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   CHAPTER 1
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   “The Versailles Palace,” Terri said, sliding in the back seat of the taxi. “Extra twenty if you keep your eyes on the road and don’t look back here.”
 
   The taxi driver grinned and wiggled his eyebrows. “You’re in the backseat alone, Miss. What could you possibly be doing that’s bad?”
 
   Why were taxi drivers so annoying? Just once she wanted one that didn’t leer at her. “Your windows are tinted and I have a dildo. Fill in the blanks.”
 
   He blinked, clearly shocked at her boldness. He recovered quickly. “Can I watch?” He adjusted the front rearview mirror.
 
   She flashed him her best “in your dreams, pal,” smile and slipped her hand inside her large bag. “I have a Taser and will zap you if you don’t adjust that mirror.”
 
   “Women,” he mumbled, angling the mirror, and stepped on the gas. They followed the line of cars heading toward the Las Vegas Strip.
 
   Just once, Terri wished she could get into the backseat of a taxi driven by an adventurous man with a hot body and something between his ears. A man who got her whacky sense of humor and was willing to flirt without prejudging her or expecting something in return. On the other hand, she hadn’t had sex in ages she’d forgotten what a naked man looked like. She desperately needed a booty call. Her life was too much of a hot mess for anything else.
 
   Terri reached inside her oversize bag and pulled out a bellhop uniform. The sun had already set. The lights from the Strip and the lure of anonymity in the overcrowded city beckoned. She couldn’t wait to disappear again.
 
   The driver stared straight ahead with his head angled, as though waiting to catch sounds from the backseat. 
 
   “Ooh. Oh, yes. That feels good. Ohmigod. I think I’m coming. Ah… ah… fuck! Yesssssss!”
 
   He glanced over his shoulder and their eyes met. Sucker. “Eyes on the road, mister.” He laughed and shook his head, focusing on his driving.
 
   Terri grimaced. Men were so easy.
 
   She removed the bright red wig and shoved it in the bottom of her bag, then the fake nose ring and tongue and ear studs, before removing the rings from her fingers. She wiped off the heavy makeup and dumped the soiled tissue in the side pocket for later. Her outfit was also designed to draw attention because she’d learned that it was better to do the unexpected, like hide in plain sight, to fool the bastards tailing her.
 
   She removed the mini dress and thigh-length boots and replaced them with gray pants with burgundy and white stripes and sensible shoes. She paused to check on the driver before removing her top and replacing it with a burgundy shirt with gray and gold details on the sleeves, collar, and pockets. The uniform was worn by bellhops at the Versailles Palace, her former employer. The gold buttons decorating the front had the VP logo on them. She brushed her hair before pulling it back and putting on the hat.
 
   The VP was famous for their impeccably dressed staff, from bellhops to the hostesses at their casino, thanks to her. How she missed being the Director of Public Relations, the job she’d held for seven years before she had to disappear.
 
   They pulled behind a line of private cars, limos, and other taxis dropping off guests as she tapped the driver’s shoulder.
 
   “Stop here.” She gave him the fare plus tip, got out of the back seat, grabbed her bag, her suitcase, and a briefcase full of money. She hoped that all the driver saw was the back of her head as she hurried toward the front of the hotel. 
 
   The gray-haired doorman didn’t see her until she was right beside him.
 
   “Mr. T.”
 
   Morgan Taylor turned and gawked at her. She’d gotten him this job seven years ago and he was still the best doorman Vegas had. He knew what made this city tick. The number runners. The private gambling parlors. The movers and the shakers of Vegas. The latest whales and where to find them. His daughter, Claire, was one of the managers.
 
   “Ms. Randal,” he whispered. Then he adjusted his glove, reached down as though to catch the bag on top of her suitcase from sliding on to the floor and straightened up. He pointed to the right. “Straight ahead to elevator three.”
 
   “Thank you, Mr. T.” Terri swept inside the gleaming foyer. She only slowed down to reach inside her bag for the key card Morgan had dropped inside it. She headed to the private elevators. 
 
   The hotel was busy with arriving guests and gamblers heading to the casino. Anyone would assume she was just another bellhop seeing to the needs of a special guest. The private elevators were for guests in the penthouse suites. Unlike regular guests checking in at the lobby, a hostess checked in high rollers in the top suites while they sipped cognac or champagne in the Apollo’s Salon, a lounge off the lobby.
 
   She held the card near the reader and the elevator doors slid open. She entered, keeping her head low while waiting for it to close. She knew exactly where the cameras were located and how to avoid her face getting plastered on the screens in the security room. 
 
   The ride up was smooth. The elevator opened into the penthouse hallway. The suites on this floor had one to three bedrooms and a panoramic view of the Strip. She used the same keycard to access the suite, and entered the private foyer. She blew out air and grinned.
 
   “I made it.”
 
   Instead of going to the bedroom, she went straight to the wet bar, poured herself a stiff drink, tossed it down her throat, and poured another before going to the bedroom. She put her suitcase on the bench at the foot of the bed. The curtains in the living/dining room were drawn and the lights turned off, but the glow from the sconces in the foyer was enough to show her the way to the bedroom and its king size bed. She sat and exhaled.
 
   The first call she made was to Morgan. “Thank you. How long can I stay?”
 
   “The entire weekend. Claire said some high roller booked it, but he called this morning and said he won’t need it.”
 
   Great! That gave her three days. “Thanks, Mr. T. I owe you guys.”
 
   “No, Ms. Randal. We owe you more than we could ever repay.”
 
   He was referring to an incident that could have ended his daughter’s career had Terri not stepped in and helped. Plus, she’d taken a chance on Morgan and hired him when no hotel would offer him a job. She believed in giving people second chances. 
 
   “We’ll talk later, Mr. T.”
 
   The next call was to a certain trendy bar in the southern part of Las Vegas.
 
   “Lucky Barrel,” a sultry voice answered.
 
   “I was told you have an opening for the position of a bartender,” Terri said and braced herself for a squeal. Lucille was five foot one with a voice of a banshee when excited, and she didn’t disappoint. Terri moved the phone from her ear to stop from going deaf.
 
   “Where are you?” The questions started once the squealing stopped. “When did you get in town? Why didn’t you tell me you were flying in? I would have prepared the guest room. When are you getting here? And why didn’t you give me your new phone number?”
 
   “Because I plan to throw it away in a few days. I just arrived, and I’m officially a squatter at the VP.”
 
   “Penthouse suite?”
 
   “With a his-and-hers bathroom,” Terri said and grinned.
 
   “Damn! For how long?”
 
   “Two to three days.”
 
   “Let’s have a girls' night out tomorrow night, so Kyle can appreciate me more when I return. We can do spa treatment at Madam Zoe, my treat. In the meantime, get your ass over here A.S.A.P. I won’t believe you are okay until I see you. And yes, we did lose Gerry. That’s the second bartender we’ve lost to some high roller. It’s like I’m running a marriage market for gay arm candy. I don’t care if I get slapped with discrimination, but no more gay bartenders. I’ve been checking out biceps and tight asses and trying to guess if they’re straight or gay instead of reading their resumes. The job is yours, sweetie, until you take off again.”
 
   “My next game might be in Vegas. I haven’t decided yet, and yes, I’ll take the job.”
 
   “We still have the guest room if you want it,” she added.
 
   She refused to impose on them, or point her enemies their way. “We’ll see.”
 
   “There’s nothing to see, missy. Get your ass over here. We have some catching up to do before your shift. I’ll tell Kyle you’re on your way so he can go back to his restaurant. He’s in my territory and getting on my nerves.”
 
   “I’ll be there in a few.” Hanging up, Terri punched in the combination of the briefcase and grinned at the stack of bills. Hiding and skimping the last six months had been worth it. She could now afford to buy her share of the bar/restaurant owned by Lucille and her husband, Kyle Barrel. She and Lucille went way back, and she would trust the perky blonde with anything. Kyle was a total sweetheart too and doted on his wife, even putting up with her crazy best friend. But then again, who could refuse Lucille anything? She was adorable, until she opened her mouth.
 
   Lucille was like a drill sergeant. Always had been, from the moment Terri’s family arrived in Las Vegas and moved in next door to their eccentric family. Lucille didn’t take no for an answer or back down from anything. When Terri’s mother later decided to relocate her family again, this time to the-middle-of-nowhere Idaho, Terri had begged her to let her stay behind with Lucille’s family and finish high school. Her mother was like a bear with her children. She didn’t believe in keeping them apart, but the move had only separated them physically. Terri and Lucille were tighter than two peas in a pod. Thicker than thieves. Or, as Lucille’s husband liked to say, Lucille knew where all Terri’s bodies were buried.
 
   Terri stripped and entered the shower. The water temperature was perfect, so she lingered and hummed off key. The second she stepped out of the shower, she knew she was no longer alone in the suite.
 
   She’d developed a sixth sense about these things. She got her first proof when she spied an expensive duffel bag on top of her suitcase at the foot of the bed. Her disposable phone was on the bed, so she had no way of calling for help.
 
