.
“You know what I mean.”

“No, Inamorata. I don’t.” He stepped toward her and took her by the shoulders
gently, much more gently than he felt like being.

“We’re not allowed to protect family members, close friends.”
“Will you go to a safe house?”

“No chance.” She raised her chin a notch. “I'll lead this investigation. I'll find

Sam. And I'll find the bastards who hurt Martha. She’s one of mine.”
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More than ever, he admired her. She loved fiercely and protectively. He
wondered what it would be like to be someone she cared about. “I'm Hawkeye’s
compromise,” he told her. “If you're unwilling to go with me, he’ll have Wolf Stone

take over your responsibilities until this is resolved.”

Her mouth opened slightly before she obviously realized she’d betrayed her

emotions. “It’s my case. My responsibility.”
“You know Stone is the best.”
“After me.”
He smiled. He did love her spunk. “After you.”

She looked at him, tipping back her head a little more so their gazes
connected. Her breaths were shortened. Her green eyes flashed fire. Outside the
bedroom, Inamorata clearly didn’t like taking orders, didn’t like being backed into a

corner.

She shrugged out of his grip. “I'm calling Hawkeye.” She turned her back to

him and walked toward the bedroom as she dialed the phone.
She closed her door firmly behind her.

He heard the soft tones of her voice but couldn’t make out any words. While he
waited, he cleaned up the area, throwing away the scraps of duct tape that had been
used to secure Martha. He didn’t know where to put away the scissors, and it made
his blood hot that this was the first time he’d been to her place. And if Hawkeye
hadn’t called, Wes would still be waiting on an invitation that might never have

come.

He pulled open a drawer and found a well-organized place for silverware. He
opened a second drawer and found an assortment of knives and a space big enough
for the scissors.

Everything about Inamorata’s loft was as meticulous as the woman herself.
Nothing was out of place, and she didn’t have any of the piles of paper and

miscellaneous electronic parts that were the hallmark of his home.
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Her great room was vast, just a few pieces of furniture arranged
conversationally. A large print of a red abstract flower hung above the barren
fireplace. Several other brick walls were adorned with other abstract designs, all in

bright, bold primary colors.

She had an oversize television and a sound system the geek in him admired.

All in all, the loft suited a professional, reserved woman.

How much time, he wondered, would it take to shake her up, encourage her to

let down her hair, open just one more button on her blouse?

Waiting impatiently, he paced from the kitchen to the great room and back

several times.

He was looking out one of the floor-to-ceiling windows at a still-dark Denver

night when she returned.
“I can be ready to go in twenty minutes.”
“Perfect.”
“What? No gloating?”

He sighed. “Inamorata, you don’t know anything about me.” And she didn’t.

Her safety was the only thing that mattered. His ego, everything else, came second.

In well under the twenty minutes she’d estimated, she returned to the great
room, wheeling a small suitcase and carrying an overnight bag. “All of a sudden, I
have a whole new level of respect and compassion for the people we take into

protective detail. It’s a total pain in the ass.”

And emotionally discombobulating, he suspected, although he doubted she’d
admit to that.

She hadn’t changed while she had the opportunity. Holding on to some

semblance of control?

He waited for her to come to him, even though it nearly killed him. He wanted

to fold her protectively into his arms and hold on like there was no tomorrow.

“I can manage,” she said when he reached for the overnight bag.
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“We’ll send someone back for your bags,” he said.
“Wes_ﬂ7
“Leave them.”

She was pale. Despite that, her shoulders were back and her spine was
straight. She was as well put together as she was at nine a.m., except for the fact

she wore a gun in an underarm holster.
“I want you to keep your hands free.”
She closed her eyes for a second. “Of course.”

He knew Hawkeye had assigned another couple of agents to protect
Inamorata. She was one of the organization’s most important assets. That one of the
punks had sent a personal message to her and the security firm concerned

Hawkeye. Inamorata kept a nonpublic profile; Hawkeye liked it that way.
“Let Ricardo know we’re on our way,” Wes said. “I'll have someone from

Hawkeye pick up my vehicle later.”

She grabbed her cell phone from its holster attached to her waistband. She
used only one button to call her driver. She confirmed he was on standby, and then
hung up. “You know I'm accustomed to being the one giving orders,” she said.

“I'm in charge now.” He grinned to take the sting from the words. “Get used to
it.”

He checked the hallway outside the entrance to her loft and then held open the
door. He saw her acknowledge the Hawkeye, Inc., operative stationed near the

elevator; then, when they reached the ground floor, she nodded to a second.

Wes sheltered her body while she entered the vehicle. He slid in beside her.

Before the door was fully closed, Ricardo was rolling.

Inamorata was quiet the entire way to his home on Lookout Mountain. She’d
scooted to the far side of the car and fastened her safety belt, putting physical

distance between them.

He expected her to rest her head, maybe close her eyes, but she didn’t.
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She pulled out her cell phone. He shamelessly looked across at the screen. He
couldn’t make out individual words, but he saw enough to know she was sending e-

mails and a few text messages.

Even when she was remote, focused, he wanted her. He knew she wouldn’t
want him having protective feelings for her, so he tamped those down and let the

more carnal ones creep in.
Ricardo slowed as he navigated the turn into Wes’s driveway.

The sun was coming up, the clear Colorado sky brightening by the minute.
Every light inside the house was blazing, and there was a guard stationed at the

front door.
“Hawkeye 1s deploying a lot of resources,” Inamorata said.
“You're worth ten times that to the organization.” And to him.

Ricardo parked directly in front of the house, with no regard for the

landscaping. Smart man.

Hawkeye had assigned an operative, and the man was already on-site. The
tall, broad, bald black man cleared his throat and presented his identification.
“Marcus Phipps, sir,” he said. “I, er, checked out the perimeter several times. I
wanted to look in the windows to make sure everything was okay, but the’—he
cleared his throat again—“the, uh, security system wouldn’t let me. Kept telling me

to piss off.”

“That would be Aston,” Wes explained. “Aston is the whole-house computer. He
runs all the systems, including the security. And he seems to have an odd sense of

humor.”

“I thought I heard creepy music, not loud, but real subtlelike. Not just because

there’s almost a full moon or anything.”

“You did hear creepy music. It’s Aston’s favorite.” Wes had found playing
music you might hear in a horror film kept away solicitors. “If that doesn’t work, the

next sequence usually does.” Wes waited.
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“l see you,” a disembodied voice said quietly. Then, in a higher octave,

repeated, “I see you.”

It’d been a long time since Wes had heard Aston’s malevolent voice. Really was

impressive, if he did say so himself.
“Target acquired, Mr. Lowell. Do I have permission to shoot?”
A piece of metal, positioned in the eave, moved.
“desus!” The man jumped.
Inamorata only shook her head. That was his girl.
“Aston, disarm the door and stop frightening our guest,” Aston said.

“Guest? He’s a guest?” Aston’s voice had changed. He sounded very polite,

refined even. “Why didn’t you say so, sir?”
Inamorata rolled her eyes.

“All clear, Aston?”

“No attempted breaches of the perimeter, sir. Except one of those pesky Pica

picas about five minutes ago.”

“Pica pica?”

“Scientific name for the black-billed magpie that landed on my fence. Zapped
his ass. Feathers everywhere. Quite the sight. Quite.”

“Aston,” Wes warned.

“I didn’t really do it.”

Wes would have sworn Aston sounded slightly offended.

“I did consider it, though. They’re not on the endangered list.”

The door latch made a scraping sound.

“We're in,” Wes said. “T'll program the system so Aston knows you're a

friendly.”

“You don’t have a key for the door?” the operative asked.
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“Wouldn’t matter. Even with a key, unless Aston lets you in, you won’t get in.
The first shock he gave you when you put the key in the lock would convince you not
to try a second. If you did, the second would knock enough sense into you that you

wouldn’t need a third.”
“He really would shoot me? I mean it. It would shoot me?”
“I most certainly would,” Aston said.
The operative nodded. “I need one of those things.”
“T’ll see to it, if you keep Inamorata safe,” Wes said.

“I'd keep Ms. Inamorata safe even if there weren’t a super-cool security system

on the line.”
Definitely a smart man.

Wes shook the man’s hand, accepting his personal promise. “I assume you

know Ms. Inamorata?”
“By reputation.” He shook her hand. “A pleasure, ma’am.”
“Sandy,” Aston said. “Sandy Inamorata.”

“Sandy?” Marcus asked. He rubbed his hands together. “Hot damn. Sandy

»

Inamorata. 'm in the money!
She sighed. “It’s not Sandy. That doesn’t even sound good together.”
“Oh.” Marcus’s expression fell.

“Visions of those five figures disappearing?” Wes asked

Marcus shrugged. “It’d be cool to win the office pool. Been dreaming of Cabo or
Maui. A sandy beach and beer.” Then he sighed and shook his head. “Hell, as frugal
as I am, it’'d buy me a car. But I could dream about Cabo while driving around,
right?”

“Sorry I can’t help,” she said.

Along with half of Hawkeye, Wes had all but given up on trying to guess her
first name. Aston was much more persistent. He’d been programmed not to take no

for an answer.
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“Mandy?”

“Not even,” she said.

“Candy?”

“That doesn’t sound half-bad,” Wes said.

“Candy?” she repeated. “I look like a Candy to you?”
He met her gaze. “Oh yeah. Definitely.”

She rolled her eyes. “But still wrong.”

Despite Aston’s assurances the house and property were secure, Marcus drew
his weapon and went in ahead of them. He took a startled step back when a
growling Bentley slowly moved toward them, ears cocked forward threateningly.
The dog’s normally enthusiastic tail was frozen in place, sticking straight up in a
way that even intimidated Wes.

Wes grinned. His home was more than a sanctuary. It was a fortress. Anyone
who got past Aston would have their ankles shredded by Bentley’s sharply pointed

metal teeth.
“What the hell is that?” Marcus asked.
“It’s not a what; it’s a who,” Wes said. “Meet Bentley.”

Marcus took another couple of steps into the house, and Wes applied light
pressure to the small of Inamorata’s back, urging her inside. The less time she was

completely exposed, however slightly, the better.

He closed the door behind them. The always alert Aston slid the bolt home,

locking them in without being commanded.
“Down, boy,” Wes said.
“BErr...”
“Let him smell your hand.”
Marcus raised his brows.

“He’s serious,” Inamorata said.
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Marcus, like a man who was afraid of losing his limb, slowly put out his hand.

Like a normal dog, Bentley approached and sniffed.

“Amazing,” Marcus said. He scratched behind the creature’s ears. “Any other
surprises?”

“Don’t tell him,” Inamorata said.

At the sound of her voice, Bentley turned his head and then raced over to

Inamorata. He jumped up, and his pink mechanical tongue hung out.

Sometimes Wes wondered if his tongue did the same thing when he thought

about her.

She crouched and made ridiculous cooing noises and scratched Bentley’s belly.

He fell to the ground and rolled onto his back. Then he purred.
Slight programming glitch. Wes sighed.
As she scratched, the purrs got louder.

“Maybe I'll wait until version 2.0 is released,” Marcus said. Then he looked at

the dog, as if considering what the mutt was good for. “At least he doesn’t shed.”

“He pees oil, though.” Inamorata played with Bentley another few seconds,

then smoothed her skirt and stood. “Once he even did it on the carpet.”
“T'wice,” Wes corrected.
“Another programming glitch?”
“I'm working on it.”

“I’ll take a quick shower,” Inamorata said. “Then Ricardo can drive me to the

office. I don’t suppose Aston can brew coffee while I'm getting ready?”

“You can shower,” he said. “Tell Aston what temperature you prefer. But then
you're going to sleep.”

P
“Exhausted. You're exhausted, Inamorata. You'll be more useful to everyone

after a few hours of rest.”
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“Lowell.”

She raised her eyebrows in a way that would have left weaker men shaking in
their shoes. But Wes wasn’t weak. He was strong enough for Inamorata. “My house,

my rules.”

After clearing his throat, Marcus excused himself, saying he needed to get the
lay of the house and find the coffeepot.

Wes figured it was a good thing he’d gotten himself assigned as part of the
protective detail. Inamorata would have chewed up a lesser man. They’d be nothing
more than puppets in her very capable hands. And she’d push herself past the point
of exhaustion.

Probably no one but him would even see it in her.

Her shoulders were pulled back, her spine straight. Every hair was tucked into
place. Her skirt looked freshly pressed, despite the fact Bentley had jumped on her.

But there was a slight weariness etched beside her green eyes.

When he spoke, he lowered his voice by an octave, despite his determination to
tuck her in and fuck her so hard she slept for a week. “Think about the case, about

the advice you'd give to anyone else.”

She glanced at her watch and sighed. “A few hours.” Then she looked at him.

“I'm not turning off my phone.”

With Inamorata, a compromise was a win. He wasn’t a proud man where she

was concerned. He’d take the compromise.
She headed for the master bedroom.
He took that as a win too.

There was a guest bathroom down the hall, and she’d opted for the one in his

room.

Bentley, a pile of nuts and bolts and wires, ran after her, probably tearing

another chunk out of the hardwood floor in his attempts to find his footing.
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Another Hawkeye, Inc., employee arrived with her luggage. Wes absently
wondered if Inamorata had packed any lingerie, although the idea of her sleeping in
one of his shirts appealed to him. The idea of her sleeping in nothing at all appealed

even more...

He heard the sound of water running, which meant she’d soon be naked, if she

weren’t already.

He headed for the kitchen and answered a few questions for Marcus. He

showed the man how to interface with Aston both verbally and through a keyboard.
“Before you go...”
Wes stopped at the doorway.

“I haven’t figured out the coffeemaker. Everything around here is high-tech.

Bet you even have one of those robotic vacuum cleaners.”

“Aston 1s somewhat attached to the vacuum, so you'd better watch what you

say about Lexie.”

Marcus rolled his eyes. “I won’t dis Lexie, if you just show me how to make the

coffeepot work.”

Wes laughed. After showing Marcus how to brew coffee—this model ground its
own beans and filtered its own water—Wes headed for the bedroom, glad the

shower was still running. He never wanted to miss a naked Inamorata.

Her clothes were in a neat pile on a chair near the foot of his bed. Her shoes,
those high, spiky things that made his thoughts careen in half a dozen illicit

directions, lay at an angle, one on top of the other.

True to her promise, her phone was on the nightstand on the side of the bed
she’d chosen as her own. She hadn’t put away her gun. It lay next to the phone.
Generally, when she was at his house, she left it in a holster with her clothes.

Sometimes, she had it in an oversize purse.

He thought about all the nights she spent at home, alone. Were her phone and

gun always within inches of where she slept? He knew she was a highly trained
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operative. She’d even done protective service herself. But damn it, who took care of

the protector?

He kicked off his shoes and walked into the master bath, a room roughly the

size of a studio apartment in New York City.

Steam billowed everywhere and fogged the mirrors. Bentley was sprawled on a
mat outside the shower. Humidity plus metal equaled a good recipe for rusting

every one of his parts.

Wes pointed to the bedroom. Bentley put a paw over his eyes. Like a kid, Wes

supposed. If I can’t see you, you can’t see me.
“Out.” He snapped his fingers.
Bentley stood slowly and walked from the room with his head hanging low.

Through the opaque glass door, her slender body seemed to have an ethereal

look.
She ran her hands through her hair and then stretched, arching her back.
His cock instantly hardened. He wanted to be inside her. Now.

Wes tossed a couple of towels over the rack that was placed above the unit.
Close enough to keep a towel handy so you could dry off in the shower, far enough

away not to get wet. Then he opened the shower door.
She turned to face him, but she didn’t look surprised. “Joining me?”
He unbuttoned his jeans and shoved them down. He stepped out of them as he

pulled his shirt over his head. Unlike Inamorata’s tidy pile, he tossed his clothes in

a careless heap.

The enclosure, with its dual showerheads, was more than big enough for two.
Even though he hadn’t known her when he’d had it built, he’d been glad the first
time they’d shared.

She moved in deeper. After he closed the door, she rose on her tiptoes to link

her arms around his neck.
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There was nothing like a warm, willing, wet woman. This woman. “If you

think you can distract me from your punishment, you're mistaken.”
“Punishment?” She shivered.
“For leaving earlier. For not calling when you should have.”
“Wes...”
She leaned into him. Gently he turned her away.
“Uhm...”
“Put your hands on the wall.”
Slowly she did.

He squirted some liquid soap into his hand and worked it into a lather. “Stay

still,” he said. “Spread your legs.”
It took her several seconds, but she followed his order.

He washed her back and reached around her to lather her stomach. She

wiggled back a little. “Stay still,” he repeated.
“You're a torment.”

His cock jutted forward. He was more than interested in fucking her hard and
fast. He cupped her breasts, then squeezed them, simultaneously pinching her

nipples.

Her knees sagged forward, but she caught her weight with her hands and

pushed herself back into position.
“That’s my girl.” He tightened his grip on her nipples.
She moaned.
“Have you ever worn nipple clamps?”
“Yes.”
“During your BDSM play?”
“Yes.”
“And...?”
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“Almost always when I masturbate.”

He twisted her nipples just a bit.

“Oh...Wes...”
“Stop?”
“NO!”

He lowered his head so his lips were a fraction of an inch from her ear. Warm
water sluiced over both of them. “Tell me what you want, Inamorata.”

“More.”

“Harder? You're always wanting it harder,” he said.

And she was. She didn’t have a reputation as an extreme player, but she
clearly preferred a small amount of pain to a lot of pressure. It shouldn’t surprise
him. Inamorata was an uptight woman who walked a razor wire of demands and
decisions at Hawkeye, Inc. It made sense she craved that edge of pain to make her
forget and help her get off.

She was moving, her hips grinding backward. The tip of his cock was rubbing
her ass, and even that was enough to make blood pound through his body. She
mumbled his name again and leaned her upper body a bit forward, letting him
support more of her weight and making it easier for him to squeeze her breasts.

He recognized the signs of her impending orgasm, but until now he’d had no
1dea she was responsive enough to climax without him even touching her clit. He
increased the pressure on her breasts as well as her nipples. “You're not going to
come from just this, are you?”

“I might,” she confessed. “Just keep up that pressure a few more seconds.”

“I forbid it.”

She went still. “You forbid it?”

“You may not come, Inamorata.”

For a moment, she didn’t say a word. When she did speak, her voice was low,

soft. “Even if I ask? If I beg?”
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His cock got harder. “You can beg.” Jesus, yes. “And it may or may not make a
difference.” He released one of her breasts and trailed his fingers down her spine to
that tiny dip near her rounded butt. He kept a tight squeeze on her captured right
nipple while barely touching her back. She’d subconsciously note the differences in

pressure, and it was his intention she’d respond to each. “Spread your legs.”
She didn’t hesitate.
“Farther.”
She did. Could this woman be any more delectable?

He stroked her spine, and she began to move again in response to his

movements.

Wes cursed himself for three types of fool. He’d been an idiot to let Inamorata
set the pace for the last six months. He’d had the idea that if he was patient, things
would progress naturally. She’d stay at his house for an entire night, they’d have

breakfast, occasionally drive to Denver headquarters together.

Hell, he could get crazy and ask for a whole weekend together, maybe even
take a trip to Steamboat Springs, spend a day skiing, then celebrate apres ski on a
patio overlooking a run. Hell, he’d settle for drinking wine in front of a fireplace and
showing her around the town.

And the nights... The nights would be filled with the softness of her sighed
submission, the quick intake of her breath as she shouted out his name on a climax.

But the longer he’d waited, the more comfortable she seemed with treating his
house like a place to find sexual relief on the way home from work, a rest stop on
the way back to her regularly scheduled life.

Well, he sure as shit wasn’t comfortable with the way things were. He wanted
more. It was time to push. He risked losing her, but anything was better than the

status fucking quo.



Hawkeye Three: Make Me 59

He trailed his fingers lower, between the crack of her ass and then down to her
cleft. “Your pussy is wet.” And it wasn’t just from the water. “You do like a little

pain with your sex, Inamorata.”
She didn’t respond, didn’t need to. Her silence was answer enough.
He gave her clit a quick pinch. She gasped.
He slipped a finger inside her cunt.
“More. More, more, more.”
“Don’t come,” he warned her even as he slipped a second finger inside.
She ground her pussy against his hand.
“Keep still,” he told her. “And I mean it.”
“Damn it, Wes!”

“Keep still.” He kept her on the threshold for a few more seconds, and then he
withdrew his fingers and slowly released his hold on her breast and nipple. He

turned her to face him.

“Beast,” she said, her breathing ragged. She wiped stray strands of blonde hair

from her cheeks and cleared water from her face. “You're an absolute beast.”

“Part of your punishment, Inamorata. But only part of it.” His cock ached for
him to take it in hand and give himself some relief. He figured it’d take oh, three,

maybe four strokes. “Aston, water off.”

The stream of water stopped. He grabbed one of the thick towels. “Stay still.”
He patted her face, then moved lower, rubbing harder than he would have

previously on her nipples.
She moaned slightly.
“Sensitive?”
“Yeah.” Her eyes closed while he rubbed again and again.
“Uhm, Wes...if you keep that up—"~

“I've already told you not to come. You're not planning to disobey me, are you?”
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She swallowed. “No.”

He took mercy on her and continued to dry her, easing the towel down her
body. He paused when he reached her stomach. He crouched in front of her and
gently dried her midsection. He looked up and caught her gaze. “The next time I
have you alone, I'm going to shave off the rest of your pussy hair.” Her pubic hair
was well groomed and trimmed. He liked it. “I like the sight of your cunt, wet and

drippy. I don’t want it hidden.” And he wanted to push her boundaries.
Her eyes were wide, but for once, she was silent.

“The correct response is, ‘Anything you say, Sir. And I'd prefer anything you

say, Sir.”
She moistened her upper lip.

He’d never seen her do that before. The sight of her tongue, so pink, so
pleasing... His cock throbbed in anticipation, in demand. “Say it, Inamorata. Let me

hear your submission.”
“Anything...anything you say. Wes.”

He dragged his pulse back under control. With deliberate concentration, he
rubbed her thighs, then her knees. He was refusing her orgasm; he couldn’t just

spill his load all over her in the shower. “Put one of your feet on the bench.”
“That’s obscene.”
“You did it earlier tonight,” he reminded her.
“Not with you crouched in front of me.”
“You’ll have no secrets from me,” he said.
Even though the bathroom was still steamy and warm, she shivered.
She lifted her leg, and he dried her calf.
“You're driving me mad.”

“Not quite,” he said. He ran the nubby cotton up the inside of her leg, then
gently patted her pussy.

He parted her feminine folds and took his time.
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“Wes!” She shifted, obviously trying to keep her balance, but she kept her foot
on the bench.

“Stay in position,” he told her again. Keeping her labia spread, he replaced the

towel with his mouth.
She moaned when he licked her clit.

He kept up the onslaught, faster, slower, feeling her body jerk and respond.
She dug her hands in his hair, but she kept her foot where he’d told her.

He loved the scent of her, soap and woman.

Her body tensed, and she sucked in a breath. He moved away from her. “When
you come, it will be with my cock inside you.”

“Can we make that sooner rather than later?”

He stood, and she released her hold on his hair. Without being told, she put
her hands back on the tile.

“Put your right leg down and your left leg on the bench,” he instructed.

She moved slowly but didn’t question his order. Yeah, he should have pushed
Inamorata months ago.

He dried her other leg. When he neared the apex of her thighs, she rose onto
her tiptoes in anticipation. He avoided the area entirely. Instead, he shifted to dry

her shoulders and back.

She was trembling, and he knew it was from denied sexual gratification, just
the way he liked it.

He turned her to face him. “Walk to the bed,” he told her, “lie on your back
with your legs and arms spread. If you want me to tie you, disobey me.” He
wondered if she’d argue or whether desire and worry and exhaustion had clouded
her mind.

“If T do what you want, will you finally fuck me?”

She was trying for the upper hand, making this about sex and nothing else.

The anger that had been on slow boil heated several degrees.
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“Hard?” she asked. “Fast?”

His grip tightened on her shoulders. Having the naked and not-so-submissive
Inamorata in his arms made the throbbing in his cock nearly unbearable. “Keep it

up and I'll just tie you to the bed and go to sleep.”
“You wouldn’t.” She took hold of his cock and stroked him firmly.

He closed his hand around hers. If she kept it up, he’d come in less than seven

seconds. “Try me.”

“You want me as bad as I want you.” She squeezed his cock.

How had he not noticed how long her eyelashes were and how seductive she
was when she looked at him through them? “No doubt.”

“But you'd still tie me to the bed without fucking me?”

“Like I said, try me.”

“You'd lose out too.”

“I'd live.” He hoped. He loosened his grip on her hand and her shoulder. “Now
move it.” As she opened the shower door, he gave her ass a sharp slap.

“Ow!” She turned to face him.

Her lovely green eyes were wide, her pupils dilated. Her breaths were

shortened. Yeah, this relationship could become more and more interesting. “I told

you to move it,” he repeated.
“Yes, Sir.”

If only those words had been more respectful instead of sassy. He was mostly
dry, but he grabbed a towel and wrapped it around his waist. He tossed her damp
towel in the direction of the hamper. He watched her walk toward the bed. Her hips

swayed with her graceful movements.

She glanced over her shoulder, and she did that funny little thing with her

tongue and upper lip again.

In the months she’d been turning his life and libido upside down, he’d never

just stood and appreciated her body’s movements. She generally slipped out of his
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bed and into her clothes, obliterating any chance of intimacy before it started. Now
that he had the opportunity, he’d take it.

She mesmerized him.

He was a big man, and his bed was high enough off the ground that she had to
crawl onto it. Little vixen took her sweet time. He didn’t give much consideration to
the fact she might not follow his orders. In the shower, he’d smelled her arousal.

She wanted an orgasm as desperately as he wanted to give her one.

“Like this?” she asked, spreading her legs slightly. She’d followed his exact

Instructions, but not the spirit of the order.
“Living dangerously?”
She spread her legs a little farther.

“Better. But not good enough.” He dropped his towel to the floor and wasn’t
surprised when Bentley raced over and grabbed it. The dog and the soon-to-be-
shredded towel disappeared beneath the bed. Wes had forgotten to program
manners into the mutt. Another thing to remember for the upgrade. Good thing
Bentley was so lovable. And a double-good thing he’d left Inamorata’s shoes

untouched.