   She’d taken self-defense classes and knew the quickest way to disarm an attacker and escape, but she couldn’t fight whoever was out there naked or run out of the room while screaming for help. She wasn’t officially a guest in the hotel and didn’t need the attention. Then there was her money. There was no way she was leaving without it.
 
   Pretending not to notice the duffel bag, she grabbed a towel, wrapped it around her, and hummed while dumping the contents of a vase into the nearest sink. She gripped the neck. A well-aimed hit would slow anyone down. Her hand tightened on the towel as she stepped into the room
 
   A man stood by the window and appeared to be admiring the view, the light from outside silhouetting his body, and the one from the bathroom barely reaching his chest. The first thing she noticed was his height and his powerful shoulders. He was big. There was no way she could disarm him with a hit on his nose, chin, or Adam’s apple. That meant attacking low.
 
   “Marx promised me a gift,” he said in a deep and husky voice. “I didn’t know you’d beat me to the room.”
 
   A gift? Wow. Okay, so maybe an attack wouldn’t be necessary here. She could play along or reason with him. She sized him again. Height-wise, she was above average for a woman, so she liked her men big and masculine. Big size meant they were packing an eight- or nine-incher. Anything smaller was a deal breaker. 
 
   Now why was she thinking about what he was packing? Maybe it was his long shaggy hair. It fell past his collar. The power suit and that hair didn’t go together, but she was a sucker for thick hair. Better for gripping at just the right moment, not that she planned to grip his. Then there was the way he’d said “gift” in his deep, sensual voice.
 
   He turned, the curtains falling back in place. She peered at his face. That body and that voice had to have an amazing face, but the light from the bathroom didn’t reach his face. It touched his expensive loafers and sharply creased pants, giving a hint of his powerful thighs. The visible shirt under his unbuttoned coat said he had zero fat in his mid-section.
 
   The suit screamed tailor-made and his assurance said Mr. T. and his daughter had gotten it wrong. The high roller had made it, and he thought she was a gift.
 
   “Do you speak English?” he asked.
 
   “Of course. The plan was to surprise you.” Her voice was terribly calm, which didn’t surprise her. She hadn’t lived in the shadows the past five years without developing coping skills. One of them was never letting the other person know she was rattled. And she was rattled tonight. The other was improvising.
 
   “I hope you approve,” she added while inching closer to where she’d left her clothes, but they weren’t on the floor where she’d dropped them. Where the hell were they?
 
   He chuckled. “Wholeheartedly.”
 
   She didn’t let his voice distract her. It was sexy as hell. A voice that could talk dirty to her all night and she’d never get tired of listening to it. She found her clothes. They were on a chair along with her bag and briefcase. She also spied something lacey in his hand. What the hell was he doing with her panties?
 
   “If you throw those my way, I’ll just change back into my clothes and then we can sit down and iron out the details of the evening.”
 
   “After all you went through to access my room, shower, and get ready for me? I thought a maid’s uniform was the standard outfit, but a bellhop is clever. I love ingenuity in a woman. Let go of the towel,” he said.
 
   Terri’s stomach dropped. Surely, she hadn’t heard him right. “Excuse me?”
 
   “Marx promised you’d fulfill all of my fantasies,” he said, his voice soft and easy. “Drop the towel and come here.”
 
   Her stomach started to churn. How the heck was she going to get out of this predicament? “We’re not eating first? Marx said you’d feed me.”
 
   “I plan to do that.” He shrugged off his coat and threw it on top of her things. “After I’ve satiated our other appetites.”
 
   Other appetites? Holy crap! She could get off from just listening to him. Terri forced herself not to be seduced by his voice and tried to see how far the door was from where she stood. If she took off, would he chase her? Somehow, he didn’t look or sound like the chasing kind. He sounded like he got his way often and people, like the faceless Marx, had no problem doing things for him.
 
   “I don’t believe in being naked while my client is clothed.”
 
   “Client?”
 
   “That’s what you are this evening, mister…”
 
   He pushed his hands into the front pockets of his pants, drawing attention to his masculine thighs and the bulge behind his zipper. Nice size.
 
   “Rod.”
 
   He didn’t sound like a Rod. It must be short for something.
 
   “You are my client, Mr. Rod, unless, of course, Marx said otherwise.” Who the hell was Marx, and what if the girl he’d sent arrived while they were talking? Terri decided to speed things up. As soon as he was naked, she was grabbing her money and sprinting out of there. “I have to see what you are offering before I decide if you’re worth the towel drop. That’s how I work.”
 
   Silence followed while Terri’s heart hammered in her chest.
 
   “By all means,” he said, a smile in his voice. He pulled off his tie and dropped it on top of his coat, then removed his cuff links. His movements were assured, the slow undress a serious turn on. He started to unbutton his shirt, and she caught a glimpse of a hard, chiseled chest. A lickable chest. Serious abs. Just glimpses, but enough to whet a woman’s appetite. He yanked the tails of his shirt from his pants, undid the last buttons, and shrugged it off. “But I plan to make you wet and begging for me before I fuck you.”
 
   Damn! He delivered that line so smoothly she was actually tempted to let him fulfill her other fantasy. A hotel hookup with a hot stranger she could tie up all night, then disappear in the morning without him seeing her face, would not be such a bad idea. Unfortunately, she had an insane urge to see Rod’s face. 
 
   “I don’t beg, but you could try,” Terri said, dropping her voice to purr.
 
   “I love a challenge.” The shirt was off and all that sexiness finally revealed. Terri was too busy mentally caressing his chest, raking it with her nails, biting the tight nipples, that she almost missed his, “I’m going to turn on the lights now.”
 
   “Don’t! I love the dark. Other senses become heightened. Let’s try it and see how you like it.” Even though she was dying to see his face, she didn’t want him seeing hers.
 
   “Hmmm, I don’t know. I want to look into your eyes when I tell you in detail what I plan to do to you. I want to see your reaction when I slide into your pussy one inch at a time, withdraw completely before sliding in again.”
 
   Man, he didn’t play fair. It was a good thing she would never be that vulnerable to a man like that. Once was enough. Granted, she’d been very young and naïve at the time, but it was a lesson she’d never forgot.
 
   “Sorry, lights on is a deal breaker for me.” Damn, his ripped stomach and the veins disappearing under his pants were intriguing. He must be something naked. “How many inches did you say?”
 
   “I didn’t, but if you want to see it…” He reached for the lights again.
 
   “No lights. You might not like my face.”
 
   “Looks don’t matter to me. All women need a man who lives for their soft sighs and moans. That’s where I come in.”
 
   Could Rod the High Roller be a gigolo? It might explain why he’d been surprised when she’d called him the client. She was the client and “gift” must be the new term. 
 
   “I want a mask,” Terri said, getting cocky. “They sell them downstairs at Madam Zoe’s.”
 
   “I think this evening just took a turn for the better. Anything else?”
 
   “You still have your pants on,” Terri said.
 
   He chuckled. “I meant anything from the store downstairs.”
 
   “Silk scarf and cuffs, his, not hers.”
 
   “I’m getting hard from listening to you. That’s never happened before,” he said.
 
   “I hope that means you plan to deliver,” she teased.
 
   “On all fronts. I’ve changed my mind about that towel. I want to be the one to remove it as I lick the water droplets from your shoulders and neck.” His eyes gleamed at her from the shadows. “I’ll expose parts of you that peak my interest and lavish them with attention, one at a time, until I know what makes you sigh, moan, or sing. Whether you prefer my fingers fucking you, my mouth, my tongue, or my teeth.”
 
   “I noticed you didn’t mention your cock,” Terri said.
 
   He chuckled. “Because I know you will love it, crave it, and feel it inside you when I’m done.” 
 
   Holy shit! While she dissolved into a puddle of goo, he stepped to the bed, sat, picked up the hotel phone, and asked for Madam Zoe. The light from the bathroom fell on his face and his voice became white noise.
 
   Terri didn’t want to stare, but couldn’t help it. He had the kind of face an artist would love. It was all planes and angles with just the right amount of stubble on his jawline. Piercing, melt-in-your-mouth honey-brown eyes studied her even though the light fell behind her and he couldn’t really see her face. And his lips… Holy mother of all things naughty! They were perfectly sculptured for decadence. 
 
   A smile spread across his face as he listened to the person on the other end of the line. He had a gorgeous smile. Straight, white teeth flashing, and eyes twinkling. He didn’t just bare his teeth. He smiled with his face.
 
   Now she wished he’d asked for her name. Maybe he accepted Marx’s gifts so often names didn’t mean a thing to him. He’d probably call her a cheesy name like doll or babe. She hated both. On a subliminal level, knowing he was a gigolo should be a turn off, but it wasn’t. Everyone had to make a living doing what they’re good at, and if he was the holy grail between the sheets, so be it. Besides, she lived on the go, so a gigolo was a much better hookup than someone who’d expect them to exchange phone numbers and start a relationship.
 
   What the hell was wrong with her? She was supposed to be getting out of here, preferably before Marx’s “gift” arrived. She moved toward her clothes and money while he talked. When he put the phone down, she froze. 
 
   “Where were we?” he asked, standing up, his movement fluid.
 
   “You were removing my towel with your teeth,” she said, and got a chuckle. Only a few more steps and she’d be able to pick up her things. The vase was becoming heavy to lug around even though she doubted she’d use it.
 
   The sound of thuds had her looking at his feet. He’d just kicked off his shoes. Large feet. Nice. No, move it, Terri. Stop molesting the gigolo. The zipper moved down and her focus shifted again. He didn’t just push down his pants, the underwear went with them.
 
   Oh, come to Terri. That was definitely a nine-incher. It jutted out proud, thick, and heavy. Saliva filled her mouth, and she had to admit that she wanted this man, whether he was a gigolo or not. And if possible, his cock grew more rigid, veins ridging it. 
 
   “Holy crap!”
 
   “I’m happy you approve,” he said in a husky voice.
 
   He really was fine. Maybe too fine. He took care of his body and it showed. But she could only drool. Touching him or tying him up tonight. or any other night, was out of the question. Damn, the things she sacrificed to hide her true identity.
 
   He erased the space between them, gripped her waist to pull her close while cupping the back of her head with his other hand, and captured her mouth in a hot kiss. He wasn’t gentle. The kiss was hungry, hard, and furious, flooding her veins with heat. For one brief moment, she allowed herself to revel in his roughness. This was what had been missing in her life, a man not afraid to show a woman he was in charge. Then there was the full length of his thick cock pressing against her.
 
   Terri wanted to cry for what she was about to do. It would have been easier just to give in and have memories to tide her along in the coming months because she was sure sex with Rod would be amazing. Like he’d promised, she’d probably feel those nine inches inside her weeks later. Masturbate to the memories of his voice alone. But she couldn’t do it. He’d want to get paid and she refused to use her hard earned money for sex.
 
   Kissing him back, she bit his lower lip hard, and heard him groan, then she jerked her knee upwards and caught him right between his legs. His hand let her go as he doubled over and landed on the bed, a drawn out moan escaping his chest.
 
   “I’m so sorry. I didn’t plan this. I swear.” She dropped the vase and pushed his coat out of the way, grabbed her briefcase and bag, and sprinted for the door. She lost the towel somewhere along the way. She glanced back once. He was still on the bed, curled up in a fetal position. “I really am sorry, but this wasn’t supposed to happen.”
 
   She ran past the living room to the foyer and fumbled inside her bag for the black dress she’d worn earlier. The boots would wait until she was in the elevator.
 
   Dressed, she opened the door and came face-to-face with a stunning blonde. They were about the same height, but Terri was sure her auburn hair wasn’t that silky or flawless like the woman’s tresses. She must be the gift from Marx, and the last person Terri wanted in Rod’s room now. The irrational part of her didn’t want this woman anywhere near him. But her rational side knew blondie might alert hotel security. 
 
   “Yes?” Terri asked, keeping the door’s opening narrow. A groan of pain came from the bedroom. Or maybe it was a snarl of outrage.
 
   The blonde looked at the suite number again. “Is this Roderick Thorne’s suite?”
 
   “Yes, but I got here first, so you’re out of luck, lady.” The girl looked confused and opened her mouth to argue. “I mean it. You’re late, so he’s mine. Go find another one.” A girl with a name tag left the elevator and started toward them. Terri recognized Madam Zoe’s logo on the bag in her hand. Damn! This was the day she got busted and landed in jail because she’d been too chicken to hit a gigolo with a vase and just had to kiss him back.
 
   “Mr. Thorne won’t mind a threesome,” the blonde said.
 
   Terri wasn’t surprised to hear that. After that lusty kiss, she was sure Mr. Thorne had an appetite to last all night long. Terri glanced over her shoulder, expecting him to come charging after her. Roderick Thorne. His name was familiar, yet she couldn’t remember where she’d heard it. She had no time to ask the woman. As it was, her chance of escaping was becoming slimmer every second she spent talking to her.
 
   “No threesome, lady. I don’t share. So go. Shoo.” The woman harrumphed and took off, almost bumping into the sales girl. Curses came from the bedroom. Terri opened the door wider and reached out to take the bag from the sales girl. “Thank you.”
 
   The girl grinned. “Have fun.”
 
   “I intend to.” Terri closed the door on her smirking face and dropped the bag inside her bigger bag. Keeping an eye on the bedroom, she slowly counted to ten, opened the door, and peered outside. The coast was clear. She slipped out of the suite and raced for the elevators.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Rod was pissed. He had no idea what went wrong. The woman had wanted him. Marx had even said she’d been looking forward to spending the weekend with him. As a rule, he didn’t pay for sex, but Marx often supplied them with party girls whenever Rod and his friends visited Vegas. They paid for the companionship and showered the girls with gifts. Sex was optional, but he often got laid because he’d yet to meet a woman who didn’t want to sleep with him. This time had been different.
 
   Winning made him horny as hell, and he’d needed to celebrate the deal he’d sealed in New York, so he’d called Marx, and his old buddy had promised him a working girl. He liked his women feisty and lusty, adventurous in and out of bed, and the woman tonight would have delivered. He never thought she would not like him. Was it the way he’d kissed her, or the dirty talk?
 
   His balls still hurt, yet his mindless cock hardened as he remembered the taste of her and the feel of her against him. She was tall for a woman, with nice breasts and curves. Even as he’d curled on the bed with pain shooting up his spine, he’d watched her run out of the bedroom butt naked. She had a perfect ass and an interesting tattoo on her upper thigh.
 
   He wanted to find her and tie her to his bed for a week, torture her with sex, and make her beg him to take her again and again. He wanted to fuck her so hard she’d never want another man again. 
 
   He sat up and reached for his phone to call Marx, but something peeled from his side and fell. He checked down and saw the phone. She’d left it behind. Perfect. He picked it up and studied it.
 
   It was a cheap, disposable kind. He swiped the surface. There was no password. He checked the last number she’d called and redialed it.
 
   “Where are you? The bar is already packed and I need you here now,” a woman with a high-pitched voice answered. “You better not disappear on me again, or I swear, I’ll disown you.”
 
   “She’s on her way, ma’am. She left in a hurry and forgot her phone, but I could drop it off at your bar. What’s your address?”
 
   There was silence, then, “Who are you and where exactly did she leave her phone?”
 
   Rod heard the suspicion in her voice and grimaced. If he didn’t play this right, he might spend the night bar crawling, trying to find a woman whose name he didn’t even know. All he knew was the perfection of her ass and a Scooby tat on her thigh. 
 
   “My name is Roderick Thorne. She forgot her phone on my bed when she left my room at the Versailles Palace. I could just leave it at the front desk and give them her description.”
 
   “No, no, you don’t want to do that.” The woman laughed. “Just a second.”
 
   While Rod waited, he noticed the suitcase on the bench at the foot of the bed. He hadn’t seen it because his people had dropped his duffel bag on top of it. Did that mean she would come back for it?
 
   “Bring the phone to Lucky Barrel and ask for me, Lucille Barrel,” the woman said and gave him the address of a bar in the southern section of the Strip, then hung up. Rod knew the area, but not the bar. He tended to stay up north.
 
   Grinning, he got up and pulled up his pants. Damn, his balls hurt. He went to the wet bar and found ice-cubes in the fridge. There was an empty plastic bag inside the wine cooler. He created an ice-pack and pressed it to his crotch.
 
   He was on his way back to the bedroom when his attention landed on a few more items his mysterious woman had left behind. Black pumps and the bellhop uniform. He was tempted to open her suitcase and see what he could learn about her. One thing was for sure—she wasn’t the woman Marx had sent him. He loved role-playing as much as the next guy, but his tastes tended to run toward sexy. There was nothing sexy about the bellhop uniform.
 
   Ignoring her things, Rod laid on the bed, cooling his balls with the ice. Never in his forty years had a woman kneed him. A few rough ones had yanked his pants off and jerked him off with more enthusiasm than finesse, but to deliberately hurt his jewels? Never. It was humbling. He reached for his phone and dialed a number.
 
   “Why did you send Angel back, Thorne? She had no problem joining you and your lady friend,” Marx said.
 
   Angel? “When did she get here?”
 
   “Ten, fifteen minutes ago. A woman told her to get lost. Claimed she didn’t like sharing you. Angel would have been okay with a threesome.”
 
   Rod cursed softly. His mysterious roommate hadn’t just kicked him in the nuts. She’d gotten rid of Marx’s girl, his companion for the weekend. That woman had a lot to make up for.
 
   “She tends to be possessive. I’ll call you if we need a third player.” Rod highly doubted he’d need Marx’s girl. The hothead who’d kicked him was the only woman he was interested in now. He had to find her.
 
   “Whatever you need, my friend.”
 
   “Anything on the Chameleon?” Rod asked.
 
   “My people claimed she was in Atlantic City, but by the time they found her location, the game was over and she was gone, leaving behind no physical or electronic trail. She could be headed to Macau for all we know. She rarely holds back-to-back games on the same continent.” Marx growled. “I want that woman and one day, I’m going to get her.”
 
   Rod chuckled. “As in sleep with her or put her out of business?”
 
   “Sleep? I want to fuck her brains out. I don’t care if she’s old and wrinkly. She’s a fucking genius.”
 