“How’s this?”

She did like to live dangerously. “The next time you are deliberately
disobedient, I won’t be so lenient.”

She shuddered, but the action appeared to be more from anticipation than any

real fear.
“This time, though, I want your legs over my shoulders.”
“Finally,” she said. “You’re going to fuck me.”

As if he could do anything else. Seeing her there, on her back, legs and arms

spread wide in invitation, diverted blood from brain to his dick.

He wanted to take her slow and easy, with several lengthening strokes.
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“I want you,” she said. “Now. I want you to make me forget. I want you to wear

me out. Take me. Punish me. But don’t make me wait.”

As he put his first knee on the bed, she spread her legs even farther apart. The

invitation, both verbal and physical, pummeled what remained of his self-control.

He grabbed a condom from a drawer in the nightstand and sheathed himself.
When he had more patience, he’d have her do it for him. “Lift your legs,” he told her,

maneuvering between her thighs.

He moved in, his cockhead poised at her entrance. “You have the most

beautiful pussy.” He saw she was moist, ripe. “Put your legs on my shoulders.”
“You do like this obscene look,” she said.

“I like you exposed, hiding nothing,” he corrected. “There’s nothing obscene

about that.”

Their gazes met. This side of Inamorata invigorated him. She was holding

nothing back. She was as vulnerable as she’d ever been.
He was done waiting.
This time, he didn’t bother with the foreplay.
He took her hard, fast, in a single brutal thrust.

She cried out, not with pain but with a shout of pleasure. Bentley scampered
from beneath the bed and whimpered.

“Does he have an Off button?”

“He will tomorrow,” Wes said. He gave her a few seconds to accommodate him.
He shifted the majority of his two hundred pounds onto his elbows so he didn’t
smash her completely.

She wrapped her arms around his neck. “Yes,” she said. “Fuck me.”

Her encouragement was all he needed. Her pussy was wrapped tight around

him. Her muscles squeezed him, and he’d never known a more perfect feeling.

He fucked her.
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There was nothing slow, leisurely, or sweet about this joining. He cared about
this woman, deeply. If he didn’t, he wouldn’t be half this pissed. This wasn’t about
making love. They’d do that another time. This was about fucking and possessing
and proving a point.

Inamorata, independent and proud, had been through a lot, even though she
wouldn’t likely admit it. The privacy of her home had been violated, her
housekeeper had been hurt, and the bad guys wanted her. If he could, he’d take all
that away. With his body, he telegraphed the frustration he couldn’t express with

words.

With her legs over his shoulders, he drove into her deeper than he ever had

before. She gasped each time he entered her. “Play with your clit,” he told her.

She reached between them to touch herself. He readjusted his weight to

support himself on his hands.

“Oh,” she said.

He grinned. “Working for you?”

“Don’t deny me an orgasm this time. Please?”

Instead of answering, he drove into her.

She called out his name.

“Take it,” he said. He fucked her again and again.

Her body tensed. Oh yeah.

“Wes?”

“Come, baby.”

She did, hard, milking his cock. His teeth gritted to distract him from his
1mpending orgasm, he made sure she rode hers as long as possible.

Only then did he allow himself to spill.

He groaned. Because of her capitulation, her knowing he wanted her and
wouldn’t tolerate her hiding, the thrill of taking Inamorata this time was better

than the first, six months ago.
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She brought out the caveman in him. He wanted to protect her, claim her as
his. When he had seen her in her loft, taking care of others, he’d wanted to drag her
by the hair back to his place and take care of her. Which, he realized, he’d all but
done. He had no regrets. He didn’t want Inamorata fighting her battles alone, not

when he was around.

He excused himself to the bathroom and brought back a washcloth for her. She
reached for it, and he shook his head. “Stay still.” He soothed her swollen cunt with

the cool cloth. “I don’t want you sore for round two,” he said.

Her mouth opened wide. “Round two?”

“Inamorata.” He sighed. “You didn’t thank me for your orgasm. We'll keep
doing this until you learn some manners.”

She shuddered.

He leaned over her and sucked on her already tormented clit. She cried out.

“Not nearly done with you yet,” he said.
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Chapter Four

“Be back in five minutes,” Wes said. “Don’t you dare think about getting out of

bed.”
As if she could move.

Despite her overwhelming exhaustion and Wes torturing her with orgasm
after orgasm, Inamorata was certain she wouldn’t sleep. When she was working a
case, rest was the first casualty. She’d puzzle out the few things she knew, maybe
make a flowchart of the details. She’d stare at information until her vision blurred

and what-ifs collided in her mind.

Tonight, she’d humor Wes and stay in his bed until he fell asleep; then she’d
get up and get some work done, call the office, check on Martha’s condition, see if
there’d been any update on Sam’s whereabouts and if there was anything known

about the hoodlums he’d been hanging with.

That was her plan. But that plan didn’t factor in Wesley Lowell’s hypnotic,
seductive power.

Before she’d left his home, he’d made sure she’d had half a dozen orgasms. And
now... He’'d fucked her so hard she had almost no energy left. Her breasts tingled,
her nipples ached, and her pussy throbbed.

She couldn’t get enough, couldn’t stop thinking about what he’d done, couldn’t
stop thinking about what was still ahead.

Everything he promised, threatened, she wanted.

She looked forward to being across his lap with his hand on her ass. She more

than half hoped he was serious about making her wear nipple clamps. She drew a



68 Sierra Cartwright

breath, wondering if he had what it took to truly make her let go, mentally as well
as physically.
And if he did, what the hell did that mean to her, for her?

When she played at the club, she kept herself emotionally detached. She was
able to enjoy the physical sensations, the pain that brought a flash and sizzle of
pleasure. But she’d never done anything other than have sex with men she’d been

involved with.

Part of her was scared witless. Mixing emotions and BDSM would lead to
vulnerability. So Wes’s determination to stay in her life and give her what she
wanted sexually was a prescription for disaster. Until now, she’d been smart
enough to step around that minefield. She’d avoided long-term relationships and

refused to give away even a portion of her heart to anyone other than her sister and

Martha.

Her love for Hawkeye had nothing to do with romance and everything to do
with gratitude. He was the big brother she’d never had. He was friend and mentor,
confidant and world-class ass kicker. He'd given her a chance when no one else
would. In exchange, she’d volunteered for duty that put her in the line of fire to
protect him.

That she was in Wes’s bed instead of insisting on sleeping in the guest room,
that she was lying here while he settled Bentley on his battery charger bothered her
more than just a little. Until now, until Wesley Lowell, nothing had scared
Inamorata.

“Lights off, Aston,” Wes said, returning to the bedroom and shucking the jeans
he’d pulled on. “Shades closed. Keep out that sun so we can sleep.”

“Anything you say, sir.”

Clearly Wes liked to be obeyed. Aston hadn’t just controlled the lights and the

shades. He’'d responded linguistically as programmed.

Wes climbed into bed, and suddenly the king-size mattress seemed too small.

He reached for her and pulled her against his body.
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She went rigid.
“Stop fighting me,” he said. “Not everything between us has to be a battle,
Inamorata.”

The battle wasn’t between them. The battle was internal. She wanted him as

desperately as she wanted not to want him.
“I'll only make you stay here a few hours,” he said.

In less than twenty seconds, his breathing changed, and she realized he was
asleep. No one fell asleep that fast.

She tried to scoot away, but even in sleep, he held her fast, exerting more
pressure to keep her by his side.

His semierect cock nestled in the crack of her behind. There was something so
Intimate, so unexpected, so pleasurable about the connection. A few minutes later,
she realized she didn’t want to move. That thought should have galvanized her into
action. Instead, it enticed her to surrender.

Yeah...this man was definitely dangerous.

She hadn’t consciously made a decision to sleep, just rest, but the scent of

coffee woke her.
She opened her eyes, coming instantly awake.
Wes stood next to the bed, freshly showered, his dark hair still damp. He'd

dressed in black jeans and a black long-sleeved T-shirt. She might have salivated
even if he hadn’t been holding a cup of steaming coffee.

“You’ve never woken up in my bed before. I like it.”

So did she, but she’d be damned if she’d let him know that. “Don’t get used to
it,” she said, scooting into a sitting position. She dragged the sheet with her,
keeping her naked body covered, not that a sheet or blankets would stop Wes from
touching, from taking.

Her eyes burned, lined with the grit of too little sleep. She’d sell half her soul
for that first fortifying sip of caffeine.
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“There’s no update on Martha’s condition. To Hawkeye’s knowledge, there
have been no demands from the kidnappers. And there’s been no activity on Sam’s

phone. Seems as if the friends might have lied about their names.”

Only another operative would know that information was more important than

coffee. Only he would know how much that mattered to her.

“Since you’ve never had coffee at my place,” he continued, “I took a guess at

how you might want it. Hot.”
“Check,” she said, propping a pillow behind her.
“Strong enough that a spoon can stand straight up in it.”
“Check.”
“I've never known you to have a sweet tooth, so I guessed no sugar.”
“Check.”
“With a dollop of cream, not milk.”

“Check again.” So maybe she could like this guy. “We’re in total agreement.
Can I please have the damn cup now?” He finally handed over the goods. The first

sip scalded her mouth. She sighed in satisfaction.

“No attempted breaches of the perimeter last night. And all the Pica picas are
fine.” He looked at her, pointedly, smolderingly.

Her pussy moistened.

Coffee, a status update, and a look that promised more than words could.
Yeah, he was good.

Obviously fresh from an overnight charge, Bentley barged into the room,
knocking the door open. He launched himself at the bed, hit the box spring, and fell
to the ground. He shook his head and tried again.

“Worse than a kid for ruining the mood. I think he’s glad you're here,” Wes

said. “That makes two of us.”

“Are dogs allowed in your bed?”
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“I've never thought about it. He’s never tried to jump on the bed before, so it’s

never been an issue. He doesn’t shed. You want him up there?”

“As long as he doesn’t get oil on the bedspread. And as long as I don’t spill my
drink.”

Bentley backed up a few steps, then took a running leap at the bed.

“It’s probably better to put him up there than have him bend or break
something.” Wes scooped up Bentley and put him on the bed.

He was gentle with a nonhuman pet, and thoughtful, but too damn direct with

her. In bed was one thing; out of it was another.

She lifted her coffee out of the way, and Bentley scampered into her lap, his
feet snagging on the cotton bedding. She scratched behind the mutt’s ears. True to
form, he purred, if that’s what the sound could be called. “Uh. What was that?” It
was a deep, almost guttural moan this morning. Not as feline as last night’s purr,

but definitely not doglike.
“Guess that adjustment didn’t work.” Wes frowned.
Bentley settled and sprawled out while she drank her coffee

“I put your suitcase in the second closet,” he said. “Your overnight bag is in the

bathroom. I hope I got that right.”

For the first time since she’d known him, he looked a little uncomfortable, as if
he was unsure of himself. She found that endearing. “I'll call Ricardo and let him

know I'll be ready to go in about twenty minutes.”
“Make it thirty. I'll get you some breakfast.”
She looked at him over the rim of the cup. “I don’t eat breakfast.”
“Not usually,” he said. “Today you do.”
“I grab coffee and a bagel on the way.”
“And today you eat fruit and eggs.”
“You're damn bossy, Mr. Lowell.”

“Be glad I'm letting you go to the office, Ms. Inamorata.”
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“Letting me?” she demanded. “Letting me?”
He straddled her, bracing his hands on the headboard. She inhaled the scent of

fresh, cool mountain air and the spice of determined male.

“There’s a good argument for keeping you in protective custody. I, for one,

would be much happier with you working remotely until Sam is found.”
“This isn’t about making you happy,” she said. “It’s about solving the case.”

“Which is easier if you're safe; otherwise Hawkeye will have two problems on

his hands.”

She put her free hand on his chest and pushed him back a bit. “You're

assuming the worst.”

“And you’re not being objective.”

“You're pissing me off.”

“Deal with it.”

His jaw was set in a firm line, with a pulse thumping there, just like she’d
noticed last night. She’d already learned it meant he was inflexible. She blew out a
breath. “Thirty minutes,” she agreed.

“It’s only breakfast, Inamorata.”

So he thought. To her, it was about him asserting himself into her life, as if

they were a couple.

Wes left the bedroom, and she sank back against the pillows and tried to shake
off the feeling of being discombobulated. Not only had she stayed at Wes’s place, but
she’d slept while he’d gotten up, showered, and made coffee. She was normally a
light sleeper, waking up a handful of times every night, but here, in the protection
of his arms, subconsciously knowing she had nothing to worry about, she’d slept

deeper than she had in years.

What the hell had she gotten herself into? If she hadn’t started sleeping with

him, she wouldn’t be in this mess now. She’d be running her life her way with no
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interference, with no one telling her what to do, assuming they knew better than

she did what she needed.
Worse, she didn’t know how she was going to get herself out of this mess.
She finished her coffee and all but slammed the empty cup on the nightstand.
Bentley cocked his head to one side and brought his ears forward.

She scratched him while pushing a button to activate voice dialing on her
phone to notify Ricardo she’d need him in half an hour. He informed her he was

already in the area, on standby.

Then she checked her e-mail. There were hourly updates from Hawkeye, Inc.,

letting her know there’d been no progress so far.

She composed a couple of text messages. Doing something, anything, made her

feel more in control.

The first message was to the medic, asking for an update on Martha’s
condition. The second was to Hawkeye’s private number to let him know she’d be at
the office after she stopped by Martha’s apartment. Then she called Martha and

reached Sara Stein. According to Stein, Martha was asleep.

With nothing else to do immediately, she threw back the covers and climbed

out of bed.

Bentley was poised on the edge of the mattress, looking as if he was going to

jump after her.

“Hold on, boy,” she said, picturing a heap of nuts and bolts and circuitry
strewn across the hardwood floor. She lowered him, and he immediately ran in
circles around her legs. If this mechanical contraption could be anymore doglike,

she didn’t know how.

She crossed to the closet and dug a skirt and blouse out of her bag. She hung
them both in the bathroom, hoping the wrinkles would fall out while she showered.

She hadn’t used an iron since college, and she didn’t intend to start now.
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Inamorata hurried through a shower, and her breath caught when she was

finished. Wes had put a fresh cup of coffee next to the sink.

How could she be angry at a man who brought her two cups of coffee? And

screwed her hard enough she was still tender in all the right places.

He’d put her overnight bag in exactly the perfect spot. Almost as effortlessly as
if she were in her bathroom, she pulled out her toiletries. She tamed her hair with

mousse and pins and bands, then put on fresh makeup.

Once she was dressed, stockings in place, her blouse buttoned and tucked into

her skirt, her feet stuffed into take-charge heels, Inamorata felt infinitely better.

She strapped on a holster and secured her pistol, then clipped her cell phone to
her waistband. When she shrugged into a black blazer, her armor was complete.
She’d kick Wesley Lowell’s ass if he got in her way, regardless of the fact he’d
brought her two cups of coffee, one of them before she’d even crawled out of bed.
While she was at it, there was enough caffeine humming in her veins that she could
happily kick Hawkeye’s ass too. After all, he’d been the one to assign the protective
detail.

After squaring her shoulders, she and Bentley went in search of breakfast and

Wes.

Marcus and Ricardo were seated at the glass table. She was touched by Wes’s
thoughtfulness in inviting her driver to join them. Every morning Ricardo was on
duty, she bought him coffee and a bagel. If his sloppy grin was anything to judge by,

the gourmet feast beat a drive-through meal.

Wes had his back to her, and he was busy cutting up some sort of vegetable.
He’d made a total mess on the granite countertops. There were knives and cutting

boards and discarded bowls everywhere.

Classical music, something she didn’t recognize, spilled from the high-tech
stereo. The food smelled sensational. Coffee was fresh and hot. In that moment, she
didn’t know why she’d made such a big deal of going home to a cold, empty house in

the wee hours.
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“Morning,” Marcus said.

Wes looked over his shoulder.

“Anything I can do to help?” she asked. She didn’t really want to help. She
wanted more coffee and a big plate of food. Now that she was in the kitchen, her
stomach grumbled. Much as she hated to admit Wes might be right, she was
suddenly ravenous. Her mouth salivated at the sight of fresh strawberries cut up in

a glass bowl and swimming in cream.
“Just have a seat. You need to keep up your strength.”
Somehow, she knew he wasn’t talking about the case.
Bentley hissed, sounding more like a snake than a cat.
“Programming glitch,” Marcus explained to Ricardo.
Ricardo said something in Spanish that Inamorata didn’t quite catch.

Wes had said he was making eggs. By that he meant he’d whipped up light
and fluffy omelets, with onions, green peppers, and ham. He was plating one, and
she hoped 1t was for her.

“'m happy to be assigned to Mr. Lowell’s house anytime,” Marcus said,
shoveling in the last bite and reaching for another piece of toast.

“Worked my way through school as a short-order cook at a twenty-four-hour
breakfast place,” Wes said.

Six months and she hadn’t known that. Until last night, she’d had no idea he

wanted to tie her to his bed and spank her ass.

What else didn’t she know about him?

He arranged a few strawberries next to the omelet as a garnish and then slid
the plate onto the table.

She sat, and he slid a glass of orange juice in front of her. She’d been missing

out on this?
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While Marcus loaded the dishwasher, Wes ate at the counter. She took a bite
of her food and almost closed her eyes in delight. Even though strawberries were

out of season, these were deliciously sweet and vibrant red.
Did he do everything well?

Ten minutes later, her energy level peaked. The fact he was right again would
have annoyed the hell out of her if she weren’t so high on caffeine and satisfied.
“Thank you,” she said, crossing her knife and fork on the empty plate. “You were

right. I was hungry.”
“Words stick in your throat?”
“No.”
“Not even a little?”
“Maybe a little.”

He crossed the room, apparently heedless that they had other operatives in the

room. “It was just breakfast,” he said, looming over her.
She had to crane her neck to look at him.

He caught her chin between his thumb and forefinger. “But you can thank me
for it later.” He bent to kiss her hard and fast. He left her speechless, breathless.
“Good morning, Inamorata.”

Ricardo carried his plate to the sink. Marcus whistled, completely out of tune

with the classical music.
And she noticed the bulge in Wes’s pants.

Her cell phone signaled an incoming e-mail. She grabbed for the device,
grateful for the distraction. She ignored Wes’s grin and Marcus’s chuckle. Ricardo

headed for the door, saying the car was ready and waiting.

Marcus and Wes discussed arrangements for a second agent to arrive, so
there’d be twenty-four-hour coverage at the house. “You promise Aston won’t shoot

the new people?” Marcus asked.

“No promises,” Wes said. “You may want to ask him nicely.”
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She scanned the message from Laurents. There’d been no suspicious activity
at Martha’s house overnight. He was heading home for some shut-eye and would be
back within ten hours. Barstow had crashed in the guest bedroom. He was awake

and fresh, so he’d take the next shift.

After draining her juice, she pushed back from the table. Wes was holstering
his gun, a massive, powerful piece of weaponry that she probably couldn’t wrap her
hands around. She didn’t even ask if he was going with her. His actions said
enough. She decided not to argue. If he wanted to be her flunky, he was more than

welcome. Maybe he’d fetch lunch too.
In the car, she gave Martha’s address to Ricardo.

Her phone rang before they hit I-70. “It’s Stein,” she told Wes after checking

)

the caller ID. She answered on the second ring. “Inamorata.” The operative
succinctly outlined the situation. Within the last few minutes, Martha had gotten a
call from her son. One of the bad guys wanted Inamorata’s phone number. If they
got 1t within the hour, Sam would be released. “Give it to them,” Inamorata

mstructed. “You have the phone number for the bad guys?”

“Sam called from his phone. We asked for another callback number, just in

case. He wouldn’t give us anything.”

Getting a fix on Sam’s phone was good enough. If they could stall long enough,

Hawkeye ops would arrive and defuse the situation before it escalated.
“Give 1t half an hour, then call them back.”

“I'm not sure Ms. Montano’s going to wait that long. She’s feeling much better
today. Feisty. Mother-bear kind of stuff.” Stein’s voice dropped a little. “She’s

desperate to see Sam.”

“Understood. Distract her. Keep her in the loop and let her know what’s going
on. Give her something to do to make her feel useful and occupy her mind.” She
thought. “Have her bake those cookies. Tell her as much of the truth as possible and

let her know this is bigger than just my phone number, bigger, even, than what
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happened to Sam. Try to get her to see the bigger picture and draw a map of how

her help is necessary. Update headquarters.”

Before the sentence was completely out of her mouth, Wes’s phone rang. Stein

was good. She, or one of the agents with her, had already notified Hawkeye.

Wes started giving instructions to his team, setting up traces and taps, seeing
if they had any fix on GPS coordinates. His deep voice sounded powerful, competent,

in control. He knew what to do and in what order it needed to be done.

A part of her melted, despite her intention to remain detached. She’d never
had a man take charge like this. She’d always been far more competent about

security issues than any man she’d slept with. But Wes was her equal in all ways.

He’d pushed his way into this case, doing this for her, because he wanted to
protect her. Because he cared about her. Whether she wanted a relationship or not,

in this moment, she was glad he’d asked to be part of the team.

Earlier this morning he’d taken her places she’d never dreamed existed.
Despite the fear, she had an odd fascination with him. She might have protested,
she might have run, but damn, she wanted more. She wanted everything he had to

offer.

She’d never wanted to be dominated by a man she was personally involved

with. But now she couldn’t stop thinking about Wes and his demands.

She informed Stein they were diverting to headquarters. The always brilliant
Ricardo met her gaze in the rearview mirror, silently confirming the change of

plans. Finally, she sent an update text message to Hawkeye’s cell.

In less than twenty minutes, they neared the downtown Denver high-rise that
housed Hawkeye, Inc.’s Colorado operation. Wes notified the head of security of
their imminent arrival, although it wasn’t technically necessary. Hawkeye had GPS

tracking enabled on her cell phone. Headquarters knew where she was 24-7.
The company also tracked the driver and the car. Their software package
notified management if any driver went more than nine miles per hour over the

posted speed limit, in case an operative was in danger and couldn’t make a cell
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phone call. Well, supposedly that was the reason. Some of the constant surveillance
tactics were wearing. She tuned them out as much as possible. When surveillance

was needed, it was nice to already have it in place.

“We’ll get Sam and figure out what the hell’s going on,” Wes promised after

ending his call. “You can let Martha know I personally promise that.”

In that moment, Inamorata believed him. She was just beginning to

understand how fiercely Wes felt about his cases.
She sent a text message to Martha, relaying Wes’s message.

Ricardo pulled into the underground parking lot and stopped the car near the

elevator.
“Wait,” Wes said. He got out of the vehicle and closed the door.

She fought back her customary impatience. Wes was following procedure, and
she knew how important it was to cooperate. She’d bet more problems were caused
by clients who’d become impatient with their protective detail than by any bad guy.
And now that she was on this end of it, she understood it better. She drummed her
fingers on her thigh, annoyed to not be jumping out of the car and immediately

heading up the stairs to oversee the situation.

When the elevator dinged its arrival and the doors slid open, Wes verified the

credentials of the agent in the compartment. He then opened Inamorata’s car door.

He held on to her hand longer than necessary, harder than necessary. Their
gazes met and locked. Suddenly she remembered the taste of him and the way his

hands felt on her naked body.

His gaze swept over her. When this case was over, she had decisions to make.

He might cut her some slack right now, but he wouldn’t going forward.
“Your office, ma’am?” the security guard asked.
“Situation room,” she said.

The man punched the button for the ninth floor. It seemed like ten minutes

before they arrived. In reality, it had probably only been two minutes, tops.



80 Sierra Cartwright

Once she and Wes were 1n the situation room, stress vanished. She was in her
element, and her training kicked in. She knew what to do, and she could block out

the pesky issues of a personal life.

A handful of techs were there, some appearing rough and unshaved, as if
they’d been dragged from bed, some looking fresh after a good night’s sleep, and one
woman looked disheveled enough that she might not have seen the inside of a
bedroom or a shower in several days. Each person around the conference table had
a notebook computer, and there were a few extra computers powered up, ready to

work.

Wes cracked his knuckles and took a seat at the head of the table. Inamorata
introduced herself and Wes to the techs and thanked them for leaving their regular
work on such short notice. She gave a quick synopsis of the situation, along with the
cast of characters. All Hawkeye, Inc., techs could operate on a minimum of
intelligence, but she knew from experience that the more people knew, the faster
they could make connections. “That the bad guys want access to me, to Hawkeye,

gives us pause.”

The female tech, introduced as Jilly, chomped another chunk of ice and said,
“Shit.”

Inamorata turned the meeting over to Wes. “Lowell?”

Wes stood, effortlessly taking command of the room, the situation. “Inamorata
has given you a list of the players and an overview of the situation. Here’s what else
we've got.” He leaned over the keyboard and tapped a few keys. Several wall-

mounted monitors came to life.

“Martha Montano,” Inamorata said when a picture of Martha appeared on the
screen. Inamorata hadn’t even noticed Wes taking the picture last night in her loft,

but obviously he had.
A picture of Martha’s cell phone and its number appeared, split screen.

“Next,” Inamorata instructed.
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A picture of Sam appeared on a second monitor. “Samuel-—goes by Sam—
Montano,” Wes said. Another picture appeared, of Sam’s phone, along with its

assigned number.

“We're still tracking Sam’s phone,” one of the techs said. “We should have a fix

any minute. Surprised it’s taking this long, unless they’re on the move.”
“You know who this 1s,” Wes said.

On another screen, Inamorata’s picture appeared, along with a picture of her
phone. Having her private information available within seconds no longer surprised
her. Information, including a log of missed calls—all from Wes’s number—appeared

next. “So much for privacy.”

“Someone’s been stalker calling you,” Jilly said. “Unrequited love? Or one of
the bad guys?”

“That’s not from the bad guys,” she said. If the techs were persistent enough,
they’d know in under two minutes that she and Wes were involved. She hated that

part. No one would care, but she did. She liked her personal life kept private.

“Unrequited love,” Jilly said around a mouthful of ice. “Someone’s got it for

you, bad. 'Morata, you're smokin’ hot.”