   Rod chuckled. “You’d be better off asking her to be your partner, my friend,” Rod said. “Just remember, I’m still paying finder’s fee if you get me in one of her games. Whatever the buy-in.” He didn’t keep Marx on the line for long after that.
 
   Gregory Marx owned a casino off the strip, and was cozy with those who ran private gambling games, except the Chameleon. In fact, Rod had a feeling Marx and his cronies would love to shut her down.
 
   Most casinos in Vegas and Atlantic City had lost clients to the Chameleon, but there was nothing they could do about it. She was legit. Some claimed she was protected by her clients—heads of states, royalties, and stars rumored to be on her list. No professional poker players were ever admitted into her games, and she hosted games all over the world. Rod wasn’t sure whether any of that was true or just rumors. Everything about the Chameleon was shrouded in mystery. How she managed to run exclusive high stakes poker games for high rollers for several years, yet no one could describe her, was the biggest secret of all.
 
   Rod was intrigued because he loved puzzles. He might gamble for fun, but he wanted a chance to be at one of her games. He didn’t even care if he never got a second invite or became an entry on her elite client list. There was a thrill in being able to do things most men only dream of and he’d done plenty, except pit his skills against men betting custom-made cars, jets, and yachts in a pot-limit hold ’em game. That only happened in the Chameleon’s poker games.
 
   Rod scowled. Thoughts of the Chameleon reminded him of the mysterious woman he’d found in his suite. Did she work here too? He didn’t care if she was a bellhop by day and a stripper at some seedy bar by night. He wanted her, and he planned to have her. Tonight. It didn’t matter if he had to kidnap her to accomplish it.
 
   He placed another call.
 
   “One of the girls came upstairs with what you ordered, Mr. Thorne, and gave them to your lady friend,” the woman at Madam Zoe’s said.
 
   Rod grinned. He planned to use those cuffs on her tonight. He got up and changed, then picked up the shoes, the uniform, and the suitcase she’d left behind and stashed them in the closet. It was time to pay a visit to a certain bar and reacquaint himself with the woman who’d bested him.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
   His driver dropped him outside Lucky Barrel, a bar/restaurant on the south side of Vegas. From the number of cars in the parking lot, it was popular. The inside had neon blue lights and white couches surrounding fire pits. To the right was the dining area with rows of seats and booths in various neon colors. The bar boasted stools covered with hot pink padding. It was huge and ostentatious, and so Vegas.
 
   It wasn’t a strip joint, which meant his mysterious woman wasn’t dancing tonight. He wasn’t sure whether he was disappointed or relieved. A gorgeous redhead was at the bar, the only place with a few empty stools. Rod headed her way.
 
   As he got closer, she turned slightly toward him, and Rod grinned. He’d recognize that body anywhere. He’d bet his billions that her hair had been darker when she’d ran butt naked out of his room. Now it was brilliant red. He couldn’t remember seeing nose rings or ear studs, yet he spotted them now. Her makeup was heavy, her outfit left very little to the imagination, her boobs almost spilling out, and the tattoos on her arms had to be fake because her skin had been unblemished earlier, except for Scooby.
 
   She turned and reached for a drink and his eyes were drawn to her perfect ass and the fuck me boots. His eyes did a U-turn and paused at the expanse of firm thighs. His palm itched to stroke the stretch of skin between those boots and the black mini dress. Unless she’d stopped by a store to buy panties, she was cruising commando. Rod was tempted to remove the pair in his pocket and offer them to her, but he didn’t want her focusing on them. He wanted her to focus on him.
 
   She was hot as sin, curvy with perfect breasts, and the kind of hips he’d like to grab on. But her lips, ripe and full, were meant to be kissed. He wanted them on his body, stroking every inch of him.
 
   When he looked up, his eyes met those of the tiny blond woman standing behind the redhead. He hadn’t seen her until now. Something in her expression said she recognized him. She must be Lucille Barrel. From her last name, she was related to the owner of the bar. She whispered something to the redhead, who whipped around. 
 
   Finally! He could see the color of her eyes. Pale green under the canopy of dark, decadent lashes. They widened, then she glanced toward the door as though searching for an escape route before coming back to him. The smile he gave her was slow and easy, and he hoped she knew what that meant—he’d found her and was ready to pick up where they’d left off. 
 
   She walked over, eyes daring him to out her. Or maybe she was hoping he hadn’t recognized her. Not a fat chance in hell. As she got close, he found himself drowning in her eyes. They were gorgeous light green with a darker outer ring and silver specks towards the iris. 
 
   “I believe you forgot this, though I’m supposed to give it to Lucille Barrel.” He gave her the phone. His eyes met the shorter woman watching them with narrowed eyes and received a smile. Rod gave her a brief bow.
 
   “Thank you,” his mysterious woman said and started to turn.
 
   “Can I get a drink?”
 
   She blinked, clearly surprised by his question, but she recovered fast and smiled. Damn, she was beautiful. Even the crazy wig and heavy makeup couldn’t hide her exquisite features—the pert nose, lush lips, the smooth arch of her eyebrows. 
 
   “Sure. What can I get you?”
 
   “Two Cuffs with Flaming Balls,” he said.
 
   A chuckle escaped her. “I don’t think I’ve ever made that, but I’ve been told I’m ingenious. Flaming Balls coming up.”
 
   He had no idea what she poured in the martini glass, but she added two skewered olives, then topped it with rum and lit it up, her movements fast and efficient, her eyes challenging. Without breaking eye contact, he raised the glass to his lips. Her eyes widened. He’d had his share of crazy drinks over the years, but he wasn’t the same idiot who’d accepted dares in college and downed flaming shots. He knew when to blow it out before the rim got too hot.
 
   “Don’t,” she warned and that told him more about her than the kick in the groin and the flight from his room. He blew out the flame and drained the drink. 
 
   “Another?” she asked.
 
   “No, but I’ll have whatever is on tap.”
 
   She rattled off the names of the beers and went to pour him one. He knew how he wanted the evening to end, but between then and now, he was letting her lead. She came back and placed the drink in front of him.
 
   “Are you passing through or local?” she asked.
 
   “Passing through, but might stay awhile. Something caught my interest. Roderick Thorne,” he said, extending his hand. She didn’t hesitate from shaking it.
 
   “Terri Randal. I hope whatever caught your interest is worth it.”
 
   “Oh, yes. It should be.”
 
   “Should be? Expecting trouble, or maybe opposition?”
 
   He grinned. “Nothing I can’t handle. She’ll be worth it.”
 
   “Sounds like a big gamble.”
 
   “Life is a gamble. Make the right choice, and you get your reward.”
 
   She chuckled, her lips curling into a sexy grin. “And the wrong one?”
 
   “You flip it, work a little harder, and make sure you get what you want.”
 
   She tilted her head sideways and studied him, a tiny smile on her lips. He had a feeling she was judging him. She’d already seen him naked, and had been impressed, if he recalled correctly. When his eyes went to her lips, she licked them and smiled. 
 
   “You always win, Roderick?”
 
   “When I want something real bad, yes. And you?”
 
   “I don’t know. I’ve gotten the short end of the stick from time to time and didn’t enjoy it.”
 
   “You like them long.” He sipped his drink and watched a naughty twinkle enter her eyes.
 
   “The longer the better. Thickness may vary, but the length matters.”
 
   He nearly choked on his beer. Man, that mouth of hers. She took off to replenish someone’s drink and take more orders. She was good at this bartending stuff, which made him wonder why she’d been using his room. It was obvious someone at the hotel had let her in because he’d found the key to the suite and the private elevators. Had she lost her apartment? He had no problem allowing her to stay with him as long as he was in town.
 
   When she came back to his side of the bar, he eased in a question. “So how’s bartending?”
 
   “It’s good, but temporary. I’m doing a friend a favor while between gigs.”
 
   “What kind of gigs?”
 
   “The kind I can’t tell you about or I’d have to kill you.”
 
   “Permanently or la petite mort?” he asked, showing her he could play her game. 
 
   Her laughter rung out, and several clients stopped watching the TV screens and the gambling slots conveniently imbedded on the bar counter and stared at her.
 
   “Do you have a preference?” She didn’t wait for his answer. Instead, she sashayed away to serve others while he nursed his beer and fantasized about her.
 
   His eyes caressed her hips, his imagination taking over. The dress might be plain black, but it hugged her curves. Not only wasn’t she wearing panties, she didn’t wear a bra either. It took a lot of confidence for a woman to do both.
 
   His thoughts returned to her question. He most certainly had a preference. La petite mort, a term that meant little death, was used to describe the sensations accompanying orgasm. He knew what he wanted tonight—endless little deaths with this fascinating woman.
 
   He wasn’t sure whether she was just flirting because it was part of her job or because she wanted him. Whatever the case, he wasn’t letting her go without a fight. She needed her suitcase, which was in his room. Her bellhop uniform and shoes were also in his room. Her panties… He removed them from his pocket and grinned.
 
   He could be charming and persuasive when he wanted something and right now, he wanted her. He’d had his share of women, and he’d yet to meet one he couldn’t seduce. Some let their inner insecurities stop them from going after what they wanted, but he always knew how to make them feel comfortable with their sexuality. Terri didn’t seem to have such a hang-up. She was confident and feisty, completely comfortable in her skin.
 