Inamorata shook her head and ignored the comment as the contents of the text
messages she’d sent to Hawkeye and Martha were displayed. That much
information did surprise her. She’d thought her communication with Hawkeye was

confidential.

“Good thing Mr. Stalker Guy didn’t send you any naughty text messages,” Jilly
said.

Good God.

“Don’t send nekkid pictures,” Jilly said. “At least until this is over and we stop

getting all up in your business. Just a suggestion.”

“Nekkid pictures are MMS, not SMS,” a male tech chimed in.
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“So?” Jilly asked, once again reaching for the gigantic cup in front of her.
“Multimedia texts are a bit more challenging than simple ones, but all the more fun
to crack. And they’re a shitpile more fun to look at.” She spoke quickly and with
more than a hint of an East Coast accent. “You should see some of the nastiness our
ops take pictures of with their camera phones. Honey, I could retire on the

blackmail money.”
Inamorata’s phone rang.

Wes’s large fingers moved over his computer keyboard, and the incoming

number lit up on the wall monitor.
“It’s Sara Stein,” Inamorata said, saving Wes, oh, maybe half a second.
She answered, and the call was broadcast in the room.

“As soon as we hang up,” Stein said, “Ms. Montano will call Sam. The bad guys

will have your number at that point.”
Game time.
Inamorata ended the call.

Silence momentarily hung over the room. A blast of wind rocked the windows.
The heater kicked on, sending warm air through the vents. When they’'d left Wes’s
home, the sky had been vibrant blue. Now it had turned to a threatening gray color.
The pissy weather suited Inamorata’s mood perfectly. She hadn’t had enough sleep.
Her friend’s son was mixed up in something he had no business being involved with.
Martha had been tied and victimized. And Wes had taken a good relationship and

potentially ruined it.

“Here’s what else we know,” Wes said. He displayed pictures of David and
Lance. “No last names,” he said. “We know one of them, maybe more, work or
worked with Sam. It took Ms. Montano some time to find a paycheck stub so we
could find out where he worked. We have an operative on the way over to speak

with the owners, and we’re working on accessing their computers.”

Polite code for hacking, Inamorata suspected.
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“There’s supposedly a third man. We don’t know who he is. No name, no

picture.”
The next few minutes dragged.

She paced. Wes stayed hunched over his computer. Jilly pried the lid off her
cup and poured ice into her mouth. She crunched and crunched. Inamorata pictured

the woman’s enamel wearing down, bit by bit.

On the screen, green arrows lit up between Sam’s number and Martha’s

number.
“We're on,” Jilly said, rubbing the cup between her palms.

Sugar and caffeine. Probably the only food groups she consumed, Inamorata

guessed.
“Audio coming live,” Wes said.

The sound of Martha’s voice was faint. Wes hit a few keys, amplifying her

voice.
“Promise me you're okay,” Martha said to her son.
Background noise made Sam’s voice all but indistinguishable.
“Got 1t,” one of the techs said.
“Static?” Inamorata asked.
“Wind,” Wes guessed. “Could be outside.”
They heard Martha give out Inamorata’s number.
A moment later, the background noise was filtered.
“I love you, Mom.”
“Are you coming home now, Sam?”
The connection ended.

Inamorata swore. “How are we doing on locating Sam’s phone?” she asked

Wes.

“Different part of town than earlier.”
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“Can’t get a fix,” the female tech added, checking her notebook. “They’re on the

move.”

What had she expected? They bad guys would stay still, GPS would locate the
phone, and they’d go pick up Sam, apprehend the bad guys, and be home before
lunch? She had a rich fantasy life.

Very often Inamorata simultaneously juggled multiple ops. And she was never
this involved in one case. She made arrangements and specialized in cleanup and
making details go away with local police and federal agencies, sometimes even with

the press. Being part of each tedious minute ground on her.
She borrowed a phone to call Martha, leaving her phone free for incoming

calls. On the screen, she saw Martha’s phone light up. Inamorata squeezed her eyes

shut when Martha answered.
“Sam?’
“No,” she said. “It’s Inamorata.”
Martha sobbed.
“Got a fix on Sam,” Wes said.

She exhaled. “We’re on our way to find him,” Inamorata told Martha. “We’ve
got his location. Hang tight.” She smoothed back her hair as she rang off. This job

was a whole lot easier when she wasn’t personally involved.

She secured the GPS coordinates from Wes and notified Hawkeye. Within

minutes, resources that had been on standby were deployed.
She gave the phone back. Then she stared at hers as if that could make it ring.

On the screen, they saw Martha’s phone light up; then, seven seconds later,
Sam’s did. The call ended shortly after. Obviously he hadn’t answered. Inamorata
wasn’t a particularly religious person, but she sent up a quick prayer that Sam was

okay, as much for his sake as for Martha’s.
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For the next few minutes, they watched several repeats: Martha’s phone
lighting up, followed by Sam’s, then Martha’s shutting down. Inamorata stared,

unable to look away from her friend’s desperate attempts to reach her only child.
Inamorata rubbed her temples.
“Incoming.”

The sound of Wes’s voice distracted her from staring fruitlessly, helplessly at

the monitors.

Moments later, her phone received the signal and lit up. The shrill ring

seemed to bounce off the walls.

“Do you know the number?” Wes asked.

She shook her head.

“We’ll broadcast,” Wes reminded her. “We’re recording.”

She nodded. After the next ring, she answered. “Inamorata.”

“Do you know who this is?”

She frowned. She talked to lots of people every day. “No. Want to tell me?”

“It wouldn’t mean anything to you. But it should. If it wasn’t for you, my
cousin would be alive.”

For her specifically? Or for Hawkeye? She waited. Seconds dragged into a
minute.

“I need Hawkeye’s help.”

“Depends what you need.” Hawkeye had his own nonnegotiate policy. Rules
could be bent, but rarely broken.

One of the techs typed a message that scrawled across one of the monitors.

Closing in on Sam Montano. GPS from this guy’s phone seems to be coming from the

same location.

She nodded. “Are you looking for personal protection?” she asked the caller.

“For you or a family member? Someone you care about?”
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The caller laughed. “We both know Hawkeye does more than that.”
“We're a personal security firm.”

“You're a fucking paramilitary operation, Ms. Inamorata. You operate outside

the law.”

Personal protection covered a lot of ground. “Why don’t you give me your
name? At least I'll know who I'm talking to.”

“Zack Jonah.”

The name sounded familiar, but she couldn’t immediately place it. “I'm sorry,

Mr. Jonah, I'm afraid—"
“My cousin was Nathan Danville.”

Her knees went weak. Her breath threatened to strangle her. The past was

back to haunt her. And goddamn that it had involved Martha and Sam.
“Yeah, now you remember. Now my name means something to you.”

She swallowed the cloying memories. “Not at all.” She wished she sounded a
bit stronger, more forceful.

His voice lowered, became menacing. “Arizona. Six years ago.”

As if she’d ever forget. She remembered the year. The month. The day. The
hour. The minute. And most of all, she remembered Chloe. And the blood.
Inamorata felt no remorse for her part in it, no matter how wrong she’d been. The
only regret she felt was that she hadn’t wielded the knife herself. “Six years was a

long time ago. I've worked a lot of cases since then.”

She signaled Wes to run Jonah’s name, but he was a step ahead of her, already
on his computer. She knew what he’d find eventually. A sealed file, deep in the

archives. He’d keep digging until he found every connection between the cousins.
He looked over at her, a puzzled frown chiseled between his brow.

He’d bumped into the record sooner than she’d expected.
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“You were supposed to take care of my cousin, not let him die. Does everyone
there know how bad you fucked up? Does everyone there know you killed my
cousin?’

“I'm afraid I've been involved in a lot of cases.” She locked her knees in place,
and she pretended her spine was made of steel and that it could actually support

her. “I'm sorry, Mr. Jonah, I don’t see—"

“Don’t play games with me, bitch,” Jonah said. “You’ll do as I say, or I'll start
by sending you pieces of the sniveling kid we’ve got here. He wants his mommy, and
I want to get my hands on that murdering little slut and my money. I'd say we both
want something, wouldn’t you?”

“What are you asking for, specifically?”

“I want her. You’'ve got until noon tomorrow.”
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Chapter Five

The line that linked the phones on the monitor went blank.
“He disconnected,” Wes said unnecessarily.

Everyone in the room was watching the same monitors and listening to the
same transmission. He looked over at Inamorata. He doubted anyone else saw what

he did. The woman was shaken.

Her skin had paled. Her cheekbones were more pronounced, the line of her lips
had compressed. Her arms were folded across her chest. She’d known he’d find a file
marked Confidential. She’d known his top-clearance security wouldn’t be able to get

past the Access Denied lock.

Wes watched her rub her temples. More than dJonah could know, she

remembered Danville. His Inamorata wouldn’t forget a single detail.

Wes’s phone rang. He moved away from the conference table to answer the call

from the field-team leader.

After the thirty-second brief, he put the man on hold and repeated the update
to Inamorata. “Our team’s in place outside the house. Phones are still transmitting
their location. There’s a good possibility they're in the house and this could be over
soon.” He met Inamorata’s gaze. They both knew in this business nothing was a
sure deal, and they had to be prepared for any possibility. “We’re waiting on your

command.”

“No-knock entrance,” she said. “Front door and back, simultaneously.” She
straightened her shoulders, once again competent and in control. “Don’t alarm the

neighbors, but get in there and get him. Get them.”

Wes repeated her command to the team leader.
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He activated the speaker function on his phone and set it on the table.
“Go, go, go,” they heard the team leader call.

The situation room was silent. Wes returned to his seat, but he didn’t take stop
looking at Inamorata. Beautiful, stubborn, and a force to be reckoned with, the
woman needed a keeper. He wanted to take her in his arms, wanted to force her to
lean on him. Her shoulders were slim, and yet she seemed capable of taking the
weight of the world on them. Did she have any idea how much easier life could be if

she shared the load?

The other end of the line remained silent significantly longer than it should
have, and tension in the situation room heightened. Jilly had even stopped
chomping on ice.

When the team leader spoke, his words were clipped. “We have two phones, a
throwaway and one that appears to have belonged to Mr. Montano. The house is
otherwise empty. It’s vacant, and there are no signs of any struggle.” There was a

momentary pause. “We missed them by minutes.”

Inamorata sighed.

“Roger,” Wes said.

They’d need every minute between now and noon tomorrow.

“I’ll let Martha know,” Inamorata said. She grabbed her phone from the table
and left the room.

He admired her guts. She never flinched from difficult actions, except when it
involved their personal relationship. No wonder it pissed him off every time she ran.

Wes and the rest of the group watched the monitors for a couple of seconds
longer than they should have. Then, driven by disappointment, by being
outsmarted, the team resumed work. They had names, had some dots they could
start to connect, Sam’s place of work and confirmation of where they’d recently

been. They’d worked miracles with far less information.
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He left the room, looking for Inamorata. She stood in the hallway, her

shoulders pressed against the wall. “So close. So fucking close,” she said.

“Want to tell me about Nathan Danville and Zack Jonah and the woman

Jonah 1s interested in?” Wes wanted her focused.

She rubbed her temples in that same absent way she had earlier. She didn’t
want to spill the details. But she would. He'd find out anyway; they both knew it. A

sealed record was a pain, but in a case this big, Hawkeye would unseal it.

But shortcutting made sense; it gave him and the rest of the team an edge that
could potentially save Sam’s life. Inamorata, his Inamorata, would realize her

personal embarrassment meant nothing in face of that fact.

“In the records, we gave her an assumed name of Chloe. Her real name is

redacted.”
He nodded, trusting her on that.

She took a breath, closed her eyes wearily for a moment, then opened them
again, looking more determined than ever. “Chloe was born in the Middle East.
Danville was an important businessman with money and connections and unusual
tastes. Chloe’s family sold her to him. They thought Danville would marry her, but
they were wrong. They got the cash; he got Chloe. She was thirteen at the time, a
young, beautiful virgin. She was a freaking child, Wes, taken from her home to be

some wealthy man’s plaything.”
Wes swore.

“You'll ask Hawkeye to unseal the records, as you should,” she said. “And he
will. You'll find out I had been working in personal protection in Danville’s
household for about six months, mostly for Chloe, ending with the night he was

killed. And before you ask, we were never intimate. I don’t sleep with clients.”
“I would never have thought you would,” he said.

“Chloe was seventeen when I was assigned to her detail.”
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And that meant Inamorata had not been a whole lot older than Chloe at the

time.

“It took me a while to figure things out,” she continued. “Hawkeye didn’t have
any clue what was really going on in the household when he accepted Danville as a
client. When we’d done the intake assessment, we’d been told Chloe was his

younger sister, but it didn’t take me long to see things didn’t add up.

“He didn’t send her to school. She was enrolled in online classes. She was
forever on the computer, even when she wasn’t taking classes. She was always in
chat rooms, and the Internet really was her only contact with the outside world.
When Chloe went out in public, I went with her rather than any of the men
assigned to the detail. He didn’t want her tempting any of them. He kept her
wrapped up in head scarves and jeans, even in summer. I didn’t know he was

having sex with her.

“I'd been with Chloe for a few months when I learned her horrible secret. One
night, when she was around fifteen, Danville had this big party for influential
guests. All men. After dinner, while the men were having cocktails, he called for
her. He exposed her breasts in front of his guests. The story is a little more lewd

than that, but you get the picture.”

He did. And he was disgusted by it.

“Danville told her to go to his bedroom and wait there, naked. She pretended
not to hear him.”

He didn’t want to know this part of the story, but Inamorata was relentless.

“As punishment for pretending she couldn’t hear him, he cut off one of her
ears. That night, when she told me the story, she took off her scarf and showed me.

It was amazing how well she kept it hidden, with her long hair and the scarves. But

I'll never forget the first sight of it.”
Wes waited.

“She called him all sorts of vile names, words she’d learned from him. He said

he thought about cutting off her tongue, but he liked it when she—"
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“I get the idea.”

“She became personal to me. I should have left when I learned what a vile
animal he was, but I couldn’t leave Chloe. She begged me to get her out of there. I
started thinking of ways to do that. But before I could, Chloe retaliated while he

was sleeping.”
“She killed him?”

“It’s more complicated than that. The report will show a lot of things about me,
including the fact I helped Chloe get away.” She tipped back her chin. “I did nothing
to save the son of a bitch’s life. I could have saved him, maybe. Probably. I could
have notified someone—the authorities, the staff, another agent, even his doctor.
But I left him to bleed out. In fact, I locked the door and told the rest of his detail
he’d gone to bed for the night.

“Danville cursed me with his dying breath. I will never forget the sound of him

gurgling on his own blood.”

Her voice was a little unsteady. She’d done the right thing. She believed she’d
done the right thing, but if she thought the event hadn’t shaken her, she was wrong.

“Hawkeye should have fired me. I took the law into my own hands, and I
involved other agents in getting Chloe away. Hawkeye never faulted me for helping
the girl. I came clean with him, and he didn’t turn me in. On my watch, an
important client was killed. And Zack Jonah is technically right. I did have a hand

in killing Danville.”
He waited, saying nothing, not disagreeing, not judging.
“Hawkeye covered for me as best as he could. My name didn’t find its way into

the press, but the company got a black eye. We lost a lot of other clients as a result.

My actions hurt the business, cost us a lot of money.”

He said nothing as he watched the pain of the memories turn her dark green
eyes a couple of shades lighter, and then the fire of determination made the color

darker.
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She tipped her head back. “I'd do it all again. Only this time, I'd hurry along
his demise rather than just watch him bleed. There wasn’t an attempt to reattach
Chloe’s ear. Her family disowned her. It was her obligation to do what her man said.
Even if it meant letting...” She trailed off and then took a shallow breath. “I haven’t

had any contact with her since then, for her own safety.

“She changed her name when she went to a women’s shelter. I understand she
had reconstructive surgery—Hawkeye donated the money—and she altered her
appearance somewhat. I was hoping no one would ever find out what her real name

was or where she is, that she could live as normal a life as possible.”
The enormity of this settled in his gut.

She’d do anything to protect Chloe. Even though Chloe was now a young

woman, not a child, she remained Inamorata’s priority.
Realizations clicked into place. This was a hell of a wormy deal.

Martha meant the world to Inamorata, and Sam was Martha’s only child. And
protecting Chloe put Inamorata at odds with taking care of the other people she

loved. She wouldn’t give up Chloe, even for Sam, even for Martha.

“Since he was there, Jonah obviously knows Chloe’s real name. And we can’t
let him spill it to the world,” she said. “If he says it, I need you to do some electronic

voodoo to blank it out.”

She didn’t ask for much. Everyone on the team was as big a nerd as he was.
But he didn’t say that to her. Wes knew what Inamorata needed from him:
emotional stability, objectivity, not to let the enormity of this overwhelm her. She

needed him, whether she realized it or not. “Jonah mentioned money.”
“I don’t know anything about that.”
“I doubt Jonah really wants revenge for his cousin’s death.”
“Sometimes family is tight,” she said.
“And more often than not, it’s about the dollars,” he countered.

“Not big on family love? Sounds a little cynical, Mr. Lowell.”
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“Would you avenge Aimee? Martha?”

“I'd want to.”

“But would you?” he pushed.

“It’s different.”

“This isn’t about Jonah’s grief, Inamorata. Think it through.”

Appearing resolute, she shoved away from the wall. “I'll notify Hawkeye. If

Jonah 1sn’t making idle threats, we can expect him to deliver Sam’s right ear to us.”

“Agreed.” This was bigger, more complicated than he’d originally thought. And
with every passing minute, Inamorata seemed more remote and inaccessible,

drawing into herself. That was something he wouldn’t tolerate.

He understood her better now than ever before. The realization fueled his need
to crack her shell and see the vulnerable woman she’d once been. “We’ll set up a

command room in the guest house.”
“The situation room here is fine,” she said.

“Here’s the deal,” he told her. “We're leaving here in less than five minutes.
Until Sam is safe and the situation neutralized, you’ll be following my orders.”

>

“You can shut up now,” he said politely. “And go back into the situation room
while I make plans.” He devoured the distance between them. He curled his fingers
into her shoulders and forced himself to back off the pressure he wanted to exert.
“You may have had the idea I'm flexible where you’re concerned. I'm not. If you
object to the way I handle the situation, take it up with Hawkeye. If you want to

stay involved, I suggest you keep your pretty little mouth shut except to say, Yes,
Wes.” Understand?”

A lesser man would have been intimidated by her glare.

“I’ll take it up with Hawkeye.”
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“You know his number.” He slowly released his grip on her. He wanted to kiss
her, wanted to shake her, wanted to fuck her, wanted to tuck her behind him to

keep her safe.

He stepped aside, and she moved past him, back into the situation room.

Smart move. He hadn’t moved beyond his intention to go caveman on her.

She went to a secure line to call Hawkeye. Wes gave the gathered crew
Instructions to return to their workstations or home offices, whichever they

preferred. But they were now the A team until this job was finished.

He told one of the guys to order the needed specialized equipment and have it

delivered to his house. Jilly and another tech volunteered for duty at his place.
“Thanks,” he said.

“Wait,” Jilly said. “Before I agree to move out of this place, you gotta tell me

you have an ice maker. You do have an ice maker, right?”
“It makes cubes or crushed ice.”
“Crushed ice?” She looked skyward as if in thanks.

“If it can’t keep up, I'll have bags of the stuff trucked in. And all the soda you

can drink.”

“Soda’s gotta have caffeine and sugar,” she said. “None of that diet crap. That

shit’s no good for you.”
“Hello, irony,” one of the guys said.
“T’ll see to it you have whatever you need,” Wes promised.
“You're not going to have any teeth left,” another of the guys told her.
“Then I'll fit in with the rest of you.”
Wes liked Jilly’s style.

He ordered Inamorata’s car to be brought around and summoned two security

guards to accompany them to the vehicle.

Even though she was standoffish with him, she thanked the team for their

hard work and dedication. Everyone promised frequent updates and said they’d be
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on the job until Sam was reunited with his mother. Inamorata was a bit of an
enigma around headquarters, and she had a reputation for ruthlessly kicking the
asses of agents who were incompetent, but fiercely protecting those who were

competent. She was well regarded, and only he knew the toll the job took on her.

Wes didn’t relax until Inamorata was safely inside his house. Without being
told, Aston locked the doors. Bentley turned excited figure eights around her ankles.
She bent to scratch behind the mutt’s ears.

“That’s some wicked purr,” Marcus said, double-checking that the door was

secure.

Bentley fell over in pleasure. But the pup’s antics weren’t enough to make her

smile.
“Welcome home, Mr. Lowell,” Aston said. “Glad you could join us, Amethyst.”
“Amethyst?” she repeated. “I look like an Amethyst?” This time, she did smile.
“Garnet?”
“Afraid not.”
“Ruby?”
“Not a gem,” she told him.
“Ah. Well, we’ll forget Amber, Topaz, and Sapphire, then, shall we?”
“Everything secure, Aston?” Wes asked.

“A Pica pica pooped on a fence post,” Marcus said. “I think Aston electrocuted

his feathered ass.”

“I did no such thing,” Aston protested. “Animal-rights activists would be up in

arms. Can’t have that.”

“Haven’t seen another bird around here all day.” Marcus shrugged. “That’s all
I'm saying.”

“It’s the weather,” Aston said. “Dreadful wind. Fifty-seven percent chance of

snow flurries. Temperature dropped from forty-seven degrees to thirty-four in the

last hour. With the windchill, it’s twenty-nine degrees.”
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“Thank you for the weather bulletin,” Marcus said. “I was gonna wear shorts.”

“Report?” Wes asked Marcus.

“I'm expecting more backup, and I heard from headquarters that several techs
are moving into the guest house. And I understand a couple more protective agents
have been assigned to the area.”

Wes nodded. “Aston, security red alert.”

“Acknowledged.”

“We're expecting more agents,” he told Aston, repeating what Marcus had
already said.

“They’d best be prepared with proper identification.”

“Aston—"

“You did say red alert, sir.”

Wes shook his head. The advances in Aston’s artificial intelligence were
astonishing, even to him. Back in the day, Aston could say only a few things and
generally only in response to a direct order. Now he seemed to have a mind of his

own. In the next upgrade, Wes would make Aston behave more respectfully when

told to play nicely with others, Pica picas included.

Inamorata shrugged out of her blazer and hung it in the coat closet. She took
his jacket from him and put it on a hanger as well. He raised his brows but said
nothing. In six months, that might have been the first domestic act she’d ever

performed for him.
Bastard that he was, he liked it.

Seemingly reading his mind, she said, “Don’t get used to it. And you can make

dinner.”
That was his Inamorata.
“I'm going to change,” she said.
“Can I get you anything?”

“Coffee,” she said. “Please.”
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She walked off, and Bentley followed her.

Wes stood there until she walked into the master bedroom and closed the door
behind her. There was a weariness in the set of her shoulders he hadn’t seen before,

even when her sister had been in danger.
He wanted peace for her again.

“Since you’re here, sir, I'll do another perimeter sweep and check the guest

house,” Marcus said.

’”

“Affirmative.” While he trusted Aston, he also believed in redundancy,

especially when Inamorata’s safety was on the line.

Wes carried several pieces of electronic equipment from his home office into
the kitchen. There was already a large screen mounted to wall. He sometimes used
it as a computer monitor when he was working on Aston’s upgrades. Other times he
set the monitor to display pictures of the ocean or, in winter, a summer scene with a
bald eagle soaring into a clear blue sky. Lately, he’d taken to looking at pictures of

Inamorata. Some of them were even suitable for others to see.

He poured the existing coffee into a thermal carafe and then set the maker to
brew half a pot of decaf. What she didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her. She was wired

enough not to sleep for a week, regardless.

He interfaced with Aston and uploaded the info Hawkeye had on file. He sent
a personal request to Hawkeye for the contents of the sealed Danville file and told
Hawkeye to keep Chloe’s real name and new identity redacted. And he asked
Hawkeye to look at the money angle. Finally he set the computer to run his own

query on Zack Jonah.

When Marcus returned to the house with assurances other teams were in
place along the access roads, Wes poured Inamorata a cup of coffee, added a

generous splash of creamer, and headed for the bedroom.

He closed the door behind him. When he saw her, he turned again and locked
it.
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“Fuck me,” she said.

Inamorata stood near the bed, naked. Her clothes, gun, and phone were all in a
neat pile on the chair. She’d taken all the pins out of her hair, and the long blonde
locks fell across her shoulders. Her green eyes were wide. Her slender shoulders

were pulled back.
The sight of her body held him momentarily speechless.

Her legs were spread about shoulder width apart. The nest of curls at the apex
of her thighs hid more of her sex than he preferred. He wanted her bare, exposed,
nothing hidden. And that went for more than just physically, he knew. He wanted

all that from her mentally and emotionally as well.

Her hips flared in a seductive, feminine way that made his cock strain against

his slacks.

Her stomach was flat, and her nipples were alluringly beaded at the tips of her

small breasts. Her mouth was slightly parted.

As he stood there, trying not to slosh the coffee over the rim of the cup, she put
her hands behind her neck. It was a calculated, deliberate action. The movement
thrust her breasts more toward him, made her back arch slightly, and screamed

submission. “Inamorata.”
Her gaze unflinchingly on him, she lowered to her knees.

His cock started to throb in demand. “I need answers, Inamorata. We need to

talk. We need to talk about Chloe, about the toll on you—"
“I don’t want to talk,” she said. “I want to feel.”

He’d been there. There was a point where the emotional cost was too high a
burden to carry. He knocked around a punching bag when he got to that point. The

operative in him understood.
“Give me what I want,” she said. “I'm on my knees. I'm waiting for you.”
The internal debate raged.

“The case will be there. Give me this.”



100  Sierra Cartwright

She looked up at him, and he was lost. “Tell me what you want, Inamorata. No

more hiding.”

He watched as indecision chased across her face. She obviously just wanted a
scene, wanted to forget, wanted to keep her secrets locked up. But he had no
intention of playing this her way any longer. He'd give her what she wanted, but it

would come with a price.

“I want to suck your cock.”

“Why?”

“Because you’ll enjoy it.”

“Stop playing games with me.”

“Damn it, Wes, you understand submission as much as I do.”

“That’s what you think you're offering?”

“That 1s what I'm offering.”

“Tell me what submission means to you.”

“It means I'll do what pleases you. Pleasing you pleases me. It’s not about you
taking control; it’s about me giving it, offering it freely.”

“It’s about more than getting spanked?”

“Yes'”

Back at headquarters, she’d seemed remote and detached. Now she’d turned to
him to help slay the dragon. He was incapable of resisting. “Tell me what scares

’”

you.
“Nothing. I'm not scared.”

Her answer was fast, too fast. She looked away, the lie hanging thick on the

air between them.

He’d know they’d made progress when she could tell him the truth about
everything. No secrets, no hiding, no determination to carrying the world on her

solitary shoulders. No doubt she was strong enough; she’d had plenty of practice.
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“Can’t you...?” she trailed off and sighed. She looked at him through the

alluring curtain of her blonde hair. Then she started again. “I'm trying, Wes.”

She might be on her knees a few feet away, but she had his balls firmly in her

hand. He wasn’t man enough to resist her.
“I'm not running. I'm not fighting you. I'm on my knees. I'm naked. I'm here.”
Absently he wondered if the cup’s handle would snap in his grip.

“Life is precarious and precious. And right now, I don’t want to think. I never
wanted to remember what happened six years ago, but the truth is, I never forget. 1

meet Danville more often than not in my nightmares

“Some people go for a run. Some take a hot bath. Some people drink a whole
lot more than they should. And we’ve both seen the chain smokers and habitual
drinkers. More than half the people we know are adrenaline junkies. I'm probably
one of them. You make gadgets to try and rule the planet when you'’re stressed. And
I've seen your home gym. There are torture places with less stuff. Me? When I need
to forget or when I need to feel, I want to have sex. Mindless. Mindless, not
meaningless. With you it will never be meaningless. Can we see how far it goes?”

she asked. “Just for now? Can you let this be enough?”

Rather than running, she’d stayed. She’d gotten naked, and she was pleading
with him to take her.

She’d said “mindless. Mindless, but not meaningless.”

It was more than he dared hope, even yesterday. But he was a greedy man.
What she was offering was far less than he was ultimately willing to accept. It was
a start, though, and he recognized that. “So what you're offering, Inamorata, isn’t
truly your submission.”

They both knew it.

“I'm offering you my body,” she said.
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“But not your mind, and you’re really not surrendering your will. 'm not a
nameless dom at the club willing to play with you for an hour and then thank you
for your time. I don’t want that. If you’re honest, you’ll admit you don’t either.”

He turned to put the cooling cup of coffee on the nightstand and to give himself
a few seconds to think with his big head. He wanted to be inside her, bad. And if he
didn’t think it through, that’s what would happen. He’d be in her. And she’d run
and feel justified doing it.

He removed his gun and holster and put both in the top drawer of the
nightstand. Then, more in control, he faced her. “I'll give you what you want,
Inamorata, but I want you to be clear on my position. You're not zoning out. If sex is
what you want, sex is what you’ll get. I'll fuck you senseless, but you’ll be fully
engaged. You'll participate. I won’t just order you around while you act like an
automaton.”

“Your rules,” she said. “I'll do my best. Right now, that’s all I can give, Wes.

You want it. You want me. Accept it.”
Then, for the first time ever, she took the initiative.

She lowered herself to all fours. She tipped her chin back; then she began

crawling across the hardwood floor toward him.

Bentley obviously thought that was great fun. On his uncertain metal feet, he

scampered after her, sliding around and biting at her toes.
Wes pointed at the corner. “Go sit, Bentley.”
The dog cocked his head as if suddenly forgetting he knew any commands.

“GO »

With a whimper of protest that sounded almost caninelike, Bentley moved off

toward the corner.

“Resume what you were doing,” he told her.
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She stopped grinning and crawled the remaining few feet that separated them.
Then she knelt up and reached for his belt buckle. Deftly she unfastened it. When

the belt separated, she unbuttoned his pants and lowered the zipper.
“You're hard,” she said.
There was an understatement.

She drew his pants down, then reached inside his boxers and curled her hand
around his cock. Looking up at him, she moved her hand back and forth. If she kept
that up, he’d last about thirty seconds.

He clamped his hand around hers.

“Let me finish undressing you.”

From her position on her knees, she removed his shoes and socks, then pulled
off his jeans and lowered his boxers. He pulled his T-shirt over his head and
dropped it on the hardwood floor near the rest of his discarded clothing.

“You've got a great cock,” she said.

“You've got a great cock, Sir,” he corrected.

She looked up at him.

“T told you what you were offering wasn’t enough,” Wes said. “If you’re offering
your submission, Inamorata, then give me your respect.”

“I—” She licked her upper lip. “You've got a great cock, Sir.”

He liked the way the term of respect sounded on her tongue. He liked the way
she looked on her knees.

“May I suck it?”

He might jack off if she didn’t. He curved his hand around her neck and guided
her head toward his cock.

She opened her mouth and licked the head of his shaft. He closed his eyes. She
pulled back slightly, then moved forward to take more of him with her second
stroke. “Yeah,” he said. Yeah. That was definitely it. She repeated the action, taking

a little more of him this time.
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Having the lovely and delectable Inamorata on her knees, her mouth wide, her
legs spread was enough to make him lose his load. He was determined not to do

that.

Her mouth was warm and moist, and her determination was second to none.
She opened her mouth to accommodate his girth, and he gently thrust. She gagged,
her eyes watering. She pulled back. He released his hold on her while she shook her
head.

Inamorata wiped the back of her hand across her mouth and instantly

returned to her previous position. “Sorry, Sir,” she said. Looking contrite, she

opened her mouth and folded her hands behind her back.

Obviously she’d been with some experienced players. Although he was sure she
hadn’t sucked cock in a while, she knew how. His gut tightened the way it had when
she told him ten men, maybe a dozen, had tied her to her bed. It didn’t matter how
many men had tied her, how many men had fucked her, how many men’s cocks
she’d sucked. He was going to be the last.

He cradled her head again. She licked the head of cock and ran her tongue

around it several times. This time she seemed more relaxed and more confident of

what she was doing.

She put a bit of pressure at that sensitive spot just below the tip, and he said

her name in a warning tone.

She laughed a little as if relishing her power. If she only realized how much

power she had over him.

“I like the way you taste,” she said. “Musky. Male. Powerful.” She pulled away
completely, looked up at him, and then moistened his throbbing cock all the way

down.

She kissed and licked his balls with great attention. She worked her way back

up, running her tongue firmly up the underside of his throbbing cock.

“That’s a girl,” he said.
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Inamorata was part seductress, part submissive. Her eyes had darkened, and
her cheeks were flushed. What the hell had he been thinking the last six months,

letting her passively lie beneath him while he rode them both to orgasm?

With her mouth, she captured the head of his dick again. She sucked and
licked while determinedly working her way lower, pulling up a little, then sliding
down a little farther as she relaxed.

His cock swelled, and he felt a drop of preejaculate leak from the tip. Wouldn’t
be long before he had to stop her.

Inamorata took a deep breath.

Fuck if he could take much more. He held her head firmly, drawing her closer

to him as she sucked his entire length into her mouth and down her throat.

She stayed there for several long seconds. Much longer and he was going to
lose it. Because the feeling was so delicious, because he’d fantasized about being lost

in her, he gave a couple more good thrusts before pulling out.

Her mouth remained opened slightly; her breath came in uneven little pants.

Her eyes were wide and dewy with tears.

“I'm not done with you yet. Get on the bed. Spread your legs. Spread your

pussy. Show me how you masturbate.”

He saw the struggle cross her face. She frowned, and she looked down; then
she looked away. “Yesterday you told me you were too busy to masturbate. We both

know that was a lie.”
“Yes,” she whispered.
“Show me.”

She moved slowly, either because she was stalling or because her muscles had
stiffened from being on her knees for so long. Still her motions were graceful as she

stood and walked to the bed on bare feet.

His cock jutted, throbbing painfully. He ached to bury himself in her, pound

her hard, take her, possess her.
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She grabbed a pillow and tossed it in the middle of the mattress. Then she
crawled onto the bed. She rolled onto her back and positioned the pillow beneath
her hips. She spread her legs as he’d instructed; then she used her left hand to part

her labia, exposing her clit.

She sucked her right index finger into her mouth and kept it there long enough
his cock started to twitch. Vixen.

“Do you have any nipple clamps?”’ she asked, after removing her finger and
rubbing the saliva-slickened tip across her clit.

His gaze was transfixed as her clit became a hardened nub and the moisture
glistened there.

“Nipple clamps, Sir?”

“You masturbate with them on?”

“I like the stimulation,” she admitted. “I think you found that out last night.”

She paused as if she wanted to say more. Her cheeks flushed a slight, alluring pink.

From embarrassment? Inamorata could be embarrassed? Who knew? “Go on,”
he encouraged. “I don’t want you hiding from me. I want to know what you want,

what turns you on, what satisfies you.”

“The constant pressure arouses me. I have a hard time getting off without

them, truthfully.”

He crossed to the closet and pulled out a box. Obviously Bentley could no
longer contain himself. As if he had a real nose, he wandered over and started
sniffing the box Wes had placed on the floor. Wes sighed with frustration. “That’s
it,” he told the contraption of nuts and bolts. He picked up the wriggling mutt along
with the doggy bed and put them both in the closet and closed the door. “Where

were we?”

“You've been holding out on me,” she said, stroking her pussy as hed

mstructed. “I didn’t know you had a grown-up toy box in your closet.”
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“You haven’t been asking for what you want. If you had, this box would have

come out a long time ago.”
“What else do you have in there?”

“You'll be finding out, Ms. Inamorata.” He placed the box on the end of the bed.
He took out a bottle of lube and put it on the dresser, then pulled out a bag that
contained several different styles of clamps. They varied in intensity from simple,
adjustable tweezer-style clamps to biting, teeth-laden alligators and almost

everything in between. “Any preference?”
“Do you have clover clamps?”

He raised his brows. “You do like pressure.” He pulled out two sets, each
linked by a sturdy silver chain. He offered them to her. “One is more intense than
the other.” He liked clovers better than any other kind, but the women he played
with could rarely tolerate the pain. He liked them because they tightened as he
pulled on them. The others, especially if they were more decorative, came off too

easily. “Give me your hand,” he said.
When she did, he put one of each clamp on her pinkie finger.
“Which set?” he asked.
“These.” She removed the tightest one and gave him the set.
He put the others away, then stowed the box back in the closet.
“Put them on me?” she asked, a bit breathlessly.
“My pleasure.”

He bent over her and sucked her right nipple into his mouth. She arched and

squirmed. The harder he sucked, the more she moaned.

He released her, then took her breast and squeezed it, plumping it and

squeezing her nipple again.
“Yes,” she said, pleaded.
He affixed one of the nasty little clamps to her right nipple.

She cried out. “I'm getting close to coming.”
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“From the nipple stimulation?”

“Mainly from you,” she admitted. Her words were thready, as if she was dazed.
“I love having my nipples tortured, but I don’t come this fast by myself. It’s your

touch, Wes, the way you pleasure me.”
“Don’t come,” he said. “I won’t be easy on you if you do.”
“I understand.”

“l want to play with you, and I want you to think about the pleasure I'm

getting from watching your reactions. Nothing else matters, Inamorata. Got 1t?”
“Yes,” she said around a gasp. “Yes, Sir.”

He moved to the far side of the bed and drew her left nipple into his mouth,
sucking and biting until it became a hardened nib.

“You're good at that,” she said.

He used a whole lot more pressure than he’d generally use with a woman, at
least initially. He knew how to measure out pain, ratcheting it up a bit at a time.
But with Inamorata... She didn’t just have a high pain threshold—she had a high
pain demand.

He watched her slide a finger into her slick passage.

The bite of pain had seemingly increased her arousal tenfold. He moved his

mouth and pinched the tormented little nipple between his thumb and forefinger.

Her head thrashed on his pillow.
“Wes! Sir!”
“Hang on, Inamorata.”

“You...” She sucked in a breath and looked at him for only a second before

closing her eyes again. “You said you wanted to see me masturbate.”

“I did. I didn’t say I wanted to watch you come. Change the tempo. Pay
attention to your breathing. Be a good little sub.” Truthfully he couldn’t have been
any more pleased with her. Her letting go of her inhibitions thrilled him.

He twisted her nipple.
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She cried out.

“Did you come?”

“No!”

“Are you lying?”

“I'm...close... Please?””

“I usually like you to beg. But this time, don’t. The answer is no.”
“But...Sir!”

He replaced his touch with the second clamp.

Her hips rose and fell as she stroked her cunt faster and faster.
“Stop.”

She froze.

“Take your hand away from your pussy and put it beneath your ass.”
She opened her eyes and blinked at him. “Are you serious?”

“Do I need to repeat myself?”

She swallowed convulsively and drank half a dozen deep breaths. Slowly, she

did what he said.

“I can smell your arousal,” he told her. He knew, though, without the sexual

distraction, the pain of the clamps would become just that, pain. At this point, or

certainly within the next two minutes, it wouldn’t drive her to an orgasm; it would

just be uncomfortable. The size of his cock hadn’t diminished. His whole body urged

him to claim her. “Dig your heels into the mattress,” he said, “and lift your hips.

Keep your legs wide apart.”

She nodded and did as he said.

Sex with her had always been good, but he’d had no idea it could be this

spectacular. “Your pussy is all red, swollen,” he said.

“Yes, Sir,” she whispered.

“With your hands, spread your butt cheeks.”
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She hesitated only a fraction of a second, but long enough.
“How do your breasts feel?”
“A little sore now.”

He went over to the dresser and squeezed some lube onto his right middle

finger. She blinked, obviously guessing his intent.

He climbed onto the bed and knelt between her thighs. “Tilt your hips more.”
As she did, her anal whorl was more exposed. “Beautiful,” he said. “Spread those
cheeks even farther apart.” Yeah. That was definitely more like it. His woman,
displayed for him. “Any idea what you look like, Inamorata? Your nipples are
perfectly clamped. You clit is swollen; your pussy is dripping moisture. You look

wanton. Keep your hips high!”
She moved back into position.
“Do you have a safe word?”
“I won’t need it.”
“You might,” he countered.

She shuddered, and he noticed her abdominal muscles tighten in response,

keeping her in position. “I've never needed one.”
“You've never submitted to me.”
“Italy,” she said on a shaky exhalation.
“Italy?”
“I was born there.”

How much more was he going to discover about her? “Use your safe word to
stop play entirely. But be aware, if you use your safe word, we won’t go back to

where we were and continue.”

“That’s not fair. You make me chose a word and then take away the option to
use it.”

“You always have the option, Inamorata. But I believe a safe word is for when

you’ve truly gone past your comfort level or you're afraid you’ll go there. Either way,
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things need to be discussed and discontinued. I will watch you constantly. I'll read
your pain level; I'll check in. I don’t believe in safe words because you don’t like
what I want you to do or you want to negotiate. Use it wisely.”

“T understand.”

She hadn’t said she agreed, only that she understood. “Tell me to stick my
finger in your ass, Inamorata.”

“I’'ve, er, never done this,” she said.

Christ. Inamorata was nervous. And he was harder than he’d ever been. “Let

me know when you're ready.” He waited. After several seconds, he pressed the tip of

his finger lightly against her.

Finally, when he was almost sure she’d chicken out, she said, “Please. Please,
Wes, Sir, put your finger up my ass.”

“That’s what you want?”

Instead of answering, she dug her feet deeper into the mattress for purchase
and made her entire pelvic area available to him. She thrust against his finger in
silent invitation. With gentle thrusts, he drove his finger inside her by slow
measures, deeper and deeper until it was buried to the hilt. She breathed in and out
rapidly. “Now move your hands, but keep yourself in position. Put the chain to your
nipple clamps in your mouth.”

She struggled to comply.
“This is diabolical. You're diabolical,” she said. She had to bring her head

forward and use her hands to grab the chain and situate it between her teeth.
“Do not release it.”

She lay back down and then yelped. She immediately brought her head back

up, which would force more pressure onto her abs.
“More effective than being tied,” he told her.

She nodded but then winced.
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Each time she moved, the pressure on her nipples would intensify. Trying to
get away from his touch would cause her pain, but he intended to make it
1impossible for her to stay still. When she came, he knew she’d scream. “You’ll wait

for my permission to come.”
The chain in her mouth served as a pseudogag as well.
He captured her gaze, and he saw she understood his instructions.
He began to finger fuck her tight hole. She moved slightly in response.

He moved his position and lowered his mouth to her cunt. She started to shake

her head, but the pain shooting through her nipples obviously stopped her.

He inserted two fingers from his free hand into her pussy and spread her wide.
“So tight, Inamorata,” he said. “Hot.” He licked her vulva with a long sweep and
then pressed his tongue against her clit.

She mumbled something that might have been his name.

He was relentless. He started soft and slow, allowing her response to grow.
Then he increased the pressure on her clit. He watched her oh-so-sexy responses
and increased the width that he spread his fingers in her pussy. Her muscles
constricted, and he imagined the way she’d feel wrapped around his cock. While she

writhed, he continued to thrust his finger inside her ass.

Her head moved from side to side rhythmically. He saw the motion dragging

her nipples up and away from her breasts. She winced.
Obviously she wasn’t quite there yet.

He sucked her clit into his mouth and exerted a tiny amount of pressure with

his teeth.
She began to thrash.

Now, now she was there, clearly not feeling the pain any longer. She’d crossed

that magic threshold.

Her moans became whimpers, and her muscles tensed.
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He released her clit and then laved away the hurt. “Do not come,” he said

against her pussy.

Even with the chain in her mouth, he heard her muttered pleas. He didn’t

respond. Instead he inserted a second finger in her rear entrance.
She cried out.
“Hang on,” he told her. “You can take more.”

She moved her head slightly. The motion wasn’t quite a nod since the pressure

on her nipples was too much.
“Take 1t, Inamorata.”
She closed her eyes.

He slid his fingers from her pussy and then slapped her cunt once, hard. She

screamed and convulsed, and he felt her orgasm crash over her.

He kissed away the sharp pain. Long seconds later, her climax receded, and
she released the chain from her mouth. He eased his fingers from her tightest hole.
She gulped in oxygen and exhaled shakily as she dropped her hips to the pillow
beneath them.

She finally opened her eyes. The green color had turned dark and intense,
stormy, and she was focused only on him. A half smile played around the corner of

her lips. She looked lovely, sated. Maybe a bit dazed.
But in true fashion, she recovered quickly.
She sat up and simultaneously reached to take off the nipple clamps.
“Leave them,” he said.

Her eyes widened, and she opened her mouth as if she was going to argue. He

curled his hands around her wrists. “I said leave them.”
“Sir, the clamps hurt. Can I—
He cut her off with a wave of his hand.

“We're not quite finished. You came without permission. Then you released the

chain from your mouth. And once you’d already been disobedient, you didn’t use
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that pretty little mouth to thank me or even show the good manners to apologize for
your transgression. Then you thought to take off your clamps and get out of bed?
Any of those actions might have been forgivable. But all of them? In under fifteen

seconds? Impressive, Inamorata. And inexcusable.”
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Chapter Six

Inamorata’s mind swam.

She knew the rules of a BDSM scene. The dom was in charge; the sub followed
orders implicitly. Anything, everything was grounds for punishment. In the scenes
she’d participated in, she’d been punished for coming, even when the dom pushed so

relentlessly she was incapable of preventing it. Just like now.

Wes had repeatedly warned her not to orgasm. She knew about control,
sexually and in her personal life. For a while, she’d fought the climax, using tricks

she’d learned for dealing with stressful situations.

She’d pictured herself being somewhere else. She’d surrendered and breathed,

trying for physical detachment.

But when his mouth had found her pussy, the physical onslaught of his tiny
bites had combined with the biting pain in her nipples and trumped her attempts to
think logically.

Wes said he would always watch her during a scene, and she believed him.
He'd been paying attention. He surely had known just how close she was to an

orgasm.
No doubt about it.

He’d known she was on the edge and incapable of stopping the moment he
delivered that single vicious slap to her already aroused pussy. He’d known her
orgasm would be immediate and powerful. And the clever bastard had continued his
sensual torment, ensuring she rode the climax completely. He’d wanted her to come,

and he’d made damn sure she had.
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But he was right about her immediate response afterward. She hadn’t thanked
him a single time; in fact, she’d shown him she preferred to run after he satisfied
her. “Thank you,” she said, quickly, trying to make amends. “Thank you, Sir. That

was amazing.”
“Too little, Inamorata. Too late.”
Her heart pounded.
He climbed off the bed.

What had she gotten herself into? He was a powerful dom, more intense than
any man she’d played with. She’d never been with a man this focused, a man she

couldn’t manipulate. It thrilled her, terrified her.

He crossed the room and moved her items to the dresser top. Then he hooked

the chair leg with his foot and dragged it into position near the bed.

He remained standing, powerful legs spread a little farther than shoulder
width apart. His arms hung loosely at his sides, but his hands were curled into fists.
A lock of dark, dark hair fell across his forehead. The gray of his eyes was steely,

harder, more inflexible than she’d ever seen.
His cock jutted forward impressively.

The idea of being fucked by him filled her mind, crowding out any rational
thought.
“Get on the floor and crawl to me. Then, when I'm ready, you’ll get your ass

over my lap.”

She shuddered. Had she actually been excited yesterday by the idea of him
spanking her? Now that the time was here, nerves and fear collided, nearly
paralyzing her.

“I suggest you get that sweetheart of a butt over here, Inamorata.”

She moved slowly, feeling unsure. He was upping the stakes. Part of her

wondered if she’d actually go through with this.
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But even as the internal debate raged, she climbed off the bed and lowered
herself to the floor, getting on all fours. She crawled toward him, aware of the pull

of the vicious clamps on her nipples.

She loved the way they felt when she was hot, aroused. But she hated them
after she’d climaxed. The pressure went from amazing to irritating. After a minute

or two, they became painful.
She moved toward him slowly, trying to minimize the sway of her breasts.
When she was about a foot away, he said, “Stop.”
She froze.
“Kneel up.”

As delicately as she could, she moved into position. She wasn’t sure exactly

what he expected, so she erred on the side of being overly respectful.

She bowed her head, spread her knees wide, and placed her hands palms up on

her thighs.
Her heart thundered.

For a long time, he said nothing. She forced herself to draw in several deep

breaths as she patiently waited.

Somewhere in the last half hour, she had forgotten what she wanted to forget.
Wes had taken her somewhere else, someplace dizzying, someplace that might be

more terrifying than the past.
He took hold of the chain linking her nipple clamps.
She sucked in a sharp breath.
“Easy,” he said. Then he tugged on the chain.
She gasped and broke position, leaning forward to grab his wrists.
“Kneel up,” he snapped.

She took a couple of shallow, panting breaths as she eased back into position.

Her eyes watered with the pain of having her nipples so distended.
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“Nice,” he said.

She heard a note of approval in his voice, and her heart soared. There was

something about this man that made her weak.
“How does that feel?”
“It...it hurts.”
“It hurts?”
“It hurts, Sir,” she said. The harder he tugged, the tighter the clamps became.

She kept her head bowed, but she desperately wanted to look at him. Did he

like what he saw? Did having her like this, on her knees, supplicant, give him a

hard-on?
“Would it hurt as bad if you were distracted?”

She almost, almost, looked up. She couldn’t read his reaction in the set of his
jaw or a smile of approval. In this position she had nothing but the lifeline of his
tone of voice to guide her.

“Moisten two of your fingers and play with your clit.”

She thought she’d feel self-conscious, but she didn’t. She slipped two fingers
into her mouth and exaggerated the time it took to moisten the tips. She sucked and
licked and moved her fingers in and out.

“I think they’re moist enough,” he said drily. “Play with your pussy.”

Having him there, tugging on her chain, watching her, made the act of teasing

her clit that much more incredibly sensual.

“You're distracting yourself from the pain in your nipples,” he reminded her,
tugging again on the chain. “You're not going for another orgasm you’re not

permitted to have.”

“Yes,” she said, surrendering to the sensation of stroking herself. The pain in

her nipples seemed to dissipate, no longer quite as sharp.

“Tell me why you're going to be punished.”
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“Because...” She whimpered as he yanked on the chain. Her pussy was
becoming wetter and wetter. She could smell her arousal, and that meant he had to

be able to as well. “Because I came without permission.”
“And?”

She could barely think with the way the orgasm was building, with how sore
and aroused her pussy was, with how tender her anus was. He kept playing with
the chain, increasing the pressure and her desire. “And I let go of the chain from my

mouth.”

“This chain?” He twisted the metal in his hand, dragging her nipples together

and sending a sharp pain through them.
“Yes!”
“And?”

“I didn’t thank you or apologize.” She paused. Then she went for the truth both
of them knew. “Because I started to get off the bed—"

“Run away,” he corrected.

More than anything, she knew that was what upset him. Six months of

sleeping together and she’d never stopped running.
“What do you deserve for that?”
“Spank me, Sir. Spank me.”

He abruptly released her chain. She closed her eyes, but she didn’t stop
playing with her pussy. She didn’t look up. She didn’t betray—except through her

accelerated heartbeat—that fear was colliding with her mounting arousal.
“Good girl.”
The unexpected approval was welcome.
He moved to the chair and sat down. “Position yourself over my lap.”
The silence surrounding them seemed to reverberate in her head.

“It’s up to you,” he said softly. “What do you want?”



120  Sierra Cartwright

She knew the question wasn’t about what she wanted in this moment. He was
asking about long term. She could run now, and he’d let her go. But if she didn’t, he

might not ever let her.

Inamorata moved slowly, keeping her motions economical. To her, this was
about more than surrendering to her punishment; it was about surrendering to
Wes’s mastery and control. Focusing on each movement kept her sharp and the
gnawing panic at bay. Gracefully she rose and draped herself over his muscular

thighs.
She felt his strength against her contrasting femininity.

The clamps tugged her nipples down, and she placed her fingertips on the

hardwood floor for balance.

“Tell me the rules,” he said.

“Rules? I don’t know your rules.”