   Others just didn’t want a man hanging around cramping their style, no matter how amazing the sex was or the perks that came with it. Those often appealed to him because he had no interest in a long-term relationship, either. So he lived for the moment, acquiring new companies because he hated losing, and bedding different women because he got bored easily. He didn’t do casino scenes, unless there was a private party and the stakes were interesting.
 
   He was on his fourth beer when the crowd in the bar grew thin. Terri served the clients, but kept coming back to him. She flirted and flitted away only to return to his side. She wanted to know what he did for a living, so he asked her to change the channel on one of the TV screens to XSN Station.
 
   “I run that,” he said.
 
   “Xtreme Sports Network,” she said, grinning. “Is that what you’re into?”
 
   “I like all kinds of sports.” Preferably those that included wrapping her legs around him in every position imaginable. He decided it was time to lay his cards on the table. He pulled out the card she’d used to access his room and passed it to her. 
 
   “Use it if you decide to join me.” Then he handed her enough money to cover his tab with extra for tip. She’d earned it.
 
   “Can I have those?” She pointed at the red piece of lace he’d planned to return to her, but decided against it.
 
   “No. Come get them or I’m keeping them as a souvenir.”
 
   “Bet you say that to all the girls.”
 
   “Girls don’t interest me. Women do.” He shoved her lace panties in his pocket and walked out, aware of her eyes following him across the bar. At the door, he glanced back and their eyes met. She waved. She’d come, even if just to pick up her things, and he’d be waiting.
 
   His driver brought the car around.
 
   “Where to, Mr. Thorne?” he asked.
 
   “Back to the hotel, Delaney. Then take the night off. I think I’m going to stay in tonight.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   “What are you doing?” Lucille asked. “The next shift’s taken over and you don’t need to be here. Go after him instead of staring that keycard to death.”
 
   “Uh-mm.” Maybe just one night.
 
   “What do you mean uh-mm? He didn’t call the police and he brought your phone back. I’ve also never seen you flirt so much with a guy like that. Not for hours. A few times, I swore you were going jump over the counter and maul him. Go do it in private. He has the Barrel’s Stamp of Approval.”
 
   Terri glared at Lucille. Lucille’s six brothers had come up with the Clancy’s Stamp of Approval to discourage their only sister from dating. Not that it had stopped her. Her brothers might be built like pit bulls, but Lucille knew how to control them.
 
   “Fine,” Lucille said. “Go online and research him.”
 
   “You’ve already done it for me, or you wouldn’t be pushing me in his direction,” Terri said.
 
   She grinned. “Damn right. The moment he said he had your phone and wanted our address, my Paul alarm went off.” She winced. “Let’s not talk about Paul. Go. You deserve to have a little fun—or, from the looks of him, a lot of fun.”
 
   Paul Warwick was Terri’s stepbrother, a sore subject as far as she was concerned. Lucille was the only one who knew the sordid details of the nightmare Paul had put Terri through, and still continued to put her through, despite being behind bars.
 
   Terry didn’t need to research Roderick “Rod” Thorne because she already remembered where she’d heard his name, and he was no gigolo. He was one of the students who’d testified against Paul twenty years ago. She’d been eleven at the time and even though her mother never allowed her to attend the court hearing, she’d read the papers and overheard her aunt and uncle discuss the case. The reporters had hailed Rod and his friends as heroes for coming forward, and for a long time, Terri had wanted to thank them personally for putting that bastard behind bars. Man, the shit her stepbrother had put her through…  
 
   No, she refused to let thoughts of Paul Warwick mess with her night. Tonight’s booty call could be her way of thanking Rod. Not that she had any intention of sleeping with all the witnesses. There were… what? Six or seven of them?
 
   “Terri?”
 
   “I’m going.” Lucille grinned and Terri rolled her eyes. “FYI, I’m not doing this because you Googled him the second he told you his name and somehow decided to give him your family’s stamp of approval. I’m doing it because he’s hot and an amazing kisser, and I haven’t had any in months.”
 
   “I hope you two are talking about me,” Kyle said with a distinct Australian accent, entering the back office. He was a tall guy with twinkling green eyes. “Because I’m available.”
 
   Lucille slipped her arms around his waist. “Sweetie, if she so much as looks your way, you’d fold like a cheap suit and I’d lose the only friend I’ve ever had. Get out of here, Terri. We’ll talk business tomorrow. Damn, there goes our girls’ night out.”
 
   “How about your soulmates’ night out on me when I come back. I think you two can take a breather once your partner is on the helm,” she said.
 
   “I like it. What do you think, my Aussie soulmate?”
 
   “We’ll talk,” Kyle said.
 
   Terri hugged her best friend and grabbed her bag. Her money was in their safe, so she was good. She slipped inside the bathroom to clean up. She’d spent the last several hours wet because of Rod. And without panties, all that wetness had flowed down her inner thighs. She cleaned herself up, then studied her reflection.
 
   Despite her outside appearance, her eyes said the woman staring back at her was the real Teresa Warwick. Scared, exposed, and vulnerable. She hated those three words, yet she felt them tonight. Her chin shot up. No, she was Terri Randal now. An average woman trying to carve out a living and have an occasional, uncomplicated booty call. She was leaving the mess with her psycho stepbrother behind tonight and enjoying herself. Tomorrow, she’d worry about covering her tracks again. 
 
   Morgan was no longer on duty and the new doorman didn’t recognize her. The wig, fake jewelry, and dramatic makeup guaranteed it. She walked in like a guest, head held high, heels clicking a steady staccato as she crossed the marble foyer and headed straight for the private elevators. If only he knew she was here for sex. Mind-blowing-till-you-can’t-walk-straight sex. From the way Rod had kissed her and talked, he’d better be ready to give her endless orgasms and memories to keep her going for the next few months until another Rod crossed her path.
 
   The walk from the elevator to his suite seemed to take forever, as though time had slowed down. She stopped outside his suite, her heart thumping. She held the card for the scanner and watched as the light turned green and the door clicked open.
 
   The lights were on, and the water was running. His clothes had replaced her suitcase on the bench at the foot of the bed. The reversal in their situation was amusing. She got rid of the wig, the fake jewelry, and even the tattoos, and shoved them in her bag. Then she retrieved the bag from Madam Zoe’s, keeping it close by in case she needed to use the scarf and the cuffs.
 
   The water stopped running, sending anticipation coursing through her. She was considering switching the lights off to surprise him, when Rod stepped out of the bathroom naked.
 
   Man, he was beautiful. All big bones and muscles. She didn’t know how she’d missed the hair snaking from his belly button to his crotch. His cock was thick and heavy. She watched in awe as it rose majestically, curving upwards and toward her. She wanted to go on her knees and stroke it with her hand and tongue. She wanted him inside her. 
 
   Her nipples swelled and her clit throbbed as though reacting to her thoughts. It took all her effort to look up and take a stroll up his abs to his chest, his endless shoulders and arms. She loved big, masculine arms on a man. The fuzz on his chest and manly arms were intriguing. His hands landed on his hips as though to draw attention to his cock. 
 
   No need for that. She was impressed, alright. A chuckle escaped him as he turned to grab a robe. He shrugged it on and all her senses screamed in protest. 
 
   “You came,” he said in that gravelly, sexy voice.
 
   “Not yet, but I’m getting there. You don’t need the robe,” she said, reaching up to lower the sleeves of her dress.
 
   “The robe stays for now.” His voice was firm and commanding, telling her he was in charge. And she’d thought he was a gigolo she could command. This man didn’t take orders. He created them. Dispensed them and expected to be obeyed. And for some insane reason, she loved it. “Don’t touch the dress. I want to make you come wearing it and those boots, then unwrap you, one body part at a time.” 
 
   Her eyes clung to his massive cock as he closed the robe. She wanted to play with him. 
 
   “That’s beautiful,” she whispered.
 
   “It was like this the entire time I was at the bar,” he said, walking towards her. “Knowing you were naked underneath that dress drove me crazy. I kept imagining my fingers stroking your thighs, opening your folds to feel the texture of your pussy and play with your clit, smelling your arousal as you got wet.”
 
   “I’m wet. Right now.” She was going to come and he hadn’t even touched her.
 
   “Finger-fucking you until you screamed my name,” he continued, as though she hadn’t spoken. He reached her, his body radiating heat, his voice like velvet stroking her senses. “Then laying you on that bar and burying my tongue inside you and feasting on you until you came again.” He stroked her cheek, his touch feather-light and reverent, contradicting the crude words coming from his mouth.
 
   Her skin tingled where he touched. He reached down and brushed his knuckles across her nipples. A moan escaped her as delicious heat engulfed her and a zing shot straight to her clit. She wanted his hand between her legs, not stroking her skin. She wanted roughness, not gentleness.
 
   “I’m going to make love to you with my fingers, Terri.” He stroked the underside of her breast and Terri whimpered.
 
   Her nipples ached, begging for his touch again. He didn’t disappoint. His thumbs brushed against the tight nubs, sending sensations shooting through her. She didn’t want him to stop, but he was determined to torment her. His hand slid lower and stroked down her side before pausing on her hips.
 