“If you were in charge of the rules, what would they be?”

“No getting up.”

The words hung between them. No running away. “That’s a good start,” he
said.

“No screaming?”

“Scream all you want. In fact, I'll expect you to.”

Her heart rate accelerated. “No cussing?”

“Doesn’t offend me.”

“Count the spanks?”

“Yes. Anything else?”

Her heart was in her throat. She was over his lap, her rear upturned and

exposed for his punishment. “Can we just get this over with?”
“Who’s in charge here?”

“You, Sir.”
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He trailed his fingers down her spine. “Rules?”
She squirmed. “Keep my legs spread?”
“Yes.”

He trailed farther, over her lower back, then between her buttocks, teasing her
anus, then her pussy. He pinched her clit. “Legs spread,” he reminded her. “And

turn your toes in.”
She did as he instructed.
Despite her nerves and fear, her pussy was wet.
“Those clamps are still tight?”
“Yes, Sir.” Since she was across his lap, breathing was more difficult.
“How many spanks do you deserve?”
“However many you decide, Sir.”
“Answer the question.”
His tone of voice sounded like a whiplash. “Five. One for each infraction.”
“That’s insulting.”
Even as she’d said it, she knew he’d never go for it.
“Ten?”
“Much closer.”
She moved slightly.
“Eleven?” she asked. When he didn’t answer, she tried again, “Twelve?”

“Twelve it 1s. And thank me for each one, since you forgot to thank me for that

stolen orgasm.”
She nodded. “Yes, Sir.”

He placed a hand on the small of her back, and she drew a steadying breath.
His first open-handed slap landed unexpectedly hard on her right buttock.

She gasped, arching her back against the pain.

“One?” he prompted.
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Shit. That had been harder than she expected. “One,” she said. “Thank you.”

Before she was quite ready, the second landed directly on top of the first. “T'wo!

Thank you.”
“Why are you thanking me?”

She blinked, thrown out of her experience of the pain. “To show my

appreciation for your discipline. And for taking the time to discipline me.”

Bastard that he was, he landed the third smack directly on top of the other
two. He either wasn’t very skilled, or he was diabolical. The few square inches

burned and itched. “Thank you!” She drew a breath. “Three.”
He slipped his hand between her legs and stroked her pussy.

She moved back a bit, pressing greedily against his hand. Just when she got
close, he moved. His slap caught her beneath both ass cheeks, across the tops of her
thighs. “Four,” she said, the word somewhere between a scream and protest. “Thank
you.” In future, she’d be better behaved, no doubt. She’d had spankings before, but
this was unlike anything she’d ever experienced, slower, more deliberate. And that
he could do this with just his hand... She wasn’t sure she had the guts to try
anything else, like a belt or a crop.

His fifth strike caught her left butt cheek, right across from the place he’d
spanked her right cheek. “Five.” On a whisper, she managed, “Thank you.”

She knew his general pattern now, and she relaxed into it. His sixth and
seventh spanks were directly on top of the fifth.

Her buttocks felt raw; she felt humbled.

He shifted, forcing her slightly forward. She was more on her tiptoes, and she
put her palms flat on the floor. They were barely halfway done. She wasn’t sure how
much more she could take.

“The next ones are going to be quicker. I warmed you up. The next ones are

your true punishment. Understand?”

She nodded.
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“Answer, Inamorata.”

“I ”»

“You can do it.”

“Yes,” she said.

“You remember your safe word?”
“Italy,” she said.

“Do you want to use it?”

There’d been no inflection in his tone. The decision was hers. He waited, not
stroking her, not moving at all. She thought about it, considered it. She could end
this now. But Inamorata had never backed down from anything. There was
something cathartic about this. There was something strangely compelling about a

man she’d been involved with for months taking this to the next level.

It was punishment, yes, but so much more. Everything she’d always liked
about BDSM, she was getting. Escape. An adrenaline cocktail made from nerves,

pain, and the grit of determination.
“Would you like to safeword out?”
“No.”
“Good.”

The undisguised approval in his rich tenor voice made the decision even more
of a rush. She’d missed BDSM, and she was sorry she hadn’t explored it with Wes

before now.

“In that case, we'll proceed. No need to count the next ones. And you can thank

me at the end.”

She closed her eyes. In the past she’d been able to surrender to a beating. But
those had been at the club, more for fun. She’d never experienced anything like this,

like Wes.
“Ready?”

“Yes.”



124 Sierra Cartwright

“Ask me.”
“Please, Sir. Spank me.”

He moved his hand to the middle of her back and splayed his fingers to keep
her body still. She’d known her lover was intense. He brought that to all their
lovemaking. He reined blows all across her buttocks, catching the insides of her

thighs, the delicate flesh between her legs. This focused intensity was shocking.

Pain melded with her protests, and she shouted his name and a handful of

curse words. Her world exploded.
Then, as suddenly as he’d started, he stopped.
She was sobbing, cussing, shaking. But she didn’t try to get away.
“One more,” he told her.
“That wasn’t twelve?”
“Eleven,” he said.

“But...”

“Let me know when you’re ready,” he said. “I want you fully aware for the last

»

one.

That he had enough presence to realize she was slipping into her head was

astounding.

“You'll feel this one,” he told her. “And you won’t forget it. Spread your legs

farther apart.”
She knew what was coming, and she was nervous.
“Take a breath,” he told her.
She did, but she still wasn’t prepared.
He caught her cunt full on.
She screamed.

She arched her back; her eyes watered.
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He remained there, his hand on her back. He didn’t try to move her or touch

her intimately.

After she’d swallowed a few gulps of oxygen-starved air, her pulse started to

return to normal, and the pain slowly receded.

Despite her initial unkind thoughts several minutes ago, there was nothing
unskilled about his schooling. He’d known exactly what he was doing. His

punishment had been effective and memorable.
She’d be unable to sit comfortably the rest of the day.
“I'm waiting.”
Waiting? She shook her head. Then she remembered. “Thank you, Sir.”

He helped her stand; then he swept her off her feet and carried her back to the

bed. “Roll over onto your stomach.”

He left her for a few minutes, and she heard water running in the bathroom.
He returned to the bedroom and pressed a cool, damp washcloth against her

burning pussy.
“That feels amazing.”

“Your ass looks beautiful,” he said. “Red. Swollen. You may get a bruise...” He

touched her.
She yelped.
“Here.”
“Yeah.”

“The badass Inamorata will have a red, swollen butt beneath her tight skirt.

Oh yeah, and a swollen cunt. I don’t want you forgetting who you belong to.”
She shuddered. She’d never forget his touch, his mastery.
“I'm going to fuck you,” he said.
She turned her head so she could look at him. His jaw was set in a firm,

1mplacable line. His cock was rigid and throbbing. He looked every inch the capable,
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rough, and tough Hawkeye agent who'd just brought her to the edge of her

endurance.
“There’s no way to fuck you without it bothering your butt.”
“Or my pussy which you slapped.”

He shrugged. “That too. Since this will hurt anyway, I'm going to take you

from behind so I can pinch your ass, maybe even spank some of the areas again.”
“I think I’'m going to like it,” she said, as excited as she was nervous.

“If you don’t, I need much more practice.” He grabbed a pillow that had
somehow ended up on the floor. With her help, he was able to position it beneath

her abdomen.
“Let me suck your cock for lubrication,” she said.
“I'm going to use a condom.”
“Okay, then let me suck you until I'm sure you're hard.”
“Baby, you take off your clothes, and I'm like a rock.”

“Well then, let me suck you because I'm a greedy little sub who’s hungry for

your cock.”
“Inamorata—"
“Let me suck you, Wes.”

His eyes were dark and smoky. Tomorrow she might be sorry this had gone so
far. Tomorrow she might rue being needy and vulnerable. Tomorrow she might run.
But in this moment, she wanted him. She wanted to soak up every possible

second of the delicious naughtiness.

He knelt on the bed. She moved slightly so she could take him in her mouth.
She started by licking his cockhead, paying extra attention to that sensitive spot
beneath the head.

He groaned.

She went lower and lower, taking more of him.
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He grabbed her head, digging his fingers into her hair.

There was definitely something heady about making a man as big and strong

as Wesley Lowell lose control. He jerked his pelvis, but then he pulled back.
“This is a little more than getting me hard and lubricated.”
“Does that mean you’re enjoying it?” she asked innocently.
“Enough sass.” He took hold of her chin and placed a finger across her lips.

She nodded.

He kissed her forehead before removing his finger. He gently bit the back of

her neck before moving away to roll a condom down his impressive cock.
He moved between her legs and positioned himself at her entrance.
“Take me,” she told him.
He needed no further urging.

He grasped her hip bones, holding her steady. “You are one sexy woman,

Inamorata.”
“Fill me, Sir.” He did.

Her skin felt raw. Her rear was on fire. As he pulled back, he gave her an
occasional gentle slap, reigniting the burn and driving her mad. “I need to come,”

she said.
“So soon? Didn’t you just have an orgasm or two?”

Half a dozen or more. But who was counting? “It’s not my fault I'm a poor sub

and you’re so magnificent.” She’d say anything as long as he didn’t deny her.

He laughed as he continued to slide in and out, faster and faster.

“Please...?”

“You've earned it.” He reached for her clit and gently slid his thumb across it.
“Ride it.”

The orgasm crashed over her. Her insides seemed to turn upside down. The

climax crashed over her. She shuddered as she cried out his name.
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After the orgasm receded, he took her again. This time he claimed her harder.
Harder, faster, deeper.

Unbelievably, a second orgasm grabbed at her insides, even as his cock pulsed
and grew inside her. She panted as he held her steady. “More,” she said. She
wanted more, wanted as much of him as he could give her.

He pounded her.

“I can take you. Give it to me.”

“You'll be the death of me, woman.”

“Would it be such a bad way to go?”

He pushed a moist finger deep into her ass. The orgasm that had been
threatening swamped her. Her muscles squeezed and contracted, and she felt the
orgasm that was dragged out of him.

“Fuck,” he said, the single word guttural, an exclamation, not a curse.

He stayed there a long time, keeping a firm grip on her.

He put an arm beneath her, supporting her the way he always tried to.

She could stay like this for the rest of the day. But she knew better. This
scene, this surrender hadn’t simplified things with Wes; it had made their
relationship more complicated. From here, they couldn’t go back to where they’d
been. She knew him well enough to know he wouldn’t let them.

He withdrew from her. She collapsed onto her stomach while he discarded the
condom and let the banished Bentley out of the closet.

Wes brought her a cool, damp washcloth and pressed it against her tender
flesh. Even with everything going on around them, he took the time to care for her.
She steeled her heart against the cracks he was starting to make in it.

He left the cloth against her skin and moved away. He grabbed clothes from a
shelf in the closet and got dressed. “I'll meet you in the kitchen when you'’re ready. I
want to make sure the rest of the crew gets set up, and I'll bring them up to speed

on the pertinent details.”
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Wes, Bentley on his heels, left the bedroom. The door closed behind him with

an audible click.

For the first time, he’d been the one to walk out. While it was nothing like the
way she left, she noticed, keenly, the absence of his kiss and his touch. He was all
business, as remote as she usually was after they had sex. She wasn’t sure she liked

a return dose of her behavior.

Inamorata finished with the washcloth, then tossed it toward the hamper as

she climbed from the bed.

She took off the heinous clamps one at a time. She winced when the first one
came off, moaned when she removed the second. Had she actually asked him to put

them on her? She dropped the clamps on the dresser.

She caught sight of her reddened ass in the full-length mirror. He’d spanked
her hard. And he was probably right about the little bruise she was going to have on

one cheek.

But the scene had been successful. She was no longer overwhelmed by the
helpless feeling that had engulfed her earlier. For a while, she’d forgotten, and that

helped her refocus.

In so many ways, he was good for her. Having someone to share the load was

nice, a novel idea.
But she intuitively knew the cost he would demand would be too high.

She pulled on a thong and stockings and then slipped into her skirt. It was like
donning a figurative set of armor. Once she was fully dressed, she would be in

charge again rather than a woman who’d recently begged a man to dominate her.

After putting on her bra, she shrugged into her shirt and buttoned it. As she
slipped into her high-heeled shoes, she checked e-mail on her phone. The screen was
blank, except for the routine mandatory updates. She sighed with disappointment,
wishing more information had been sent over. In the half hour or so she’d been

alone with Wes, no progress had been made.
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Taming her hair after Wes’s hands had been in it took some time. Finally,
satisfied, she refreshed her makeup and then strapped on her holster and slid her

gun into it.

She headed for the kitchen, and when she walked in, conversation died. Jilly
stopped chomping on her ice. Wes looked up from the computer he’d been studying.
Marcus straightened his shoulders. Another man was in the kitchen. This geek she
didn’t know. He sported a down-to-his-ass ponytail. Despite the windchill and
falling snow, he was wearing a sleeveless T-shirt and a pair of shorts to show off his
1mpressive number of tats. He glanced up at her, smiled warmly, then put his head

back down. His fingers had never stopped moving across the keyboard.

Bentley came skidding over. She petted the animal’s back and realized his
purring was louder than ever. “Any updates? Demands from the kidnappers?” Even
as she asked, she knew the answer. If there’d been a demand, she would have been
the first to know. “But you do have news?” she asked, straightening. Outwardly she
was cool, calm, competent. Inwardly her nerves weren’t so steady. As much as she

hated to admit it to anyone, even herself, she was glad Wes was here.
“Yeah,” Wes said. “We have a couple of leads on the money angle.”

From his flat tone, she knew she wasn’t going to like what he had to say.
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Chapter Seven

She crossed to the coffeepot and poured a cup. She propped her hip against the
counter. After taking a sip of her coffee, skipping the cream she preferred in favor of

keeping her hands occupied, she said, “Let me have it.”
“We've been looking at Danville’s financial records.”
How they’d accessed those, she didn’t want to know.
“Data never dies,” Jilly said, as if that explained everything.

“And it’s never buried as deep as you think it is,” the male tech added. “Wanna
know how much Jilly paid for that piece-of-shit SUV she drives? She can’t drive a

bargain to save her life.”
“Screw you, little dick,” Jilly said amiably.
Wes stood straight up and folded his arms across his impressively wide chest.

For a moment, she was a woman, not an operative. She drank in the sight of
the man who'd effortlessly dominated her. He’d dressed in a black T-shirt, slim-
fitted jeans, and running shoes. He hadn’t taken the time to comb his hair, as if he

didn’t give a damn who knew what he’d been doing to her, with her, in the bedroom.

He didn’t seem more relaxed than he had earlier, and she realized that, for

him at least, their sex hadn’t been an escape.
“I brought the team up to speed,” he said. “On a need-to-know basis.”

And what he meant, she knew, was he’d kept her personal story as private as

he could.
“Before we go any further, this man you don’t know is Gary Smith.”

Gary Smith? Mr. Tattoo Ponytail Goatee had an innocuous name like Smith?
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“Gary, meet Ms. Inamorata.”
He slid off his bar stool and extended his hand like a true gentleman.
She put down her coffee. At that moment, that was a sacrifice.

“I've heard a lot about you, ma’am, Ms. Inamorata.” He actually bowed over

her hand. “Any first name?”

“Yes,” she said. “Of course.”

“Good try,” Jilly said before chomping on a particularly big mouthful of ice.

Smith shrugged. “Can’t blame a guy for trying,” he said. He took his chair
again and bent over his computer, seeming to disengage from the update.

She knew better. Wes had handpicked the techs, bizarre ink and caffeine
habits notwithstanding.

She picked up her coffee, took a welcome sip, and waited.

Wes cleared his throat before speaking. “The night Chloe vanished, so did two

million dollars.”

Even for the Danvilles, that was a lot of money. She took another drink, giving
herself time to process the information and what it meant. “I assume we’re not

talking cash.”

“A couple hundred thousand in cash was reported missing,” Wes said. “Not
pocket change and the person who took it had to know where it was and have the
means to access it. But the two million was a wire transfer out of his account, hours

before he was killed.”
“Clever girl, Chloe,” Jilly said.

Inamorata tried to reconcile what she remembered of the girl-woman. Had

sweet, resolved Chloe truly been capable of that? “Where did the cash go?”

“We’re on it,” Smith said. He looked up from his keyboard, then, seemingly
needing to do something with his hands, played with the end of his ponytail.
“Looking for balances, account numbers. Could be tricky if the money got moved out

of the country.”
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“Clever girl, Chloe,” Jilly said again.

Above the rim of her coffee cup, Inamorata met Wes’s gaze. He was smart. If
he thought this related to Chloe, it probably did. She didn’t at all like the direction
this was going. What he was suggesting changed her perception of that night, that
entire time, and her involvement.

Wes spoke quietly but firmly, “You said Chloe was a computer geek.”

“She was a kid.”

“I hacked the Pentagon when I was in elementary school,” Jilly said. “I think I
was ten. I guess I could have been nine, come to think of it. Yeah. Must have been

nine.”
“So we're essentially keeping you out of prison?” Inamorata asked.

“I put it as the top thing on my résumé. Even Hawkeye was impressed.” She
tipped an impressive amount of crushed ice into her mouth. “Either Hawkeye or
jail, I guess.”

“Just another part of Hawkeye’s community-service program,” Smith said.

“Back to Chloe,” Inamorata said. “I'm having a hard time with this one.” At the
time, the girl had been seventeen and scared, in a foreign country, the possession of
a man three times her age, disowned by her family, and she’d been treated brutally.

“I don’t see how she could have even known how to do any of this.”
“But she might have had online friends who could,” Wes said.

She had to concede that point. There were predators out there, and Chloe had

been vulnerable.

“Think about it,” Wes said. “If you believe the act was revenge related rather
than premeditated, what provocation did she have that night? Had Danville done
anything unusual, made any requests or demands that were out of the ordinary?”

“Anyone can snap,” she said. “The wrong word, fear of something happening.”

“Chloe?” he asked. “We’re not talking about anyone in general, we’re talking

about Chloe. And we're talking about that night.”
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She thought back. Chloe had been gaining confidence. In the few weeks before
Danville’s death, she’d stopped hiding behind scarves, and she’d spent more time

than usual in front of her computer keyboard.

“Okay,” Inamorata said, putting down the coffee cup. “Let’s assume it was
premeditated.” The words nearly stuck in her throat. “Let’s assume someone helped
her and that she got away with two million dollars. We'll add in that she knew

someone who encouraged her to kill Danville.”

If there was a connection, she knew he and his crack crew would find it. Part

of her irrationally hoped there wasn’t a connection.

She drummed her fingers on her thigh. “Why would Jonah care now?
Danville’s been dead six years. Jonah could have gone to Hawkeye anytime in the
last six years. It’s not like our phone number is secret. It’'s right there on the

Contact Us page of our Web site. So why now?” she repeated.

“How do you know he hasn’t gone to Hawkeye before now? That he’s getting
more desperate?”’

Shit.

She grabbed her phone from its case and left the kitchen, Bentley nipping at
her heels. She wandered to the great room as a pleasant, female voice encouraged
her to wait while her call was connected.

She looked out the floor-to-ceiling window, toward Denver, where the lights
were starting to brighten. A gentle snow fell. It looked like fairy dust, and at any

other time, she’d have appreciated the view.

Bentley sat and wagged his tail. He tipped his head to the side, but he
remained silent. She could get used to having this mechanical mutt in her life, could

get used to watching evening claim the land from this vantage point.
“Inamorata,” Hawkeye said once he was on the line. “The plot thickens.”

“Where is Chloe today?”

“So much for pleasantries.”
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There was noise in the background, as if he was at a party. She heard him
take a drink. Probably something refined, maybe a fine wine as he entertained a
prospective client. One thing was sure, Hawkeye didn’t slug beer from a bottle, or,

heaven forbid, a can.

“She’s not in the US, if that’s what you're asking. And we've still got her under
surveillance. It’s not as tight as it was initially, but we’re watching her. She and her
little boy are living as close to a normal life as possible. She married a guy she met
online while she was living with Danville. They’re currently in the middle of a nasty

divorce.”

She sank onto the arm of a leather chair. Chloe? A mother? Marriage and

divorce? “What about the two million?”
“If she took it, she deserved to keep it.”
She sat there, stunned. “It’s true.” Inamorata exhaled.
“We don’t know she took it, but it seems logical.”
“You knew.”

“We knew two million dollars was transferred out of Danville’s account the day
he was killed. He could have done it himself. It could have been an automatic
withdrawal, maybe a payment on his new boat. We didn’t spend a lot of time

looking into it.”
“We're wasting time looking into those financials.”
“Maybe not.”
“Tell me about Jonah.”

“No love lost between the two. Danville didn’t name him in the will, to our

knowledge.”
“Has Jonah gone looking for Chloe before now?”
“Apparently not.”

“I need resources. I need access to his computers. I want someone at his house.

He might have Sam there.”
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“We’re working on finding his home address,” Hawkeye said. “All intel is being

shipped to Wes.”
“Damn it, Hawkeye. You never told me any of this.”
“You needed to move on.”

“T still see him,” she said quietly. “In my dreams. Not all the time anymore.
Not as often.”

“l don’t make a habit of playing God,” Hawkeye said. “What was done was
done. In the grand scheme, the loss of Danville from the planet doesn’t seem like a

particularly bad one. It wasn’t the first attempt on Danville’s life. He wouldn’t have

hired us if he hadn’t needed to.”

“He was killed on my shift.” She tried to ignore the fact her hand trembled a
little. “I was paid to protect him.”

“You were there for Chloe as well,” Hawkeye corrected. “You wondering about

Chloe’s motivations would have had you second-guessing your actions.”

Hawkeye said nothing else, and the silence grew between them. He’'d obviously
moved away from the party to take her call. It occurred to her that to other people,
this was Friday night. Others had plans, went out to dinner, celebrated the

upcoming weekend. Life went on.
Eventually, she exhaled.
“Look at the big picture,” he told her.

“You know, Hawkeye, I don’t even know what that means.” She used to know.

Now she wasn’t sure.
After a few seconds, he hung up.
Her hand shook as she replaced the phone in its holster.

She was aware of Wes moving through the room toward her. “I may have
screwed up,” she said, watching his reflection in the window.
“Did you do the best you could at the time?” he asked, placing his hands on her

shoulders.
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In the window, she saw no judgment on his face. “I thought I did.”
“It was good enough for Hawkeye,” he told her. “You were held blameless.”

“I could have saved Danville.”

“Maybe.”

“Maybe,” she agreed.

“And would that have been the right thing?”

She thought about that. After she left his room, she’d collected Chloe. The teen
had been in hysterics, covered in blood, unable to speak, unable to say what had

pushed her to that last desperate act.

Inamorata had cleaned up the girl, helped her dress, and driven west, getting
way the hell away from Arizona. She’d called Hawkeye as soon as they’d left the
house.

Danville, had he survived, would have gone after Chloe. Inamorata wouldn’t
have been safe either. Maybe he’d have killed them both. Or maybe not. Regardless,
had it been her decision to make? “It’s complicated,” she said.

He squeezed her shoulders reassuringly. “T'ake all the time you need,” he said,
“but I'm going to have Aston close the blinds. I don’t want you exposed like this.”

“Hey, Wes!” Jilly called out.

“Duty calls.” Louder he shouted back, “Be right there, Jilly!”

Wes bit the side of her neck, not at all gently. He reached around her and
cupped her breasts in his palms. He drew her nipples between his thumbs and
forefingers and pinched, hard. In the window, she saw her mouth open in surprise
and shock. His touch was a reminder, and, she hoped, a promise.

“Aston, close the blinds.”

“As you wish, sir.”

“Do you like everyone calling you sir?” she asked.

“The way you do?” he asked. “With that inflection? That kind of respect,

knowing what it means? Only interested in hearing you say it.”
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Quietly, all the blinds in the room began to descend.

“And I especially like it when you say it and then open your mouth to take my

cock.”

Tweaking her sensitive nipples one last time, he released her and walked

away, leaving her in the uncomfortable silence, alone with her thoughts.

She drew a few steadying breaths and straightened her clothes. In seconds, the

man could turn her world upside down.

When her pulse had returned to near normal, she returned to the kitchen.

“Update?” she asked.

“This here freak made himself useful when he showed up. He brought the kid’s

PC with him,” Jilly said, pointing at a small notebook computer.
“Sam’s?” Inamorata asked.
“One and the same. I started working on his e-mail accounts.”
“Accounts?”
“He has several, or he’s letting someone else use his computer.”

“Loves me some getting paid to hack and whack. Oh yeah, life is sweet,” the

ponytailed tech said. “Some people actually have to work for a living.”

“Jilly means we're utilizing Sam’s personal computer to see if we can get any
information about the people he’s been hanging out with or maybe get clues as to

his whereabouts,” Wes said.
As if she didn’t know what Hawkeye, Inc. did to keep its clients safe.

“He has a colorful browsing history,” Jilly said. “Stuff he wouldn’t want his

mama seeing.”

“I'm working on getting past the network security at his work site,” said the

ponytailed tech.
Of course. It was after hours.

To Inamorata, the rest of the evening was annoyingly uneventful. Things

would likely remain that way until noon tomorrow.
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She talked to Martha and Sara Stein several times. Not satisfied she was
getting the whole story, she called the medic, twice, to check Martha’s condition.
She had a sense Martha was hiding how much pain she was in, but the medic
assured Inamorata Martha really was recovering from the injury. Mentally, she was

just as strong, despite the anguish. She was coping as well as could be expected.

Inamorata drank a gallon, maybe a gallon and a half, of coffee. She refused
dinner and burned up the caffeine by relentlessly pacing the kitchen.
Another operative arrived to work with Marcus, and Aston, seemingly

aggravated by all the intrusions and demands on his systems, did threaten to shoot.

“If you don’t behave, I'll keep Lexie locked up,” Wes told Aston. “And you won’t
be able to play with her.” Sometimes dealing with Aston was like dealing with a

toddler.

“Indeed? Very good, sir.”

“Isn’t Lexie the vacuum cleaner?” Marcus asked, his eyes widening. “How do
they play?”

“You don’t want to know,” Wes told the man.

“Dude, I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

Wes set up Jilly and the ponytailed tech in the guest house with several large
cups of ice. Marcus and the other protective agent would take turns bunking in the

bedroom at the back of the house.

“Everyone’s been instructed to notify us if there are any updates,” Wes told her
when he returned to the kitchen.

She was sitting on a stool at the kitchen island, checking her phone, again, for
e-mails. There hadn’t been a single new message in over an hour. She looked at him
and pushed back the strands of hair that had become unruly and fallen across her
forehead.

“Nothing’s going to happen until tomorrow,” he told her.

“I hate this part. The waiting.”
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“Secure the house, Aston.”

She heard bolts slide into place, and then Aston began to perform an audible

systems check. She wondered if she’d ever get accustomed to all Wes’s gadgetry.

“In the meantime,” he said, crossing the room, looking dark and dangerous,

“I'm planning to fuck your ass.”
She blinked. “My...?”

“Your tightest hole, Inamorata. You're going to hold your butt cheeks apart in

invitation. Any questions?”

She slowly shook her head. At his husky, demanding words, blood had slowed
in her veins. It had nothing to do with the falling temperature and everything to do

with the hypnotic effect he had on her.

“When I get in the bedroom, I want you naked, bent over the side of the bed. I
want the clover clamps on your nipples. Have your legs spread and your hands
holding your buttocks apart so the first thing I see when I walk in the room is your
hole. And because I'm kinky, leave on those sexy little heels.”

“Kinky?” She blinked. She didn’t know what else to say, since her brain

suddenly resembled scrambled eggs. She asked, “You have a shoe fetish?”

“I didn’t. Turns out the sight of you in those shoes does dangerous things to my

man parts. So yeah, I might have a shoe fetish.”
She laughed.
“You’ve got ten minutes.” He moved in closer. “Don’t keep me waiting.”

She slid off the stool and into his waiting arms. He gently pulled her against
him. This man undid her. Alternately stern and understanding, capable of giving
her what she wanted as well as what she needed, constantly pushing, coming after
her when she panicked and ran, infinite patience, knowing when to be tough and

when to be gentle...

She was falling for him.



Hawkeye Three: Make Me 141

He put his hand in her hair and eased back her head. Pins surrendered and
fell to the ceramic floor in a clatter. Without being told, she opened her mouth for
him, to him.

He placed one hand on her buttocks and drew her closer, then encouraged her

onto her tiptoes.

He claimed her mouth gently at first, then, as she melted into him, with a

little more force. His tongue was demanding; he was demanding.

She opened her mouth wider, and he intensified the kiss, leaving her

breathless.
Slowly, oh so slowly, he ended the kiss.
“Ten minutes, Inamorata.”
“I’'m not sure I can wait that long.”
“Don’t even think of trying to sneak in an orgasm.”
She opened her eyes wide. “Me?”
“Your butt isn’t blistered enough from your last spanking?”
“I want you inside me, Wes. Sir. I won’t come unless you're there.”
“I’'m not sure you said what you were supposed to.”

She wriggled out of his arms and started toward the bedroom, moving her hips

suggestively.
“Keep it up, woman.”

She looked over her shoulder and smiled cheekily. She liked having as much

power over him as he had over her.
As she neared the door, Bentley scampered after her.
“Come here, Bentley.”
The dog ignored him.

“Bentley!”
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The dog ran even faster but obviously wasn’t paying attention to where he was
going. He ended up skidding into a wall with a loud crash before falling over. “I'll
deal with him,” Wes said when Inamorata started to head his direction. “He needs

to be charged.”

Bentley jumped up almost instantly. He shook his head. The vigorous motion
must have loosened a screw in his ear. His entire right ear fell off, and a screw went
spinning across the floor. “Bucket of bolts,” Wes muttered, walking over to pick up
the mutt and his missing pieces. “Doesn’t let you off the hook,” he said to her. “Ten

minutes.”

Inamorata, aware of his gaze fixed on her, pulled her blouse over her head and

dropped it on the floor as she walked.
“Nine minutes,” he said. “Maybe less. Aston, lights at twenty-five percent.”
“Good night, Mr. Lowell. You as well, Lindsey.”
“Lindsey doesn’t sound half-bad.” She waited a beat. “But it’s still wrong.”
“Hey, Aston,” Wes said, “get going on the Italian names.”
“Indeed, sir. Good night...Carmela.”
“Nope.”
“Alissandra?”

“Three strikes, you're out.” She closed the bedroom door. She walked toward
the bathroom, kicking off her shoes and discarding the rest of her clothes as she
went. If she was fast, she could freshen up before he came in search of her. “Aston, I

want a shower.”
“Certainly, Giuseppe. What temperature?”’
“One hundred and one,” she said. “And Giuseppe is a boy’s name.”
“My mistake.”

When Aston told her the water had reached the perfect temperature, she
pinned her hair on top of her head to keep it out of the water, then got in the shower

and rinsed off quickly, aware of the clock ticking.
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She dried off, put on some lotion as a concession to the dry Colorado air, and

then slipped back into her shoes.

The clamps sat on top of the dresser. They’'d looked so much more appealing
before her nipples had been abused earlier. What had she been thinking when she’d

selected the most intense pair from his collection?

Still, he’d requested she wear them. Requested? More like ordered. That
thought was enough to arouse her, make her wish away the minutes until he

walked through the doorway.

She pinched each nipple to arousal and then attached a clamp to each. She

tugged on the chain to make sure they were tight.

Following his instructions, she moved to the side of the bed. When he walked
through the door, the first thing he’d see was her rear. Although he’d teased her
with a finger earlier, she was an anal virgin. But earlier, he’d been gentle. He
hadn’t proceeded until she was comfortable. His penetration hadn’t hurt; in fact, the

added sensation had made the sex all that much more powerful.

Despite that, the idea of his cock filling her rear passage made her nervous.

She positioned herself, reaching to part her buttocks and expose her anus to
his view and possession.

She listened for any sound of Wes’s arrival, but it was hard to discern anything
subtle over the pounding of her heart.

Her nipples started to throb. The pain felt doubly worse since her breasts were
being smashed against the mattress. Her legs felt a little fatigued, but she

remained in position because she knew it was what he wanted.

She started to think of all her favorite movies as a way to distract from the
focus on her aching muscles and her tortured nipples. Long minutes passed, and she

resisted the urge to look over her shoulder or take a momentary break.

“Good girl.”
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She jumped. She had no idea how long he’d been there, watching her. But his
approval made her glad she’d followed his rules.

“You have no idea how hard my cock is as I stand here, watching you behave
exactly as I told you to.”

Her entire body responded to the sound of his voice. Her stomach tightened;

her heart rate accelerated; her pussy moistened in readiness.
“The shoes are great,” he said. “And the rest is even better.”

She was hyperaware of his movements as he crossed the room and knelt

behind her.
“Keep your cheeks apart.”

He placed his hands on top of hers, spreading her even wider. His hands felt

cool against her heated flesh.
“Better,” he said.

She wanted to protest that this was obscene, but she knew he’d object, and she

knew this view of her turned him on.
He licked her, front to back.
She cried out, startled, edgy.

He circled her rear opening with his tongue; then he slid inside her. He was

completely carnal.

He slid his tongue in and out, moistening her, and turning her on more

passionately than she ever remembered being.

“I'm going to get the lube,” he told her, pulling away a little. He slowly stood,
keeping his hand on her as long as he could. He kept talking to her, and his voice
seemed to mesmerize her. “We’ll go easy. But I am going to fuck your rear,
Inamorata.”

“Yes.” Suddenly, she wanted it as much as he did. She turned her head to the
side to watch as he put lube on two fingers. She squeezed her eyes shut, wishing she

hadn’t just watched him do that.
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“We’ll go slow,” he told her again. “Don’t panic.”
“Easy for you to say. You're the one with the cock. A big one.”

He slowly moved behind her. “I'm still fully dressed,” he told her. He pressed
his jeans-clad thighs against her naked skin and leaned over her.

She sensed his determination, and his scent was as crisp as the cool Colorado
fall night. While she’d showered, he’d obviously been outside.

Instead of immediately sticking one of those slick fingers in her ass, he used
his other hand to stroke her pussy.

After several seconds of his slow onslaught, an orgasm began to build. It was
1mpossible with the way fear had been clawing at her only moments ago.

“I want you on the edge,” he told her softly against her ear. “This time isn’t
about punishment; it’s about making this better for you.”

She nodded.

When she was close, when her insides started to clench, he skillfully eased
back. On his next forward stroke, he pressed the tip of one finger against her
tightest hole. Somehow he managed to press his thumb against her clitoris, igniting

all her nerve endings at once.

She felt the scratch of denim along with his strength as his thighs pinned her
against the bed. The weight of his upper body pressed her harder into the

bedcovers. He overwhelmed her.

He finger fucked her both places, and the sensations were so overwhelming

she barely noticed him stretching her.
“Doing okay?” he asked her.
“Yes.”
“Ready for more?”
She tensed.

“Okay,” he said with a laugh. “That’s the last time I'll ask. I'll trust you to tell

me if something’s not working. Fair enough?”
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He resumed stroking her, touching her, bringing her to the precipice again.
Before she was quite ready, he inserted a second finger. The feeling was amazing,

too much and not enough. Both passages felt slick, ready.

He kissed the side of her neck, then her nape; he moved her around so she
could no longer think. She was about to come when he pulled away. “Damn it,” she

said, turning her head to scowl at him. “You were about to make me come.”
“The orgasm you get in the next five minutes will make it worthwhile.”
“You talk big, Mr. Lowell.”

“Ms. Inamorata, you're going to eat your words. Put your hands behind you

and keep your butt spread.”
She watched him undress.

The man’s body never failed to amaze her. His shoulders were broad, his hips
narrow. His thighs were unbelievably powerful, especially for a man who spent

more time at a computer than he did in the field.

His cock was always impressive, and now, as hard as it was, as thick as it was,

she felt suddenly very small and feminine.
He put on a condom and moved across the room toward her.

She expected to feel nervous, but within seconds, he had her right back where
she’d been—on the edge. He knelt behind her again and worked that magic with his

tongue, against her clit, in her pussy, pressing on her perineum.

As he licked her and tasted her, he inserted a finger in her rear, then added a

second finger. “How does that feel?”
“It hurts a little,” she confessed. “Not terribly, but it’s not pleasant.”
“Bear down on my fingers,” he told her.

She followed his instructions, and the experience completely changed for her.

It no longer seemed like a struggle, and the pain lessened considerably.
“Better?” he asked.

“Amazing,” she confessed.
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“Relax into it,” he said. He stroked her, gently pinched her, teased her.

Unbelievably, she began to relax, not fighting herself, not struggling against
him.

The feel of his cockhead against her opening made her freeze. His fingers were

one thing, but this intensity there... She sucked in a shallow breath. On a sharp

exhalation, she said, “I can’t.”

He pulled out. But instead of saying anything, he continued to soothe and

arouse.

The next time he placed his cock there, she relaxed a little more. Each bit of

the experience made it easier to go to the next.

He gently forced the head of his cock inside her ass; then he pulled it out and

went back to stretching her with his fingers.

He never stopped paying attention to her pussy. Amazingly, the next time he

penetrated her ass, he went in all the way.
She gasped and cried out, trying to get away.
He took hold of her shoulders, keeping her still. “You're there, baby.”
“It hurts.”

She knew she sounded peevish. The size of him, the strength of him, was

overwhelming.

“Do you want me to pull out? Admit defeat before you even let me try to bring

you to orgasm?”

He clearly knew how to goad her. “No. I don’t want to admit defeat.” But there
was no way she was ever going to reach climax when it hurt this bad to have him

balls-deep in her ass.

He began to move slowly, and amazingly, after about thirty seconds, it stopped

being painful as her body accommodated him.
“How do your breasts feel?”

“My nipples are burning.”



148  Sierra Cartwright

“Good. Focus on it.”

He put an arm between her and the mattress in order to lift her pelvis away

from the bed. “I want you to play with your pussy,” he told her.
She maneuvered so she could finger her swollen clit.

He kept one hand beneath her and held her shoulder with the other. He began

to thrust, hard, hard and deep, filling her, stretching her, pounding her. “So tight,”
he said.

She focused, like he said, on her nipples as she played with herself.

As he possessed her, rational thought slipped away. She was lost in the

sensations of pain and pleasure that melded into magic.
“Take 1t, Inamorata. Take me.”
“Yes,” she said. “I want it; I want you. Fuck me, Wes! Fuck me harder.”

He was always in control, but his shortened breaths told her he was on the

edge every bit as much as she was.

He rode her uncompromisingly, thrusting his hips in time with his repeated

commands that she take everything he was giving.
On his next thrust, she moved her hips back, meeting him.
“Damn, woman.”
“Give it to me,” she pleaded. “Sir.”

He moved the hand that had been on her shoulder to her hip. He then pulled

out his other arm from beneath her.
“You want all of me?” he asked.
“Now,” she demanded. “Now, now, now!”

His hands on her hip bones, he dragged her backward as he thrust forward. He
totally impaled her. She cried out. The orgasm that crashed over her was unlike
anything she’d ever experienced. The wrenching intensity of it seemed to shatter

her from the inside out.
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She was limp, spent, and he continued to penetrate her for several more
strokes. Then he tightened his grip on her hips, and she knew the grip would leave

bruises, but she was way beyond caring.
When he came, it was with a massive shudder. He collapsed over her.
“I've never felt anything like that,” she said.

“'m not sure I could survive it very often,” he admitted. He slowly

straightened and trailed his fingertips down her damp spine.

“But you were right,” she said. “You made me come from anal penetration.

Don’t gloat.”

“T’ll collect my winnings later.”

“Winnings?”

“You can give me one of your world-class blowjobs. Without running away
after. And if it’s a thought, I'll tie you to the bed.”

If he kept doing her like this, she wouldn’t be going anywhere for a long time.

He eased his cock from her rectum. “Shower?”

“I can’t move.”

Effortlessly, he helped her roll over; then he picked her up and carried her to

the bathroom. “Aston, shower at one hundred degrees.”
“Giovanna prefers it a bit warmer, sir.”
“One hundred and one,” she confirmed. “But it’s not Giovanna.”
“One hundred and one it 1s,” Wes said. “And Giovanna it’s not.”

He carried her into the shower and lowered her to her feet. He left her

momentarily to discard the condom.
“T could suck your cock now,” she said.

“'m only human,” he said, “but you should be good for at least one more

orgasm. Put your hands on the wall.”

He couldn’t possibly be serious.



150  Sierra Cartwright

“Hands on the wall,” he repeated.

His tone brooked no argument.

“Legs spread, Inamorata.”

When she didn’t move quickly enough, he gave her butt a stinging smack.

She thought she was too sore, or at least too tired. But he proved her wrong.

Again and again.
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Chapter Eight

Every time he saw her, the differences in her astounded Wes. The woman
who’d just walked into the command central set up in his kitchen in no way

resembled the greedy, sexy sub he’d so recently dominated.

Last night’s scene had been intense, heightened, he knew, by the deadline they
faced today.

This morning, her slim shoulders were perfectly straight, her hair was yanked
back in a no-nonsense clip. Her green eyes were focused and clear. She seemed at
ease and simultaneously in control. No one would ever guess the depth of her
vulnerabilities or her capacity for uninhibited release.

Bentley, enthusiastic as ever, dashed over to see her, despite a floppy ear.

“His ear 1s still broken,” she said.

“I was preoccupied last night.” He hadn’t taken as much care with Bentley’s
parts as he should have.

It was barely eight o’clock, and her phone rang. “It’'s Hawkeye,” she said
unnecessarily.

At this point, even Wes recognized the man’s ringtone.

She headed out of kitchen, toward the great room. Not that he couldn’t listen
in if he really wanted.

On one of the monitors, Wes watched a black-billed magpie land on a wire.
Seconds later, it took off again.

“Did Aston zap him?” Marcus asked.
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Since the magpie landed on a nearby deer, Wes doubted Aston had sent a

surge of energy through the fence.

“I like Pica picas,” Aston said. “Keep the carrion down. Much more

environmentally friendly that way.”
“Uh-huh,” Marcus said.

Wes topped off his coffee mug, along with Marcus’s. Jilly was working on her
second cup of ice, drowned in cola. Smith was drinking soda water with lime. Wes

had a cup waiting for Inamorata when she returned.

When she reentered the kitchen, she was slipping the phone back into its case.
“A couple of weeks ago, the police in Florida found a woman’s body,” she said. “She
was already in bad shape by then.”

“Gators,” Smith surmised.

Inamorata slid onto a bar stool, in the middle of the computers, positioning
herself mostly in the center of the room. Her message was clear. She was here as a
member of the team, not its boss. His respect for her took another notch up.

“Last week, they got a positive ID. Cindy Danville.”

“Danville?” Wes asked. He didn’t like coincidences, didn’t trust them.

“Nathan Danville’s sister.”

“He had a sister?” Wes asked.

“Fuck me,” Jilly said.

“Timelining it,” Wes said. He moved to his computer and began to type. Within
seconds, the new information started to appear on a screen. Along with Sam’s
disappearance and the date of his new job and the approximate date he’d met
Jonah, they now had information about the sister.

He listened while Inamorata continued. “When Nathan Danville died, his
sister inherited. Unfortunately no one could find her to let her know. She evidently
left Danville’s compound when he brought in Chloe. Since Danville’s death, Jonah

has been overseeing the estate.”
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“And he wants to own the whole thing,” Wes surmised.

“He’s spent the last six years helping search for Ms. Danville. He 'spared no
resources,' in the words of the Arizona police.”

“I'll bet,” Jilly said.

“He called them constantly, hired his own private investigators, sent them
leads.”

“I don’t get it,” Smith said. “Ms. Danville is dead. End of story.”

“Danville was a bastard, and there was evidently no love for his cousin.”

“Hard to imagine,” Jilly said.

“Hawkeye paid a little visit to the attorney in the wee hours. Turns out, even
with Cindy Danville out of the way, Jonah doesn’t have a straight shot at the
money.”

“Chloe?” Wes asked, looking up.

“If Cindy 1is unable to inherit, the money goes to Chloe.”

“What a stinking shitpile,” Jilly said.

“Do you have audio of the call with Jonah?” Inamorata asked him.

Wes called up the file on his computer. On one of the large screens attached to
the wall, he brought up a picture of Jonah.

Inamorata’s recorded voice spilled from the ceiling-mounted speakers. She
sounded sure, in control, exactly what he’d expect from her. But being there,
watching her, he’d seen her reaction, the way she’d locked her knees, the furl of

worry between her brows. No one else knew her like he did. And he liked that.

“Six years was a long time ago...”

“You were supposed to take care of my cousin, not let him die. Does everyone

there know how bad you fucked up? Does everyone there know you killed my cousin?”

1y &l

m afraid I've been involved in a lot of cases.” She’d paused. “I'm sorry, Mr.

Jonah, I don’t see—"
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“Don’t play games with me, bitch,” Jonah had interrupted. “You’ll do as I say,
or I'll start by sending you pieces of the sniveling kid weve got here. He wants his
mommy, and I want to get my hands on that murdering little slut and my money. I'd

say we both want something, wouldn’t you?”
Wes left Jonah’s picture up, even though the audio ended.

“At the time,” Inamorata said, breaking the sudden silence, “we didn’t know
about the money. When we learned about the wire transfer, for two million dollars,
I assumed that was the money he was talking about.” She sighed. “He’s not
interested in the two million. He’s talking about the entire estate. Stupid. Stupid.

Damn it. How could I be so stupid?”
“Everyone thought he meant the two million,” Wes said.

She looked at him, and her eyes seemed to snap fire. That’d be the last time he

ever tried to placate Inamorata.

“There’s no doubt he tried and failed to find Chloe. Hawkeye has her so deep

even I couldn’t locate her if I wanted to.”
“How much money are we talking?” Wes asked.
“Hundreds of millions.”
Marcus whistled.
“That’d interest me,” Jilly said.
“Enough to come out of hiding?” Smith asked.

“You could afford a lot of protection with that kind of money,” Inamorata said.

“And she’s been through a lot.”
“She got away, at least in theory, with two million,” Wes pointed out.

“And she could lose part of that, maybe half of it in a divorce. Who knows how

much is even left.”

“Yeah,” said Jilly, “you always hear how people win the lottery and then they
go broke.”

“And she has a kid to take care of.” Inamorata slid off the stool and paced.
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He might have to replace the flooring when this was over. He’d never met a
woman with more energy. “There’s a good chance she doesn’t know how nasty Jonah
1s,” he said.

“I'd assume the entire family was a den of snakes,” Jilly said.

Inamorata reached for her phone.

Wes wondered if her mind ever stopped.

She didn’t leave the kitchen, didn’t look at the keypad as she pushed a couple
of buttons. A few seconds later, her call obviously connected, she asked, “How old is

Chloe’s little boy?”
Wes swore suddenly, following her thought pattern.
Five seconds later, she hung up and scrubbed her hand across her forehead.
She met his gaze, and he saw the hurt and frustration buried there.
“How o0ld?” he asked, already knowing the answer.
“The little boy just turned six. Son of a bitch.”
“Can someone draw me a picture?” Marcus asked.

Since he was personal protection for Inamorata and not actively working the

case, Marcus hadn’t been briefed on all the details.
“It’s Danville’s,” she said. “Chloe’s little boy is Danville’s son.”
“Fuck me. Didn’t I say this was a shitpile?” Jilly asked.

“No wonder she ran,” Inamorata said. “The two million dollars makes total
sense now. The timing fits.”

“She’s not going to sit back now and let Jonah have the money,” Wes said. “Her
money. Her kid’s money.”

“With what we now know of Chloe, I'd say that’s a good bet,” Inamorata said.
“We may not have to worry much longer. Chloe may just walk right out into the

open.”

“If she knows someone’s looking for her,” Smith said.



156  Sierra Cartwright

“She knows, if she’s still a computer geek,” Jilly said. “We may not know her
real name, but since Jonah was an occasional visitor in the house, he does. And you

can bet your sweet ass he’s got it out there. He’s trolling.”

Inamorata’s phone rang again. She looked at the wall clock. Not even ten.

After checking the caller ID, she said, “It’s Sara Stein.”

“You okay with us listening in?”

She nodded. They both knew involving the team as much as possible made
everything flow smoother.

“Make her call public,” he told Smith once they were back in the kitchen.

The man tapped a few letters on his keyboard.

He brought up a picture of Stein on the monitor.

Inamorata answered.

Stein didn’t waste time or mince words. “Ms. Montano just received a
package.”

In the background, they heard wailing. The keening, the palpable desperation

all but drowned out Stein’s voice.

The bastards hadn’t waited for the deadline. Goddamn it.

Wes saw Inamorata take a steadying breath. “Go on,” she said.

“It’s an ear,” Stein said. “Covered 1in blood.”

“Is it real?” Wes asked.

“I’'m not convinced it 1s, but I don’t want to touch it and contaminate it. I need
a tech.”

“On it,” Wes said. “And I'll get a sample of Sam Montano’s DNA.” He grabbed
his phone and speed-dialed headquarters.

“Do you need me there?” Inamorata asked Stein.

“I think that would do more harm than good. She’s worried about Sam, and

she’s upset you might get hurt. Of course she’s also confused. She doesn’t
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understand why you can’t or won’t just give Jonah what he wants. I've explained it,

but it doesn’t help.”

Families of kidnap victims rarely understood, Wes knew. And how could they
be expected to? To them, the situation often seemed cut-and-dried. Give the bad guy

what they wanted, and their loved one would magically and safely return home.

Consumed by her pain and fear, Martha wouldn’t be thinking of Chloe or the
potentially motherless little boy. To her, Chloe was a faceless person, whereas Sam

was her flesh and blood.

He didn’t envy Inamorata’s position. It was her responsibility to advocate for
everyone. The protector in him wanted to solve this damn situation, take control,

shove her behind him while he went in with guns blazing.

Frustration chewed at him from the inside out. He’d never felt like this before,

never been involved with a woman who carried such a heavy burden.

Once he was connected with Hawkeye's Denver office, Wes outlined their
needs. “And get the medic back over there,” he said. “Inamorata will want Martha

checked out.”
She shot him a grateful smile.
“Send a counselor as well,” Wes instructed.
“Do you want me to talk to Martha?” Inamorata asked.

“Let’s wait to see what the counselor recommends,” Stein said, obviously

having heard Wes’s comment.
“Were there any demands?” Inamorata asked.
On the screen, Stein shook her head. “Just the package.”
Inamorata was quiet for a few seconds. “Keep me posted.” She ended the call.
A few seconds later, he disconnected the call he’d been on.

Silence hung over the room, until the wise Jilly reached for her ice. She

chomped madly. “Well, boss, what do we do next?”
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“Someone take a look at Jonah’s name, on the Internet and anywhere else you
can think of. See what pops,” she said. “If he’s looking for Chloe, what bait is he
using?”

It would be easier if they had Chloe’s name. But even Wes wasn’t stupid
enough to suggest that to Inamorata.

“We've got Sam’s computer,” Wes added.

“On 1t,” Smith said, cracking his knuckles.

“Can I have a moment of your time?” Wes asked Inamorata.

“T'wo minutes,” she said.

He and Bentley followed her into the great room. He stood near the mantel, a

foot on the slab of stone protecting the floor, Bentley at his feet.

The gas-burning fireplace flickered to life without him touching the switch.
He’d forgotten he’d programmed Aston for that nicety.

Inamorata continued toward the bank of windows. Bentley plopped down in
front of the fireplace. He tried to curl up, but his middle didn’t fold. Another

upgrade needed for the next version. Finally he just stretched out.

Inamorata stood silently at the window, one hand on her waist, the other

rubbing her nape.

He wondered if she noticed the snow-dusted landscape or if she was lost in her

thoughts. “You’ve got to let Chloe know about the money,” he said.

“Yeah. Yeah I do.” She leaned her forehead against a windowpane. “But it

doesn’t mean I have to like it, any of it.”

He crossed the room, stood behind her, his hands on her slim shoulders. He
rubbed beneath her shoulder blades, and her hands slowly fell to her sides. “Jonah
wants her dead,” she said bluntly.

“Hawkeye would have already let her know that.”
“The money is an added angle, an incentive she might be willing to take.”