   “I’ll memorize your curves, find all your sensitive spots,” he said.
 
   Slowly, his large hand moved behind her and he ran the tips of his fingers along the cleft between her butt cheeks while the other stroked her stomach and inched lower. He followed the outline of her outer labia. She grabbed his robe to steady herself, her hips titling towards him as her body sought more contact.
 
   “Then I’ll love you with my mouth.” He lowered his head, and his warm breath brushed against her forehead. “Tasting every inch of you. How do you taste, Terri?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she mumbled.
 
   “I bet you taste good.” He rubbed his nose on her cheek and inhaled. “I want your juice on my finger, my lips, my face, only then will I undress you and give you what you want. Do you accept?”
 
   Was he serious? He had her at “You came.” “Yes,” Terri whispered in a voice she hardly recognized. “On one condition.”
 
   “Name it.”
 
   “Don’t hold back. I make you hard? You make me ache. Give me all you got. All of you. And please, don’t be gentle.” 
 
   His hands came back up and cupped her face. He captured her mouth in a kiss that slayed her senses. Ooh, yesss! It wasn’t slow or gentle. It was hot, hard, and demanding. His tongue slipped past the seam of her mouth and slid over hers, exploring her mouth. 
 
   This was what she wanted. Needed. He threaded his fingers into her hair, greedily and furiously taking and giving her what she’d asked. She pressed closer and rubbed against him, her hands going under his robe to stroke his abs and chest. He broke off the kiss.
 
   “Damn, I shouldn’t have done that.” He gripped her wrists and cut off her exploration. “As much as I’d like you to touch me, I’m not ready for that yet. This is about you. I need to learn what makes your body so fucking mesmerizing.”
 
   She stared into his honey-brown eyes and felt herself drowning. “I need to grab on to something or I’m going to fall flat on my face.” 
 
   “I got you.” He turned her around and looped her arms around his neck. His left hand stroked her opposite cheek and tilted it to the side, so he could nuzzle her neck, his unshaven face rough against her skin. At the same time, his other hand brought her flush with him, his erection pressing against her back. “Fingers first. Mouth second. So no more kissing.”
 
   “That’s cruel.”
 
   “You said to give you all of me. Not to hold back. This is me. I love to explore. I love delayed gratification. I love to please a woman and watch her fall apart again and again, knowing I was fucking responsible. Only then do I fuck her brains out.”
 
   “You are a bastard,” she said, but without the heat, her body humming with anticipation.
 
   “That I am. You have beautiful breasts, Terri.” He cupped one breast and played with her nipple, the thin fabric no barrier to his torment. “So fucking perfect,” he whispered, his warm breath wafting over her face. 
 
   “More, please,” she begged.
 
   “I plan to. You’re built like a woman, lush, made to be savored slowly.” His hands crept lower and inched her dress up. “I want to take a bite of your ass, Terri. Right when you are coming, I want to take a large bite until you can’t tell where pleasure ends and pain begins.”
 
   She’d never been into pain during sex, but there was always the first time, a turning point or not. She turned her head towards his, wanting to bury her mouth into any part of his body, so she could stop begging. As things were, she was ready to wrap her thighs around his hand and he hadn’t even touched her skin. She found his thumb and started sucking on it furiously. He groaned, still talking dirty to her.
 
   “Pure silk,” Rod crooned in her ear. “I can feel the heat from your pussy calling to me, Terri. Your scent is amazing.” Even she could smell the scent of arousal. She was so wet and so ready for him. She needed him to touch her now.
 
   His hand touched her thigh and her muscles spasmed, her knees threatening to give away. He cupped her mound, and Terri stopped breathing. She didn’t have panties, so there was no barrier to stop him. 
 
   “Oh, yes,” she whispered when his fingers traced her labia. She ground against his hand, but he retreated. “No, no, don’t stop.”
 
   “Easy, sweetheart. There’s no stopping. You’re so sleek and moist.” He delicately opened the lips of her pussy with his two fingers while a third slid up her cleft and found the hood of her swollen clit. He used her wetness to lubricate his finger and stroked them lightly across the slick folds. 
 
   “Yes!” she hissed and pushed against his hand, wanting him inside her. “Please.”
 
   “Like this?” His finger glided along her pussy one more time and slid deep inside her. “Liquid silk. So perfect. I bet you taste even better. I can’t wait to breathe you and drink your juice. I want the taste of you seared into my palate.”
 
   Terri almost came apart. Her body grew weightless and her mind went blank as an orgasm built. She tried to push against his hand, but his finger slid in halfway and then out as though to tease her and make her want it more. She did with every breath and every bone in her body. 
 
   Out of her mind with need, she bore down on his thumb and he chuckled.
 
   “That’s right, Terri. Bite me. Show me how much you want it.” He added another finger and angled the penetration so he touched her hard clit as he moved in and out of her.
 
   “Rod.” He was still teasing her with shallow strokes, lightning-quick thrusts that grazed her clit and drove her crazy. His breathing grew harsh as though he was aroused too. As though he felt her pleasure. Her scent of sex hung in the air and the wetness dripped down her thighs.
 
   “Do you want it deeper? Harder?”
 
   “Yes,” she yelled, her hips bucking against his hand, begging for more. He rammed those fingers into her pussy while rubbing her extremely sensitive clit with his thumb.
 
   “Damn, you are tight. Hot, wet heat and beautifully shaped.” He finger-fucked her at a demanding pace. The sensations were too intense, like nothing she’d ever felt before. “Let go and fly, Terri. Let me see you come apart.”
 
   Her body arched as she rode his hand, her breathing coming in short spurts. She wanted to grab his wrist and control the pace, but he had trapped her arms with one of his. Instead, she dug into his shoulder with her fingers as her hips bucked.
 
   “That’s right. Fly for me, Terri.” He wedged a thigh between her legs and nudged one aside, lifting it high as he planted a foot on the bench at the foot of the bed and spread her open for a deeper penetration. She yanked his hair as the first wave hit her.
 
   “Oh… Fuck… Oh fuck, yessss!” Terri screamed as she jerked, her other foot leaving the ground as her thighs wrapped around his hand.
 
   She was flying, her body stiffening with the intensity of the orgasm. She bucked and stiffened again. It was an endless wave that kept shooting through her body. When it receded, tiny tremors continued to shake her.
 
   Rod turned her around and lifted her up, his mouth coming down to cover hers. She wrapped her legs around his mid-section and gripped his head. The kiss was slow, languid, and tender as though he was giving her time to recover. Instead, warmth pooled in her stomach. She sunk her hands into his hair and greedily kissed him. She’d been deprived during that first orgasm, and she needed the taste of him embedded into her cells. She bit his lower lip, harder than the first time she’d done it before bolting from his suite. 
 
   Rod growled and took over, kissing her like he wanted to devour her. He ravaged her lips, showing her he loved it when she bit him. 
 
   He stopped kissing her, his eyes burning with passion, his breathing uneven. He studied her. “You like to play rough?”
 
   “Sex is not fun when gentle,” she whispered, pulling his head to her to soothe the bite on his lip. 
 
   “A woman after my own heart.” He laid her onto the bed. “Now I plan to drink you.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Rod eased the boots off  Terri, one at a time, his fingers stroking her silky, warm skin, caressing her feet and ankles. He took her big toe into his mouth and suckled on it while she moaned. He caught a glimpse of her glistening pussy. It was juicy and plump, and oh-so-inviting. His cock grew even harder at the memory of how her muscles had clenched around his fingers. The need to bury himself deep inside her grew. 
 
   He was done talking. It was time to see how she tasted. He dropped a kiss on one knee and the other fell away, inviting him in. Her hand sunk into his hair, guiding him. 
 
   “Not yet, sweetheart.” He turned his head and planted kisses along her arm, inched up to her elbow, then her shoulder. Her skin was so soft and warm. Her moans and sighs pleased him. He was just beginning.
 
   He took her nipple between his teeth through her dress. She moaned, arched, and threw her head back, pressing her breast against his mouth, tremors shooting through her body.
 
   “You love that?”
 
   “Hmm-mm. More,” she ordered, gripping his head and moving it to the other breast. He chuckled and obliged. While she moaned and writhed, he lowered her dress to expose one rosy nipple. It was breathtaking. He’d bedded his share of women, lapped and suckled breasts of different sizes, but none ever looked this inviting. He lowered the other sleeve.
 
   “Beautiful,” he cooed and nestled in the valley between them. His bristles were going to leave marks on her skin, but at the moment he didn’t care. Her response said she loved the feel of them. Her body felt so right, like she was built for him, which was ridiculous. He wasn’t a one-woman man, and he sure as hell didn’t do relationships. This was a one-night party.
 
   To drown the thought, he murmured, “I want to bite you, Terri.”
 
   “Do it. Don’t hold back.”
 
   He pulled a nipple in his mouth and suckled. Then he caught it between his teeth , the bite hard enough to make her cry out.
 
   He stroked and squeezed the other one, prepping it for his mouth. She pressed against him, wrapping one leg around his thigh. His mindless cock sought her heat, but he ignored it. He didn’t reach the ripe age of forty without learning to control his sexual urges. He could wait, until she fell apart for him again.
 
   He inched up and captured her mouth in a searing kiss, savoring the taste of her. He wanted her to bite him again. Rip his skin in mindless passion as she came again. Instead, she caressed his cheek, her touch gentle. Her hand skimmed over his back as though memorizing his body and damn near unmanned him. He wanted her nails digging into his skin, not gentleness.
 
   She swept a hand between them and found him, wrapping her soft hand around his throbbing erection. Rod stopped breathing. She stroked him gently, as though his cock was fragile. When she swept a thumb across the crown, sensations ran up his shaft. He sunk his teeth into her shoulder to stop him from coming right then and there.
 
   Damn it! Where was his control? It was the damn gentleness. He gripped her wrist, caught the other one, and pinned them above her head. 
 
   “Not yet.”
 
   “But I want to touch you,” she protested, defying him and escaping his grip. She found him again. “Please.”
 
   Fuck, yes. “Then grip it hard. Harder, Terri, and pump it.”
 
   She obeyed. She’d been right about one thing. Sex was supposed to be rough. Hot and messy. A duel of the senses. He could handle rough, mindless sex. Gentleness screwed with his head. He closed his eyes as she squeezed and pumped his cock.
 
   She nudged him to his back.
 
   “Terri—”
 
   “I need to do this, too.”
 
   She shimmied down his body, nibbling and caressing every inch of him. She took him into her mouth, and Rod stopped breathing. In the bar, he’d fantasized about having those lush lips wrapped around him, but this… this was better than the fantasy.
 
   She started slow, rolling her tongue around the engorged head of his cock, then sucking on it. Then she took more of him, humming as though she loved the taste and feel of him. Soon, she had all of him down her throat. Her muscles convulsed around him, and Rod rocked his hips, his butt muscles clenching. 
 
   Damn, that felt so good. With his free hand, he stroked her shoulder, her hair when he wanted to grip her head and pump into her mouth, beg her not to stop. She was good, possibly the best head he’d ever had, but it had to stop.
 
   “Easy, sweetheart. I’m still not done with you.” He eased off her mouth and nudged her back. She watched him with dewy eyes, her lips pink and swollen from their kisses. Slowly, he peeled the stretchy dress inch by inch, baring and nibbling her skin. He loved curves on a woman. It meant more to love, to caress and play with. She had a cute belly button. He sucked on it and her hips rose, her scent inviting him to taste her.
 
   He rolled on his knees and completely pulled off the black dress. For a beat he took her in. Not the body he’d licked. Her wet pussy. Shit. Her clit was peaking between the folds, begging to be kissed.
 
   “Now that is a thing of beauty,” he growled.
 
   She grinned. “I can’t take all the credit.”
 
   “But you must. Maintenance is part of it, and this is all trimmed for me,” slipped out before blood could rush back into his head. Of course she hadn’t waxed for him. “Primed to be licked,” he improvised. “Eaten. Fucked.” He expected her to laugh, but when their eyes met, he saw a vulnerability that surprised him. It was fleeting, but he saw it. She went back to being the temptress.
 
   “Show me,” she whispered and let her legs fall apart, one dangling on the edge of the bed. Slowly, she slid her hand down as though to stroke herself but stopped and spread her folds, offering herself to him.
 
   Damn, that was hot.
 
   He lowered his head and tasted her. Just one slow tongue sweep along her pussy. Her hips shot up, her hands came down to his head and gripped it. Another lick, harder because he stiffened his tongue, and her legs slammed on either side of his head.
 
   “Sweetheart, keep those hands up there and your legs apart.”
 
   “I can’t,” she wailed.
 
   She tasted good. He closed his mouth on her for one long drag, then eased her fingers from his hair and rolled to his feet. He could pin her legs easily while feasting on her, but her hands needed to be tied.
 
   He reached behind him for his tie. She leaned on her elbows and watched him curiously. She looked like a sex goddess, her lushness on display. His cock jerked in response.
 
   “What are you doing?” she asked.
 
   “Making sure your hands don’t interfere with my enjoyment.” He showed her the tie and a sexy grin curled her lips.
 
   “Don’t like me to be in control?”
 
   “Not when it messes with my focus.”
 
   She sat up and offered him her hands, but he shook his head. “Behind you.”
 
   She turned around and knelt, offering him her hands. The way she gave in to him, the humility and utter trust, sent adrenaline pounding through his veins. A submissive Terri was something to behold. She threw him a sexy glance over her shoulder.
 
   “I’m all for light bondage and fun, lover man. Just don’t bring out the cuffs.” 
 
   Despite her light tone and the naughty smile, there was vulnerability in her eyes that said she meant it. Sex was one area he believed should have no limits, and from her responses, she knew how to let go. Why not cuffs? Had someone hurt her? 
 
   “It’s okay,” he whispered, sitting on the edge of bed and gently stroking her arm. “We won’t do anything you’re uncomfortable with.”
 
   “I’m not made of porcelain either.”
 
   He chuckled and dropped a kiss on her shoulder. He tied a knot around her wrist, keeping it loose, but not too much that she could slip out of it. He tilted her head and kissed her, slow and easy, then hard, until they were both panting. 
 
   “I need you inside me,” she gasped, dropping her head on his chest.
 
   “Not yet.” He lifted her up and arranged her at the edge of the bed, her feet on the bench. He knelt and studied her. 
 
   “If you wanted to just watch, you should not have tied my hands.”
 
   He’d love to watch her pleasure herself, but now was his turn. He shrugged off his robe. He was still hard and throbbing. “That’s for next time. Right now, there are a few things I plan to do with my hands and mouth.” He pushed her knee aside and stroked her inner thigh, inching lower and lower. Her hips lifted, but he stopped shy of touching her. “Lean back.”
 
   She fell back onto the bed, her tied hands behind her. “When it’s my turn, I’ll make you wish you didn’t tease me this much.”
 
   “You call that teasing? Wait until I start.” He grabbed a pillow and placed it under her hip to elevate her lower body and give him a better access to her pussy. 
 
   He trailed kisses down her inner thighs toward her folds. Once again, her knees fell apart for him. She moaned and pushed her hips toward his mouth, but he switched focus to the other thigh. With her hands tied behind her, the only way to direct him was with words and her hips.
 
   “Please,” she rasped.
 
   He zeroed in on her pussy and swept his tongue around her folds, licking her juice that had dripped on her thighs and outer labia, but purposely avoided her clit. She tried to direct his head by lifting and rotating her hips, but he was a man on a mission. He teased and laved, his hands holding her thighs firmly against the pillow. He was in control and determined to make her second orgasm better than the first one.
 
   “Mmm-hmmm,” she moaned, her head lolling.
 
   “Use words, Terri. Tell me what you want.”
 
   “Lick me,” came out in a harsh whisper. “Eat me” was louder.
 
   “Soon.” He rolled her over to her stomach and rained kisses down her back, working his way down. He took a chunky bite of her ass and she gasped, her hips rising off the pillow. Grinning, he gripped her and lifted her, so she was on her knees, her perfect butt in the air, her tied hands resting on her lower back.
 
   The view of her pussy from the back was unparalleled. Her clit protruded between the folds, but her inner labia gave him a glimpse of her tight sheath. She was moist and slick, and there was nothing he wanted better than to grip his cock and ease it into her so slowly while savoring the feel of her muscles closing in around him. 
 
   Rod, once again, fought for control. “Have you ever been told you have the most perfectly shaped pussy in the entire universe?”
 
   “Yes. By you. Please. Stop torturing me.”
 
   Grinning, he spread her labia and swept his tongue along her clit to her inner lips. Her knees gave out, but he already wound his arm around her thighs. He pressed his face close and rubbed her with his nose, inhaling her scent. Her groan of frustration said she was close to where he wanted her—consumed with the need so great nothing else mattered.
 
   “Oh, that feels good,” she panted.
 
   “Can you handle more?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then brace yourself. I want you to come in my mouth, Terri. Scream my name.”
 
   His arms tightened around her thigh as he moved closer and closed his mouth on the tiny erection. He flickered his tongue around it and sucked hard. Her thighs trembled and a mewling sound left her lips. She scooted forward as though to escape his mouth. 
 
   “Where are you going, Terri?” He gripped her arms and held her in place without easing up. He was relentless.
 
   “It’s too much,” she moaned. 
 
   “Do you want me to stop?” he asked, pushing her clit with his tongue, drawing her into his mouth.
 
   “No. Yes.”
 
   Tremors shot through her body, so he knew she was close, yet he took a painful breath and stopped. He couldn’t continue when she’d ordered him to stop.
 
   “No, no, no, what are you doing?” she asked, sounding close to tears. “Don’t stop. Not now.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   She growled and pushed her ass against his face.
 
   “Stop talking,” she ordered.
 
   He chuckled and lowered his head to lap at her, building the tension to where he’d left off. He laid siege to her clit, using his teeth to heighten the sensations until her cries filled the room. He could feel the wave swell through her body. He rolled back on his haunches and lifted her to his face, pushing her hard. She was so close to falling apart.
 