“Yeah,” he said. “It’s possible.”
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“She’s been through so damn much, Wes. Danville fucking raped her, cut off

her ear. Even his death hasn’t brought her any peace.”

She surprised him by leaning back into him, letting him support some of her

weight.
“She could be tried for the bastard’s death if she returns to Arizona.”

He wasn’t sure whether to respond or to let her process the information by

herself.
“Damn. This is a no-win situation.”
“She’s an adult,” he said. “They’re her decisions.”
“The night I got her away, we promised we’d keep her safe.”

“And you've done a hell of a job. You're still doing a hell of a job.” He wrapped
his arms more tightly around her middle. “Keeping someone safe isn’t always as
easy as it seems. Hawkeye will continue to give her protection, but we all know life

comes with risk.”

“You know, Wes, after Chloe, I thought this job would be easy.” She gave a
half-disbelieving laugh. “Up until then, everything had been okay. There were

stressful situations and interactions with people, but nothing I couldn’t handle.

“Then I got tapped for personal protection at Danville’s. I thought that was
going to be straightforward. Spend a few months in a luxurious situation. Nothing

could have been further from the truth.

“After 1t was over, I told myself nothing could ever be worse than that. I made
mistakes, I got written up, but ultimately, I'd helped get Chloe away. It made me
stronger, forced me to focus on what was really important. Then I nearly lost my

sister.”
He'd been there; he remembered. He hadn’t been directly involved, but he’d

been one of the geeks behind the scenes, and he’d personally known Aimee. He'd

been there for Inamorata after she returned to Denver from Winter Park. There was
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no doubt about her competence, and there was no one Hawkeye trusted more for
cleaning up after a scene. But her green eyes had been glazed, haunted, shattered.

She’d blamed herself for the situation, even though it hadn’t been her fault.
Aimee had become an agent because she wanted to.

That evening, Wes hadn’t invited Inamorata back to his place. He’d been more
direct than that. He’d texted his address to her phone and told her drinks were at
seven.

She hadn’t asked how he’d found out her phone number. She hadn’t talked
about her sister. They’d skipped the drinks.

And two hours later, she’d asked him to show her out.

Until now, until this case, she’d kept her private life hidden from him.

“Aimee wouldn’t have been involved if it weren’t for me,” she said. “Martha,

Sam...

He turned her to face him. He wasn’t as gentle as he wanted to be. He caught
her chin forcefully between his thumb and forefinger. “Shut up. Shut...up. You need
to focus. You need to be objective. Sam, Martha, even Chloe and her kid are
counting on you.”

She turned around. “Didn’t your mother teach you if you can’t say something
nice, you shouldn’t say anything at all?”

“Inamorata, that was the nicest thing I could have said to you. Platitudes

would piss you off.”
“But shut up?’

“If we were 1n the bedroom, I'd find some other way to occupy that mouth. But
since we're out in the open, I'll have to find another way.” Mindless of her hairstyle,

he dug his hand into her hair.
“Make me,” she said.

“Make you shut up? My pleasure.”



Hawkeye Three: Make Me 161

He captured her mouth, demanding her surrender, all but fucking her mouth

with his tongue.

She squirmed. She moaned from somewhere deep inside. But she didn’t fight.

She surrendered.

This Inamorata was different from the one he’d been sleeping with for the last
six months. He'd often wondered what she’d be like once the ice thawed. But he

hadn’t been prepared for her heat. He couldn’t get enough of her.

His dick was hard, and he wanted to be deep inside her, impaling her. She
didn’t bring out the gentleman in him. He didn’t want to be nice or polite. He
wanted to pound her. He wanted to possess her in a way that never let her forget

she belonged to him.
He wanted her to share the load, wanted her to need him.
She responded, pressing her tongue demandingly against his.

This complex woman turned him on. She made him forget dates where he’d
taken a woman out for a nice dinner and a glass of red wine. Inamorata was earthy,
not only responding to him, but insisting he not hold back. She made him want to
dominate and to protect. He fully intended to take her for dinner and wine. And
when he did, he’'d see to it she wore nipple clamps and a butt plug while she sat

across the table.

He had no intention of letting her get away. The sooner she realized that, the

better.

As if she sensed that, she put her hands between them, ending the kiss. She
was smart enough not to push him away. “I need to call Hawkeye,” she said. “I'll

have him contact Chloe.”
He nodded.

He should have known better than to kiss her. Touching her, holding her,

inhaling her scent made him hard. He wanted her beneath him, hard, fast, quick,
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and dirty. But duty called, and they’d both put their responsibilities first. Once this

case was over, they’d be having a serious talk.
He released her, but he cupped her breasts.
She sighed softly. “My nipples are sensitive today,” she said.
“So, if I were to do this...” He gently squeezed. “It might hurt?”
Her knees started to buckle before she caught herself.
“It might be enough to make me come,” she admitted.
He did it again. She closed her eyes, blocking out the emotion he’d seen there.
“Wes...”
“Sir,” he corrected.
“Sir. Squeeze harder.”

He did, enjoying the sound of her soft moan and the sight of her mouth parting
slightly. Then he placed his hand on her thigh and pulled up the hem of her skirt.
He moved aside the fabric of her thong, finding her moist core and circling his
thumb over her clit.

Within seconds, she came.

He supported her body weight while her breathing returned to normal and she
straightened her clothing. “That’ll hold you,” he said.

“For a while,” she agreed.

“Have I created a monster?” He kissed her and headed back toward the
kitchen.

Traitorous Bentley looked up but didn’t follow him. Could have been the
programming to enjoy a warm fire, or it could have been the dog’s reaction to

Inamorata. Regardless, he ignored his master.

The kitchen was a flurry of activity. Another protective agent had arrived.

Hawkeye did believe in being proactive. When a case escalated, so did the resources.
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Smith and Jilly were hunched over computers. Marcus was giving the new
agent instructions on how to operate the coffeemaker. Every assignment had its
priorities.

He heard a slight hum followed by a cacophony of barks.

“What the hell...?” Smith asked.

Saturday, he remembered. Cleaning day. “Aston, override.”

“That Lexie?” Marcus asked. “The vacuum cleaner,” he explained to the newly

arrived agent.
Wes rolled his eyes.
He heard Bentley’s metal feet tearing up the hardwood floor.
“Sir, could you keep that mutt locked up?” Aston asked.
“Could you override?” he asked the computer.
“I'm programmed for optimal cleanliness. You do have your standards.”
“He has been zapping those Pica picas,” Marcus said. “I knew it.”

Wes moved to the master computer keyboard. He obviously hadn’t perfected
this whole artificial-intelligence thing. The damn computer wasn’t supposed to
argue. And it sure as hell wasn’t supposed to have a soft spot for something that

sucked. Well, maybe. He had modeled the programming on his tastes.
The vacuum swept into the kitchen, its bottom half swaying back and forth.
“Daaaaaamn,” Marcus said. “I need me one of those.”
Bentley ran circles around the vacuum, nipping and yipping.

Lexie was about two and a half feet tall, in two round parts. The vacuum had
mechanical feet that glided, and each operated individually. Each foot, with bristles
that extended, could snake beneath furniture and into corners. Like Aston said,

Wes liked cleanliness.

Wes had installed brushes all around Lexie’s bottom half. Until now he hadn’t

realized how much they resembled a skirt. The vacuum stopped near the back of the
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room, then lowered and began to vibrate. Rather than moving around, it stayed in
one place, shimmying wildly.

“Why is Lexie in the kitchen?” he asked Aston. “Lexie’s programming is set for
the bedroom carpeting. We generally use a broom and a mop in the kitchen.”

“Well, yes, sir.”

He waited.

“She works quite well in the kitchen as well. Wouldn’t you agree? If you were
here by yourself all day, sir, you might enjoy her company as well. She does suck

well.”

Jilly chomped. Marcus roared. Smith stuck out a foot to keep the machine

away. Bentley all but leaped up and down.

Wes entered commands on the master keyboard. The trick would be to turn off
Lexie and stop Bentley’s hysterics without shutting down Aston’s main functions. “I

want Lexie back in the closet, Aston.”
“But, sir—’
“Override, Aston.” He hit the Escape key twice.
“Oh very well, sir.”

A hissing sound spilled from the overhead speakers. If he didn’t know better,
Wes would have sworn Aston had sighed. Less than a second later, the vibrating

stopped, and Lexie moved from the room silently.
“Spoilsport.”
“I beg your pardon?” Wes asked.
“As you say, sir.”

Lexie gave a quick shake of her bottom half before sweeping across the

threshold and out of the room.
“Very funny, Aston.”

Time dragged. They ate frozen pizza baked in the convection oven. dJilly

consumed a two-liter bottle of soda. Three more pots of coffee vanished.
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Inamorata paced, occasionally stopping at the window. Cases were often like
this, Wes knew, especially when a bad guy had given an ultimatum. There were
long periods of boredom, punctuated by insanely paced developments, sometimes so
rapid-fire it was difficult to process them. Then, often, more boredom. Too much

time to wonder, to think, to worry.
“Hey, Wes, will you take a look at this?” Jilly asked.

Wes moved in next to Jilly. Her eyes were bloodshot, and she hadn’t chomped a
single piece of ice in half an hour. Her movements across the keyboard had slowed.
She was either exhausted, or she was on to something and wanted to be deliberate

in her actions. He'd bet on deliberate.

Inamorata wandered over, taking a place behind Jilly’s left shoulder.

“What have you got?” he asked.

“Seems our boy Sam has a handful of e-mail accounts. He had one account that
used his real name. It appears he used that for a cell phone bill and to e-mail his

mother. He sent out job applications and résumés from that e-mail as well. The

routine things you'd expect.”

He reined in his impatience. Jilly had been meticulous; she’d present the

information in the same logical way.

She pointed to the screen. “This one has a code name of sorts, SMMount4U,
kind of a stupid play on his initials and last name. He wouldn’t want anyone

reading what’s in there.”

He was a twentysomething-year-old man. The code name might be tacky, but

it was excusable.
Inamorata said nothing. If she was shocked, she didn’t reveal it.

“He used this e-mail address apparently for hook-ups and for some chat rooms.

Could be something there, but I didn’t find anything on a quick search.”
Wes nodded.
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“But I found something else that might interest you.” Jilly moused over an icon
and maximized it. “This one has a woman’s name. Not very original or creative...”
She hesitated. “Unless someone’s been using his computer, it appears Sam also

sends out e-mails under the name Samantha.”

Wes met Inamorata’s gaze. She hadn’t flinched. Obviously nothing could faze
her at this point.

“We'll display this one here.” Jilly resized the window and moved it to the left
side of the screen. “Then there’s this e-mail address—his initials and some
numbers, maybe his DOB.” She opened it and displayed the two side by side. You
may want to read this thread from the beginning. Tell me what you think.”

Jilly moved to one side, keeping only part of her rear on the stool. Wes
commandeered the mouse and slowly scrolled through the e-mails in reverse order.

After the first couple, he got a pit in his stomach.

Jilly knew exactly what she was looking at. She just didn’t want to be the one
to say what she’d found.

He met Inamorata’s gaze. Her lips were set in a tight line. But she didn’t

waste a second on denial.
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Chapter Nine

“Check his financials,” Inamorata said. “Smith...?”
“On it, ma’am.”
Jilly looked over her shoulder. “I'm sorry, 'Morata.”

“I don’t shoot the messenger,” Inamorata said. But goddamn, she wanted to
shoot someone. She pursed her lips. Ever since the call from Jonah, everything she’d

thought she knew had been turned inside out.

If the words on the screen were accurate, Sam Montano not only knew Zack
Jonah, he’d been corresponding with him, and they'd been working out details,
including financial compensation. Goddamn him. The kidnapping was a fucking
hoax. How dare the son of a bitch do this to his mother? How dare he cause such
anguish and suffering? How dare he allow his mother to be hurt? Inamorata would

cut off his balls herself. “Get someone back into his apartment.”
Wes nodded.

“Let me see the e-mails from Samantha.”

“Why don’t you drive?” Jilly asked, slipping off the stool and heading to the

freezer to fill up an oversize plastic cup.

Inamorata slid onto the stool. Wes moved in closer, and she was grateful he
did. Inamorata was accustomed to doing things on her own. She always had. Until

now, until him, she’d liked it that way.

She moved the mouse over to his Samantha e-mail box and began scrolling
through threads. He'd been trolling chat rooms, pretending to be a woman of Middle

Eastern descent who’d been in an abusive relationship. Looking for Chloe?
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Inamorata seethed. She’d rarely been tempted to kill someone with her bare
hands. If she got close enough to Sam, she just might. He might be the son of a

friend, but the man was scum. He was going down; she’'d see to it.
“Try a filter,” Wes said. “Make it go faster.”
He gave her a few different suggestions on search parameters.

“I don’t think he found her,” Wes said. “If he had, Jonah wouldnt have

involved you.”
“We'll keep looking,” Jilly said.
Inamorata held up a hand.
Jilly sucked an ungodly amount of soda and ice into her mouth and waited.
“I want you to become Chloe online. See if you can get to Sam or Jonah.”
Jilly put down the cup and rubbed her hands together.
“Worth a shot,” Wes said.

“Better than waiting for their freaking demands.” Inamorata slid off the chair
and headed for the coffeepot that Wes thoughtfully kept filled. “Better than letting

Chloe expose herself.”
“Woman can’t live by caffeine alone,” Wes told her.
“Tell Jilly. I've been watching her do it.”
“Nah,” said Jilly. “I need sugar too.”

“See?” He closed the distance between them, grabbed a piece of pizza, and

shoved it in Inamorata’s direction.

“That’s not exactly food,” Inamorata said, but she bit into it regardless. No

telling how long the day would be.
“How about Finally Free in Arizona for an e-mail handle?” Jilly asked.
“It’s a mouthful,” Wes said. “But if he’s got filters on, it’ll hit.”

Her phone signaled an incoming text message. She put down the slice of

pepperoni pizza and read the message aloud. “The blood type appears to be a match
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for Samuel Montano. But the ear is not human flesh.” Of course. She forwarded the
message to Stein. “I'm going to call Martha in a few minutes,” she said. “Give Stein

a head start.”
Wes nodded. “How much are you going to let her know?”

“As little as possible.” The rest of her food seemed to stick in her throat. She

wouldn’t have finished it, except for the fact she needed to keep up her energy.

After downing a glass of water, she went into the great room to call Martha.
Martha sounded much calmer than she had earlier. Stein had obviously already

broken the news. “How are you holding up?” Inamorata asked.

Her voice didn’t tremble like it had the last time they’d talked. “Worried.
Scared. But I feel better now I know it’'s not Sam’s ear.” She choked on a sob. “I

want my boy home.”

“I know you do.” She spoke carefully. “We’ll do our best to get this wrapped up
quickly.” That was the best she could promise.

“l want this whole thing to be over,” Martha said. “Please. Please make it go

away.”
Inamorata got a sudden headache. After a few more polite words, she hung up.
From the kitchen, she heard voices on the speakers.

“Update from headquarters,” Wes said when she crossed the threshold.

“They’ve found Jonah’s last-known address. They're moving in now.”
They waited.

“House appears vacant,” a Hawkeye operative said. “Entering in five, four,

three, two—Go. Go, go, go.”
She and Wes looked at each other.

She knew what they’d find. Nothing. No Jonah, no computer. He'd been a step

ahead of them the entire time.
And it was nearing noon.

“Vacant,” came the confirmation over the speakers.
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Wes took the call off audible.
At ten minutes before twelve, Hawkeye called.
“Chloe wants to play.”

Inamorata exhaled. She had expected as much, but the news still sucked air
out of her lungs. She didn’t know whether to be relieved or disappointed. Knowing

what she was up against, a plan formulated. “They’re not getting her.”
“Let me know what you need,” he said.
“Do you still have friends in the bureau?”
“Got a couple of numbers around here somewhere.”
“Kidnapping’s a federal offense.”
“Has been since the Lindbergh case,” he agreed.

“I want these guys in prison. And I don’t want a lot of questions.” Sometimes

they had the bureau’s back. Now she needed a badge at hers.

“T'll get you a couple of the best within the hour, an hour and a half at the

outside.”

Hawkeye meant he'd send agents they’d worked with before, Feds who
wouldn’t have a jurisdictional fit about Hawkeye not bringing them in from the
beginning, agents who wouldn’t ask too many questions and would come up to speed
fast. Inamorata knew Hawkeye would keep their agency out of the press and let the

bureau take credit for moving quickly and solving the case.
“Let them know about Sam’s associates.”
“Consider it done.”

Her phone signaled a call waiting. She checked the screen for the number. It
had a 720 prefix, but she didn’t recognize the number. “Jonah,” she guessed. “We’ll
play it his way,” she told Hawkeye. “Let him think he’s a step ahead of us.”

Her heart rate accelerated, and she ignored the crash of adrenaline, the fight-

or-flight reaction. She nodded at Wes to take the call over the speakers. When he
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gave her a thumbs-up that they were tracing and live, she said, “Showtime.” She

disconnected from Hawkeye and accepted the new call. “Inamorata speaking.”
“You got my message?’Jonah asked.
“You mean the package? Yes. We got your message loud and clear.”
“You got the girl?”
“Working on it. Trying to convince her is tricky.”
“I want to marry her.”

“Marry her?” she repeated. She didn’t need to try to sound surprised. She was

surprised.

“If she marries me, she’ll get ten times the amount she stole. My cousin left a
will,” he said. “He wanted both of us to be happy. If I marry the girl, she’ll get

twenty million dollars.”

“What’s in it for you?”

“Money. She’ll get a divorce within a year. All neat and tidy. She’ll walk away
with twenty million for a year of her time.”

Inamorata’s stomach turned.

“What’s it to you?” he asked. “You want the kid back. You’ll get him.”

“I need to talk to him,” she said. He’d expect her next words, so she said them.

“Give me proof of life.”
“You'll see him when we do the exchange.”

“Mr. Jonah, you cut off Sam Montano’s ear. You didn’t wait until noon to
contact us. I have little reason to trust you. There was a lot of blood in that package.
I have no guarantee Sam is alive. Give me proof.” She dropped her voice and
allowed some emotion to seep in. Hopefully Sam was nearby, listening. “His mother

needs it. I need it. Nothing is more important to us than Sam’s safety.”
Muffled sounds filtered through the speakers. Suddenly there was silence. She

checked her phone to be sure the line was still connected. Since it was, Jonah had

obviously muted the call.
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At least fifteen seconds passed.

She turned her back to the room, nervous energy nipping at her pulse. Was

she giving the Hawkeye team enough time to get a GPS location?
“Ms. Inamorata?”

Wes typed on his keyboard, and a message scrawled across the bottom of the

screen. They’re moving. A car...?
“Sam! Your mother is worried. Are you okay? Do you need medical care?”

“Please, Ms. Inamorata. I want to go home. Let my mom know I'm okay.

Mostly. I hurt.”
She gritted her teeth. When she got hold of Sam, she’d kill him herself for

what he was putting his mother through. “Sam, listen to me—"

“Seven o'clock,” Jonah interrupted, evidently having grabbed the phone away

from Sam. “You’ll meet me at seven, with the girl.”
“Where?”
“We'll let you know.”
“I need time to get the girl from Arizona.”
“Seven o’clock,” he repeated.

“Mr. Jonah, surely you see you're asking the impossible. Give us until

tomorrow. She might not be willing to come.”
“She’ll want the money,” he said.
There was a loud sound like wind rushing. Then...nothing.
“He probably threw the phone out the car window,” Jilly guessed.

After holding on a few more futile seconds, she hung up and slid her phone on
the countertop. That had gone better than she could have hoped, but it wasn’t good

enough.

She exhaled. “I'll need a head scarf,” she said to Jilly while making sure she

didn’t look at Wes. She mentally ran through the things she’d need. She had packed
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a pair of jeans and running shoes. She had a jacket that would work. “And you’ll
need to be me.”

“I don’t own a skirt.” Jilly chomped. She looked at Inamorata with a slight
frown. “And my ass ain’t ever going to fit in one of your skirts.”

“Jilly in a skirt,” Smith said. He whistled. “I want to see that. Heels too? You
going to be able to walk?”

“Fuck you, asshole,” she said easily.

“Get someone to go shopping,” Inamorata said. “Have the stuff delivered here
by three.”

“Thank God I don’t have to go,” Jilly said with a shudder.

“Did we get anything on the cell phone?” Inamorata asked Wes. “Another

throwaway?”
“Looks like 1t,” he said.

His lips were tight, and there was a pulse throbbing in his forehead. And this
was one of the reasons she didn’t get involved in personal relationships. Having to
consider another person’s feelings could be detrimental to the team.

She was honest enough to admit if the roles were reversed and he were
walking into danger, she wouldn’t like it.

But as the person who often ran the incident response, she’d see it as the
logical thing to do. Even if she didn’t like it, she’d keep her mouth shut and take the
actions that would lead to the best possible outcome for the team and for Hawkeye’s
client. “We've got five hours,” she told him.

“Great room,” he said. “Now.”

Jilly and Smith leaned over their keyboards. Marcus shoved his cup on the

counter and said he needed to do another perimeter check.

She thought about ignoring him but was slightly concerned he’d toss her over
his shoulder or drag her from the kitchen. God only knew what gossip would go
through headquarters after that.
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She followed him into the great room. Bentley bounded after them.

Wes stood with his back to the fireplace, legs spread, arms folded across his
chest. He was breathtakingly gorgeous, dressed all in black. He’d raked back his
hair from his forehead, making his eyes seem even more steely. His jaw was set in

an uncompromising line.

She might be in charge of his mission, but his posture left no doubt he
considered her his woman, which in his male mind, likely meant he was the boss.

“Pick someone else,” he said flatly.

She continued across the room and propped her hip against a decorative table.
“I'm the most logical candidate,” she said.

“Not even close,” he said. “Can you take care of yourself in the field? No doubt.
Are you the most qualified person at Hawkeye to walk in as Chloe?” He didn’t give
her time to answer. His voice gravelly, he continued, “But you are one of the most
skilled we have at running an op. You're better to Sam, to Hawkeye, to Chloe if

you’re not the one in the line of fire.”
“Would you be saying that if you weren’t fucking me?”
The words hung between them, anger provoking and challenging.

The tic in his temple became more pronounced. “You're lucky I don’t turn you
over my knee right here, right now.” He took a step toward her. “In fact, I may just

do that.” He took a second step toward her.
Inamorata pushed away from the table and stood her ground.
Bentley ran circles around Wes’s feet.
“Be very careful, Wes,” she said. “Don’t bring our personal lives into this.”

When he spoke, his tone of voice was unlike anything she’d ever heard. It was
chilly and remote. It matched the darkness in his eyes. “You know, Ms. Inamorata,
I'm tired of being careful around you. And if you’d admit the truth, you're tired of it
too. You don’t want a man you can push around, who will let you do anything you

want with no regard for your safety.”
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“I was put in charge of this case because I'm the right person,” she said.

“Agreed. Hawkeye knows what he’s doing. But he didn’t tell you to pretend to
be Chloe.”

She refused to back up, even when he closed the remaining distance between
them. The air all but sizzled with the force of his determination. “There’s a reason I

have never had a serious relationship—"
“Until now,” he corrected.

He hadn’t touched her. Maybe he didn’t trust himself. She was grateful

regardless. In his arms, she came undone. “I don’t consider this a serious—"
“Don’t piss me off, Inamorata.”

He smelled of the outdoors, of frosted pine and fresh mountain air. Part of her
wanted to surrender to his unspoken demands, to ask him to hold her. But she
couldn’t. He saw this case differently than she did; she recognized that. She folded
her arms across her chest and wished he’d back off, even six inches. “I can’t help it if
you get pissed off. I love my job. I love what I do. And I need the freedom to do my
job without worrying what someone else will think. I'm not giving up Hawkeye for
anyone, not ever. I don’t do serious relationships. I don’t want one. You knew that
from the beginning.” When he started to interrupt, she raised a hand. “Hear me out.
You're fantastic in the bedroom. If you still want me in your bed after-hours, the
way it’s been, I can do that. I want to do that. I want to keep things the way they’ve

been. Please don’t ask for anything more.”
“Your answer 1s not acceptable, Inamorata.”

She dropped one hand to her side, while the other remained protectively
around her waist. “Are you giving me an ultimatum?” Her heart thundered. Not
this. Not now. “Don’t you understand? What I do is part of who I am. I can’t give

that up and still be the woman you desire.”
“I'm not asking you to give up Hawkeye,” he said. “I'm asking you not to take
unnecessary chances where youre not the only person qualified, and especially if

you're not the best person to do it.”
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Now she was getting pissed. “As determined by you?”
“You're twisting my words.”

“I am the best person to do this, and if you'll quit playing the domineering-man
card, you'll realize I know what a snake Jonah is. I know Chloe. I'm the only woman
in the organization who has met her. I know how she moves; I know her

mannerisms. Assigning someone else to walk in there is irresponsible and stupid.”
“Sam knows you. He’ll blow your cover.”

“People see what they expect to see; you know it as well as I do. Jilly will be

there dressed as me. Everyone will assume the blonde in the skirt is me.”
He dragged a hand through his hair.

“I never met Jonah. Depending when the estrangement between Danville and
Jonah occurred, he may have met Chloe. I was in the house for six months.” Her
anger dissipated as she looked at him. Yes, he was acting like a rough-and-tough
male, but it came from concern, not just a need to dictate her actions. Even though
she knew that, it changed nothing. Still, trying to get her point across, she lowered
her voice. “I want your support,” she admitted. “Even if you don’t approve, I'd like to
have your support.” More than any man, ever, he mattered to her. Right now, she
felt emotionally wobbly and unsure. But she was committed to her course of action.

“I'm uniquely qualified to take down Jonah.”
“You'’re going to do it, even if I forbid you?”
“Don’t,” she said, begged. “Just don’t.”

He reached for her then, dragging her onto her toes and against his unyielding
body. He kissed her hard, long, deep, thrusting with his tongue. Despite the tension
that seemed to snap between them, she instantly responded to his touch. In his
arms, she was a woman who hungered for her man’s dominance. Her nipples
hardened, and her pussy moistened as response flooded her. Her mind and her

instinct for self-preservation told her one thing. But her body told her another.
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He placed a big hand on her rear, and she felt the scratch of her woolen skirt

against her bruised, swollen skin.

His cock was hard, pressing into her stomach. She curved her hand around
him and stroked.

He groaned against her mouth.

Damn, she never wanted to give this—him—up.

And she knew they were both aware of the clock ticking off the minutes. Jonah
had said five, but last time he’d acted two hours early.

Wes placed a hand over hers, stopping her motions. She tasted the bitterness

of his good-bye before he ended the kiss.
He released her and took a step back.

She swallowed deeply. She told herself there wasn’t a lump of emotion lodged

in her throat. “I'll understand if you need to resign from the case.”
“I don’t quit,” he said, jaw set.

She hated that it was this way. She remembered leaning against him earlier,
how he’d effortlessly supported her and how much his strength sustained her. For a

second, she reached up and placed her palm on the side of his cheek. “I'm sorry.”
“Yeah.”

“We have an op to run,” she said, retreating to what was familiar. Work was
something she knew how to do. It grabbed her focus, honed her senses. She was

good at it. “The Feds will be showing up soon.”
* % %

Ultimatum or not, he didn’t like this. Watching a federal agent wrap
Inamorata in a hijab and show her how to adjust it made his gut clench. Between
the skills of a makeup artist Jilly had requested from Hawkeye, a pair of colored
contact lenses, and a bottle of dark dye applied to her blonde hair, Inamorata’s
appearance had been altered significantly. But as far as he was concerned, the scarf

didn’t cover enough of her face to ensure her safety.
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The agent had said women wore scarves in several different ways, and

Inamorata could cover more of her face if she wished.
“She can’t have her peripheral vision obstructed,” he said.
“It’s a balance,” the federal agent agreed.

Inamorata adjusted the material in a mirror the agent was holding up. “I only

need the element of surprise,” Inamorata said.
“We’ve got her back,” the federal agent said.
Was he the only one who thought this was a supremely bad idea?

Even though they had almost two hours before the deadline, Wes brought over
a surveillance earphone. “Let’s get this attached and do a sound check.”

She removed the scarf and draped it across the paper-towel holder.

He’d seen her in plenty of sexy skirts and completely naked, but he’d never
seen her dressed in crisp blue jeans, a softly knit mock-neck sweater, and running
shoes. The jeans showed the curve of her rear and length of her legs. The sweater
was fairly loose so the radio could be attached without any obvious bumps.

Regardless of what she wore or didn’t wear, the woman was sexy.

She pulled up the bottom of her sweater, and he attached the small radio to
her spine. He’d done this dozens of times with other agents. He'd always been
detached, but with Inamorata, things were different. Feelings for a woman changed

everything, sharpened his senses and thought processes.
He handed her the plastic earbud, and she placed it in her ear canal.
“Comfortable enough?”
“I hardly know it’s there.”

“That’s what I was hoping to hear.” He connected the hard wire and low-profile

microphone to the radio.
At least the scarf would hide the earpiece and acoustic cord.

She went into the bedroom to put on a bulletproof vest.
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Inamorata and the federal agent, preceded by a Hawkeye operative and
followed closely by Marcus, went to the guest house to check reception of the
earpiece at a distance. The model she was wearing was new, super-small, and not
yet commercially available. Before sending her into the field, he wanted to be sure it

worked as specified.
The federal agent whispered to Inamorata.
At command central, they heard the words perfectly.

Wes was grateful the storm front had passed. If the exchange happened

outside, they’d need the calmer weather. Wind would screw up the reception.
Jilly entered the kitchen in a skirt and blouse, along with a blonde wig.
Smith looked up from his keyboard and gave a wolf whistle.

She flipped him the bird.

“We’ll need a little work on your reactions if you're going to be Inamorata,”

Wes told her.
“Yeah. Sorry about that.”

“For shit’s sake, no chomping on ice or slurping soda when you’re hooked up to

the microphone,” Smith said. “Unless you're trying to kill us all.”
“Don’t tempt me,” Jilly said.
Inamorata and her detail returned to the kitchen. Ricardo also arrived.
While Wes wired Jilly and Ricardo, most members of the team took the

opportunity to eat. Operatives tended to be pragmatic. Sleep and eat when you

could.

Jilly left to put on her bulletproof vest. Then the FBI agent worked with Jilly
and Inamorata, helping Jilly learn some of Inamorata’s most common gestures and
movements. They also practiced people calling out Inamorata’s name without her

reacting and with Jilly responding.

No one, no one, walked like Inamorata, though. She had a sensual sway of her

hips, one that was difficult to copy because it was combined with her internal
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confidence. She was a woman who knew where she was going and,

uncompromisingly, knew what she wanted.

As time dragged on, Wes noticed that conversation became more sporadic.
Jokes were cracked but not laughed at, and tension mounted. People needlessly
checked their smartphones and the wall clock.

Twenty minutes before seven, Inamorata’s phone rang.

“It’s a 720 prefix,” she said to Wes.

He nodded he was set up. The Feds confirmed their surveillance was also in
place, and she answered. They were all tracing the call, the Feds ignoring the fact
Hawkeye was skirting the edge of the law. But since there was no real expectation
of a positive result, there was no real foul.

After another ring, she pushed the Answer button on her phone. “Inamorata.”

“You got the bitch?”

Pleasant man. He needed to learn a few manners. What Wes wouldn’t give for
five minutes alone with him in a dark alley. That he’d involved Inamorata made
Wes doubly furious. He wouldn’t need a weapon other than his bare hands.

Wes keyed the sequence to display the man’s picture on the screen.

“If you're asking about Bahirah, we’ve got her,” she said.

By prior arrangement with the Feds, they’d agreed not to omit Chloe’s real

name from the recordings. They wanted as much evidence against Jonah as they

could get.

“I want you and the bitch in the terminal at Union Station. One hour. You're

late, the kid gets killed.”
“I'd prefer somewhere more private.”
“Didn’t ask what you wanted.”

One of the federal agents grabbed his phone and left the room. There wasn’t
much time to get people in place, especially at such a public, exposed place. There

were no metal detectors, no way to control who came in and who left. It was mainly
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just security guards down there, if he remembered correctly, people who protected
the mass transportation. He assumed there were cameras in place, but depending
on the number of people there, they might not be a lot of use. For their purposes,

Jonah couldn’t have chosen a worse venue.

“Stay near the Wynkoop Street entrance,” Jonah instructed. “Sam will walk

toward you. Bahirah will walk toward me.”

Which meant, Wes assumed, Jonah was planning on going out the rear
entrance, near the light-rail platform or heading toward the trains. At that time on

a Saturday night, people would be coming and going.
Inamorata tried to stall. “Let me be sure I understand—"
Jonah disconnected.
Inamorata swore.
For a couple of heartbeats, there was silence.
“We need to leave within ten minutes,” Ricardo said.
Inamorata adjusted the scarf and made sure the earpiece was covered.

The Feds confirmed they’d moved special agents into place at Union Station,
on the platform and along Wynkoop. Police were notified and so were transportation

officials.

“Play it cool. Keep him talking if you get close enough,” the female federal
agent said. “We intend to bring in agents behind him to apprehend him before you
get close. All goes well, no one will ever know what went down.”

She nodded.

Every time he worked with her, her levelheadedness impressed him. She
asked enough questions to clarify the situation, but no more.

He helped buckle her into her shoulder holster.

Although there was no need to check her gun and its ammo, she did, just like

they all did.
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He held her trench coat while she shrugged into it. He then adjusted the collar

as an excuse to brush his fingers against her nape.
She turned to face him. “Thanks.”

“Be safe.” He wanted to hold her one last time, kiss her, make her promise to

be safe. Instead, he folded his arms across his chest.

Their gazes met, locked before she headed for the front door. She opened her

mouth as if to say something but then closed it again.
Goddamn it, it shouldn’t be this way.
“Ma’am?” Ricardo prompted.
“Ready,” she said.
Marcus held the door.
“Good evening, Amadora,” Aston said.
“Amadora Inamorata,” said Jilly. “Sounds good, but it’s a hell of a mouthful.”
“And wrong,” Inamorata said.
“How in the known universe do you walk in these shoes on ice?” Jilly asked.

“Don’t think about it,” Inamorata advised. Then she did look over her shoulder.
There was apology and regret in her eyes, something that tinted contacts couldn’t
disguise.

He nodded. He understood her stance. He didn’t like it, didn’t agree with it,
thought she was being reckless. But he understood she was doing what she thought

she needed to.
Marcus escorted them outside and into the waiting vehicle.

It occurred to Wes then that after the op was over, she wouldn’t be returning
to his place. He set his jaw in anger, in frustration.
His stubbornness, her stubbornness had forced the end of something that could

have been great.
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“Hey, Wes!” Smith shouted from the kitchen. “Feds have a feed from the Union

Station terminal.”
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Chapter Ten

Inamorata wished she were as calm as the others thought she was.

The situation with Wes had crawled under her skin more than she’d realized.
Somewhere along the line, despite her internal denial, she’d fallen in love with the

irresistible, dominating man. No one had ever made her respond the way he did.

But even for him, even for love, she couldn’t turn her back on Martha and
Bahirah. That night, as she’d booked them a hotel room that hadn’t asked for ID as
long as she had cash, she’d sworn she’d keep Bahirah safe. And to her mind, this

was the best way to do it.

Still, walking away from Wes was one of the most difficult things she’d ever

done.
“Teams are in place,” Wes said in her ear, his voice rich, calm.

She held on to the lifeline of his voice, drinking in his reassurance the way she
had during their recent BDSM scenes. Even when things seemed to be out of control

emotionally, he was an anchor.
“Anyone have a line on Jonah?”
“Negative.”

A few minutes later, Ricardo pulled to an illegal stop in a fire lane near Union

Station. Her heart was beating double-time. She checked her watch. “One minute.”
“No visual,” Wes said.
“Ready?” she asked Jilly. “We need to move.”

“I'm not sure I like being you,” Jilly said. “I'd rather hide behind a computer

screen and chew on ice.”
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“None of us like listening to you chomping on that ice,” Smith said.
Ricardo assisted Jilly from the car first.

Inamorata admired the way Jilly handled herself. She smoothed the front of
her skirt the way Inamorata would have. And she was completely steady on the

heels.
Jilly came around to Inamorata’s side of the car, as if she were protecting her.
“Scared shitless,” Jilly said. “Yep. Scared shitless.”
“Stay sharp. You've been trained for this.”
“Just because I'm scared doesn’t mean I’'m not going to shoot someone’s ass.”

She knew how Jilly felt. The pain and anguish in Martha’s voice had

infuriated Inamorata. That a child could do that to his mother was staggering.
And Jonah—murdering son of a bitch.

Inamorata knew revenge shouldn’t fuel her, and she kept that dangerous

emotion at bay. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t even the scales of justice tonight.
She adjusted her head scarf.
“My heart is thundering,” Jilly said.
“Deep breaths.”
“I don’t know how you do it, ’Morata.”

“Block out everything except the moment. Confidence. Focus. Doing the right

thing.” Jilly nodded.
“Shoulders back. Stay sharp.”

There were surprisingly few people around, and Inamorata was grateful for

that. She wanted no innocents harmed.
Jilly moved toward the entrance. Inamorata followed, her head down.
Jilly pushed through the front door with her nondominant hand.

They stopped inside the terminal, staying close to the exit, in case they needed

a quick escape.
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In a glance, Inamorata surveyed the area. There were rows of polished, glossy,
high-backed benches between them and the rear exit. A café was closed up. A
janitor pushed a broom across the floor. She saw a young couple who appeared to be

1In an embrace, but their gazes were too active to be lovers. Feds.

But where the hell were Jonah and Sam? Nearby, one man dozed, his head

propped on a backpack. A kid ran around, his parents seemingly oblivious. “Shit.

We have a child.”
“See what you can do,” Wes said.
“Let’s move to the left,” Inamorata said quietly to Jilly.

Wes’s voice filled her ear. “Two men coming in the back entrance. Could be
your targets. Wearing baseball caps and jackets.”

“Got ’em,” said Jilly.

“They’re moving toward the men’s room,” Inamorata said. “Not looking this
way. May not be our guys.”

“Can you get a visual confirmation?” Wes asked.

She shook her head, even though he couldn’t see it. “No. They moved too
quickly. The first one to walk through could have been Sam, but the other guy was
looking down. No way to confirm him as Jonah.” She thought. “Can you get a visual

from one of the cameras? Maybe it’s not Jonah with him? Maybe one of the others?

David? Lance?”

“Another man coming in behind you,” Wes said quietly. “Could be nothing.

Baseball cap also.”

Fuck. “I'm not liking this.” She glanced at the large clock on the wall. Two
minutes after. She eased her hand toward her gun. With a slight inclination of her

head, she signaled Jilly to turn. Hand on her gun, Jilly spun.
“Sending a couple of federal agents into the restroom,” Wes said.
“Gun!” the female federal agent shouted.

People screamed.
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A gunshot exploded behind her. The sound was deafening. Time seemed to

slow.
The two men came out of the restroom, guns blazing.

Inamorata drew her pistol and took aim at the two men. “Sam and Jonah,” she

shouted, not knowing if Wes would even hear her.
The child ran into the aisle.
His mother yelled at him.
The boy stood there, as if paralyzed.
Jonah aimed at Inamorata.
The child was between them.
“Inamorata?” Wes demanded.
“Freeze!” a federal agent shouted, drawing his weapon.
Jonah opened fire. His first shot shattered the bench near her.
Inamorata acted, going for the child.
His next shot barely missed the boy.

“A little help here,” she shouted. She was still moving forward when she was
hit. The force of the bullet knocked her down, stole her breath, maybe cracked a rib.
“Shit,” she whispered.

“Inamorata?”’

She heard Wes’s frantic voice but couldn’t respond. “Damn it, Inamorata! Talk

to me.”

She blocked out everything except getting to the child. Jonah fired again and

again, obviously intent on emptying his clip. Intent on killing her.
Jonah hit her a second time, grazing her arm.

She crawled toward the boy, grabbed him, and covered his body with hers as
bullets exploded around them.
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She managed to return fire, once, before pain didn’t let her aim her gun.

Fortunately she saw the federal agents move on the bastard.
She fought off nausea and kept the boy protected.
Seconds later, there was sudden and overwhelming silence.
Her ears rang, and adrenaline thundered through her.

She looked up to see Sam facedown, a gun aimed at his head. Jonah had been

wounded, either from her bullet or from someone else’s. She didn’t care which.

“Inamorata? Talk to me, woman,” Wes demanded.

“I'm okay,” she said. And she was, mostly.

“You hit?”

“Grazed. Not bad,” she said. Still protecting the boy, she angled toward Jilly.
Blood seeped from beneath the woman. “Jilly’s hit,” she said. “Goddamn, Jilly’s
hurt.”

“Help’s coming,” Wes promised, his voice a lifeline of reassurance.

The welcome sound of sirens split the air.

“All clear,” one of the agents shouted.

Slowly, grimacing with pain, she moved, letting the child up, and used the
benches to pull herself upright.

“I think he’s okay,” she told the hysterical mother. “Help’s on the way.”

“You scared the shit out of me, Inamorata.” Wes’s voice seemed unnaturally

loud in her ear.

“I scared the shit out of myself,” she admitted. Now that the situation had
ended, she started to shake. “Thanks for sticking with me, Wes.” She needed to see
to Jilly, needed to think. She couldn’t do that with thoughts of Wes crowding her
mind and her heart. “Ending transmission.” She took out the earpiece and blinked

away the unexpected sting of tears.
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She took a couple of steadying breaths to focus. Her steps were slow and
uncertain as she moved toward brave dJilly. “How you doing?” she asked the

operative.
“Fucking hurts like a fucking son of a bitch. Fuck it.”
“You got him.” Inamorata lowered to sit next to Jilly.
“He was going to kill us.” She sounded offended.
Inamorata took the woman’s hand.

“I'm getting blood on this nice skirt,” Jilly said. “And I think I might have
broken off one of the heels.”

Hawkeye himself strode through the door. Inamorata had never been more

relieved to see someone. And never more disappointed it wasn’t Wes.

* % %

She’d been questioned, poked, prodded, bandaged, and hours later, finally,
released. They’d told her she had bruised ribs. She’d been luckier than Jilly, who

had two cracked ribs.

Ricardo helped her into the backseat of the car, and she moved slower than
normal.

For the first time ever, after an op, she hated the idea of arriving home to a
cold, empty house.

She generally liked the quiet and peace to think, to write her notes, maybe
take a bath and drink a glass of wine.

But tonight she couldn’t stop thinking about Wes.

Over the past six months, she’d come to count on him, on his strength. Sex had
been more than a way to relax. It had been a way to forget. She hadn’t realized how

important he’d become to her.
Until now.

Ricardo escorted her to the entrance of the building where she lived. She told

him to take a week’s worth of vacation. He’d earned it.
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She took the elevator to the third floor and slowly walked to her loft.

When she arrived, she saw light spilling from beneath her front door. A nasty
feeling of déja vu flashed through her. She reached for her gun as the front door

opened.
“Don’t shoot,” Wes said.

Emotion swamped her. Relief, followed by joy. Then she frowned in

puzzlement.
“I figured it wouldn’t occur to you to come back to my place.”
It hadn’t. How well he knew her.

“I'm pissed,” he told her, taking her uninjured arm and drawing her inside. He
locked the door. “But I've been pissed at you plenty of times in the last six months. I

figure I'll be pissed at you plenty more times as well.”

She blinked, feeling unsure as he led her to the bedroom. “I'm not sure what
you're saying.” Part of her couldn’t believe she was letting him take control like this.

Part of her was grateful and wanted the other part to shut the hell up.

“l want you in my life, Inamorata. If it has to be on your terms, I'll live with it,
but I won’t stop pushing. I intend to wear you down. Like that old saying goes, with

enough time and determination, you can piss a hole in a rock.”

She laughed, a shaky little sound. “I've learned a few things. I am who I am. I
can’t change that. But at the end of the day, Wes, I want you there. I have no idea

what that means. But I will try to give you more of what you need.”
“We'll start by getting you naked.”
“I'm banged up,” she said, warning him. “But I want sex. I want you.”

Several feet from the bed, he released her. She saw he’d turned down the

covers, and there was a glass of wine on the nightstand.
“T want you to fuck me, hard.”
“After you relax in a bath.”

“T want—"
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“I want your ass in that bathtub,” he said. “I think you owe me a few simple
‘yves, Sirs.”

She nodded, never more grateful for his bossiness.

“Say it, Inamorata. I've earned it.”

“Yes,” she said. Wanting him to kiss her, to touch her, to make her forget. “Yes,
Sir.”

He helped her undress and then swept her into his arms and carried her to the
bathtub which was already filled with hot, steamy water.

“Hawkeye told you I was on my way,” she guessed.

“I threatened to quit if he didn’t give me information.”

“You know, Wes, Sir, you may be the perfect man.” He wrapped plastic around
her arm to protect the bandage.

She soaked for long minutes, and he gently washed her back and her hair. She
finally allowed the enormity of the situation to settle in. “He fully intended to

murder Chloe.”
“And you too,” he said, his voice raw.

There was silence. She knew he was furious. From his point of view, he had
good reason to be angry. But she would do it all over again. They’d never see it the
same way, but if they could agree to disagree, they might stand a chance. “If the
Feds hadn’t been there, he probably would have gotten away with 1it.”

“Now the money belongs to Chloe,” he said.
“She deserves it.”

“And Sam?”

“He’ll be going to prison for a long time, no doubt. It’s his first offense, and he
could say he was misguided.” She sighed. “But I was happy to learn he didn’t have a
gun. I thought he did, but it turns out he was reaching for his phone. I think he

really never considered Jonah would try to kill Chloe.”

Wes helped her from the tub and wrapped her in a big, fluffy towel.
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“Fuck me?” she asked, leaning against him.
“Inamorata...”

“Kiss me.” She reached to put her arms around his neck, but pain lanced up
her arm. Being grazed by a bullet and having the wound stitched Aurt. “Uhm,

maybe I should let you be in control.”
“You know I love you, Inamorata.”
“Good thing,” she said. “I don’t like being in these things alone.”

He looked at her with those dark, intense eyes. She wondered how she’d gotten

lucky enough to have him in her life.

“Tonight,” he said, “I'm going to make love to you. And soon, I'm going to fuck

you so hard you won’t be able to stand up.”
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Epilogue

“First things first,” Wes said, looking at Inamorata, spread out on his bed. He
enjoyed having her in his bed, in his life. Over the last month, she’d caved a handful
of times and spent the night. Once, she’d even brewed coffee and brought it to him
in bed, naked. She hadn’t invited him to her home since the night of the shooting.
But he’d take what he could get while pushing for more. Like he’d told her, “with
enough time and determination, you can piss a hole in a rock.” He had both time and

determination.

He’d been looking forward to tonight, to her body being healed enough for her
to fully engage in a scene the way they both wanted. She’d been asking him for this
for two weeks. He’d made her wait until tonight. “I told you I was going to shave

your cunt.”

He’d placed a towel beneath her hips and tied her hands behind her back and

then fastened her ankles to a spreader bar.
She looked lovely.

He grabbed the can of shaving cream and a damp washcloth from the dresser.
Bentley took notice from his doggy bed in the corner. “Stay,” he told the mutt.

“Unless you want me to lock you outside the room?”
As if he understood, Bentley dropped his head onto his paws.

Wes moistened and then lathered her pubic area. He dipped a razor in a bowl
of warm water and then leaned over her. He removed the majority of hair in the
first few strokes. And then he became slower and more deliberate, pulling back each

pussy lip to remove each hair.

She remained perfectly still.
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Within a minute, her pubic area was bare, even more beautiful than it had

been before.

He wiped her with a damp cloth. He removed the towel from beneath her hips;

then he kissed her cunt. “Gorgeous.”

She wriggled and squirmed. He licked her and inserted a finger inside her,
searching for, and finding, her G-spot. He stimulated that sensitive spot as he

sucked on her clit. She cried out as she climaxed.
“Did you just come?”
She softly swore.
“I beg your pardon?”
“Yes, Sir. I came.”

“Ah.” He picked her up from the mattress and turned her over. He spanked her

hard several times.

She quietly cursed, but instead of trying to get away, she surrendered as he

reddened her rounded ass.

He changed the tempo, making the beating more sensual. When he was
several strokes in, her breathing changed. “Naughty girl,” he told her, seeing her

grinding her bare pussy against his bedsheets.
“But—"
“I want you on your knees. And the only correct response is ‘yes, Sir."
“Yes, Sir,” she said obediently.

Since she was so alluringly trussed, he took pity on her and helped her into

position. Her head was on the mattress; her butt was slightly in the air.
He tapped her back until she arched it more and more.

He went to his closet and pulled out his toy box. Along with a pair of nipple
clamps, he removed a medium-sized butt plug and a bottle of lube. “Keep your gaze

averted,” he told her.

She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to behave a little, maybe?
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After washing the plug, he returned to her.

He reached beneath her to pinch her right nipple, arousing it. Before she was
fully prepared, he caught it with the clamp.

She gasped.

He teased her left nipple while tugging on the clamp attached to the right one.
She began to rock back and forth. He affixed the vicious clamp to her left nipple.

Inamorata exhaled with a shaky breath. “I think—"

“No,” he told her. “You stole one orgasm. You can fight the next one.”

He gave the chain a sharp tug. While she was still reeling, he parted her ass,
exposing her anus. “It’s been a while,” he told her, “But you can and will take it.” He
lubed his index finger and went straight in. She didn’t struggle. “Why, Ms.
Inamorata, one might think you’re enjoying this.” He stretched her wider and then

grabbed the lube and liberally squirted the plug.

He placed it against her tightest hole. “Bear down.” She did, and he pushed.
She cried out and fought just a little, until her body accommodated the thickness of
the toy. “Okay?” he asked.

Her breathing was ragged, but she managed a breathless “yes.”

He wiped off his hand on the washcloth and moved in behind her. “Ask me to

fuck you,” he said.
“With the plug in?”
“Ask me to fuck you, Inamorata.”

She moved back a little. “Please, please, Sir, fuck me as hard as you can. Make

me yours. Own me.”
His jaw clenched. Nothing he’d like better.

After donning a condom, he knelt behind her, taking care with the spreader
bar. He grabbed her hips and dragged her back. He held her tight as he positioned

his cockhead at her vaginal opening.

“Make me yours,” she said.
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He drove into her.
She cried out at the force of the possession.

With the plug inserted to the hilt in her ass, she was even tighter than usual,

and the fit alone was enough to make him ready to ejaculate.
“Damn, Sir. This is... It’s...amazing. Sir...!”

He forced himself to hold back long enough to make her come. He tugged on
her clamps, played with her clit, changed his angle slightly to ensure he rubbed

against her sensitive internal spot.
“Please,” she whispered. “Please, Sir, may I come?”

As if he could deny her. He yanked on her clamps. She screamed and climaxed

hard, her vaginal muscles milking his cock.
Throwing back his head, he grunted as he came in a hot, steady spurt.

She called out his name, and he dug his hand possessively into her once-again-

blonde hair.

Slowly, gently, he untied her and detached her ankles from the spreader bar.
He helped her onto her back and removed the plug. “Stay there,” he told her,
climbing out of bed.

Despite her assurances she was fine, he was taking no chances with her. He’d
used her hard, and he knew harder times were still ahead. There was a box full of

toys he hadn’t gotten to yet.
He returned to clean her up.
He got into bed and pulled her against him.
“Sir?”
“Hmm?”
“Thank you.”
He kissed the top of her head. “Aston, lights out.”

Bentley yawned, a metallic, grating sound. Another upgrade needed.
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The lights dimmed by slow measures.
“Good night, sir,” Aston said. “Good night...Esmeralda.”
“Good night, Aston,” she said.

Wes waited. When she didn’t say anything else, Wes asked, “Esmeralda? Your

green eyes. Of course. Esmeralda?’
“I thought you said it wasn’t in the gem family,” Aston said.
“Maybe I'm just tired of everyone guessing.”
“And maybe your name is Esmeralda. Shall I beat the truth out of you?”

“Please do. Sir.”

I THE ENDES
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