   She arched her back and screamed, “Rod. Yessss! Don’t stop. Oh. I’m coming. Yesssss!” 
 
   She went still, then her body convulsed, her legs kicking out. Rod had never seen a woman explode like that, savoring the taste of her. He milked the orgasm from her. Twice he’d made her come, and both times, she’d been facing away from him. Next time, he’d see the look in her eyes as she came.
 
   Damn! She was spectacular. Raw and unfiltered. Like no woman he’d ever had. He wanted the same response when his cock was inside her. No screens or insecurities. No shadows from her past. Just pure, unadulterated passion.
 
   Gently, he lowered her down and feathered kisses on her skin. Tremors shook her body every few seconds. She rested her head on the side, her eyes closed, a dreamy smile on her lips. His cock rested between her butt cheeks. He wanted her so badly he couldn’t think straight, but he decided to wait until she was ready for him again. 
 
   He stroked her back, swept the hair from her sweaty shoulder. God, she felt right. Everything about her felt right. Her lush body. Her scent. The way she fell apart. It was both awe-inspiring and humbling. Made him invincible, and at the same time, lucky to witness it.
 
   “You tasted so damn good,” he whispered, undoing the knot around her wrist. He kissed her shoulder. “And came so beautifully.”
 
   “Because of you. The things you do with your mouth.” She turned around, her movement slow. He eased on his back, offering her his arm as a pillow, kissing her forehead. She nestled and stroked his face. “You were amazing.”
 
   “That was all you.”
 
   “The sound of the instrument depends on the master,” she whispered, touching his lips. She kissed him and his cock jerked. Her leg lifted and rubbed it. “I want to play you too, Rod. I want you to sing for me.”
 
   He chuckled. No woman could make him sing. In all his years of sleeping around—and he’d started early in his teens—no woman had ever made him come completely undone. Satisfying women was his specialty. His thing. Giving them control wasn’t.
 
   He stroked the underside of her breast and thumbed her nipple. It had softened after her orgasm, but responded to him.
 
   “Not tonight, sweetheart. You’re sated and tired. Close your eyes and go to sleep.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
   Was he crazy? Sleep was the last thing on her mind.
 
   Rod already rocked her world twice, and no man did that without seeking his own release. He’d have to be a saint or the kind of man that made a girl start thinking about bad words. Really bad, screw-with-your-brain kind of words like relationship, monogamy, love, marriage, kids…
 
   One-sided pleasure-fests were for men you walked down the aisle to the alter and swore to love and cherish forever. Terri didn’t believe in forever anymore. She was all about drive-by sex. Booty calls. Friends with benefits was as far as she went. Relationships were complicated.
 
   Her hand continued its southward exploration and found Rod’s erection. It was hot, velvet over steel, and ridged with veins. She wanted to play with him and feel him inside her. She wanted to look into Rod’s eyes as they joined and as she rode him and made him come.
 
   “Don’t mind him. He will calm down in a few hours,” he said, sounding hoarse. Even as he spoke, his hips rose as he pressed against her hand.
 
   “Not without my help.” She kissed him and whispered against his lips, “It’s time you found out what I have in store for you.”
 
   He chuckled. “Sounds ominous.”
 
   “La petite mort could never be bad.” She kissed him. His arm circled her waist while the other hand held her head in place as he plundered her mouth, a groan erupting from his chest. The hunger in him sent a shockwave through her. Why would he be willing to ignore his needs just because he thought she was tired?
 
   Don’t go there. Focus on the here and now, not the whys.
 
   She draped a leg across his waist as she greedily sucked on his tongue. Her pulse spiked, her nipples pebbling as though triggered by the taste of him. His hand left her head and stroked her side before cupping her breast. Her insides melted when he played with her nipples.
 
   Not again.
 
   This was about him, not her. She pulled his hands away, but that just made it possible for him to slide them along her hips and find her from behind. He stroked her and Terri whimpered. Fuck, that felt good. She yanked her mouth from his and sat up.
 
   At five seven, she was more than average in height. But against him, she was puny. Those long arms of his were like tentacles, reaching places with such ease she couldn’t fight back. 
 
   “No, Rod. It’s my turn and you will not take it from me,” Terri ordered, nudging his hands away from her body.
 
   “You like giving orders.”
 
   “If it gets me what I want.”
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “You.” She pushed his arms above his head, reached inside the bag from Madam Zoe’s for the cuffs, and leaned across his body to restrain his hands. Her breasts just happened to be near his mouth, so he snagged a nipple. He knew just what to do to make her moan and sigh with pleasure. It took all her effort to take control back.
 
   His eyes, sensual and intense, slid from her breasts to her nether regions before coming back to connect with her. He grinned while she glared at him. 
 
   “You’re not being fair.”
 
   “Not when it comes to this.” Her entire body quivered at the heated gaze, but she forced herself to focus on him and not at the abnormal way her body was reacting. Lying there underneath her, that masculine smug smile on his lips, he looked carnal and untamable, like the master of everything he did, including her body.
 
   “Have you any idea how glorious you look?” he asked, reaching to caress her breast.
 
   “Not as glorious as you.” She pushed his arms back up and inched lower, his muscles leaping under her palm. “I want to lick you from the base to the crown, take you into my mouth, and make you come hard. Promise to behave.”
 
   His grin broadened. “How can I behave? I love your mouth on me.”
 
   “If you can’t keep your hands off me, I’ll have to tie your cuffed hands to the bed.”
 
   “I can’t keep my hands off you, so tie away.”
 
   How often did he get tied, and by whom? Terri frowned, hating that she was feeling emotions other than lust.
 
   “Are you going to do it?” Rod asked.
 
   She wanted to tie him up all right, but the hotel bed wasn’t build for it. She kissed him. “I’m in control now, Rod. And I’m doing things my way, so keep those hands up, and no touching me.”
 
   He leaned back, looking sexually lethal. She’d never been this turned on by a man. She ran her nails along his corded shoulder muscles, nipped his jaw and his earlobe, and watched him squirm. He was hers now, his pleasure hers to control. Unbridled thrill coursed through Terri as she tilted his head and kissed him. He leaned into the kiss, naturally wanting to take over. She backed away and laughed when he groaned. 
 
   “You’re going to make me regret this,” he said.
 
   “No, Rod. I’m going to show you what I can do.” She straddled his powerful thighs, cradling his erection. She traced her nail along his cock and pressed him against her labia. He shuddered. She wanted to push him inside her, but didn’t. Not yet. Instead, she let him go. His cock jerked and a small growl escaped him.
 
   “Do that again,” he ordered.
 
   She chuckled. “I promised to take care of you, Rod. My way.”
 
   She trailed kisses down his neck to his chest. His scent, a blend of clean sweat and soap, was stimulating. He had sensitive nipples and his muscles spasming under her lips fueled her lust. But it wasn’t enough. She wanted him yelling her name. She’d screamed his several times. 
 
   She played with him, letting her badass side take over, nails digging into his muscles, followed by her tongue soothing the marks. She continued lower, licking his belly button and his abs. 
 
   “Terri,” he growled, and heat rippled through her. His need was such a turn on.
 
   She ignored his cock and nipped on his thighs, until she was on her knees. She glanced at him and caught him watching her with morbid fascination. Giving him a naughty smile, she sunk her teeth into his thigh and he groaned. She did it again, moving closer and closer to his cock. Biting, not hard enough to break skin, then soothing with her tongue. 
 
   “Damn, that feels good.” The hunger in his eyes was all she needed to see to know he was ready. “Take me in. All of me, Terri. Now.”
 
   She ignored his orders, gripped his cock and went to work on his balls. She licked them with long strokes, like they were her favorite ice cream, and swirled her tongue around them. He went rigid. But when she pursed her lips and took one into her mouth, he stopped breathing.
 
   “Fuck,” he rasped out.
 
   She grinned and went to take care of the second one. He thought that was something? She flickered the tip of her tongue along the vertical line between his balls, the most sensitive part, and was rewarded. He hissed and growled out her name, his hips rising. His breathing became erratic. Yep, teasing that line between balls turned most men into blabbering idiots.
 
   He was completely under her will. She gripped his cock, pumping it up and down as a pre-cum bead appeared at the tip of the crown. She licked him like he was her favorite candy. She gripped the shaft and swirled her tongue around the crown. Back at the base, she lapped his balls again and slowly moved up his shaft, sometimes brushing the tip along her lips as though he was her lipstick. She rolled her tongue around the crown and took him in her mouth.
 
   Watching his expression, she continued to work him with her tongue, sucking him, and tightening the grip of her mouth. Whenever she paused, she squeezed him and dug her nails into his shaft. His hips jerked, a moan ripping from his chest.
 
   Rod’s breathing grew heavier. She was seriously getting turned on by his reaction. The harder she sucked, teased with her nails and teeth, the more he strained to stay in control, the wetter she became. She was relentless, her tongue whirling around his dick. A thin sheet of sweat coated his skin, the muscles on his arms thrown in relief.
 
   “Damn that feels… Fuck.”
 
   She relaxed her throat and took him deeper, moaning as his hips rose. He closed his eyes and rocked into her mouth.
 
   “Fuck. I’m going to come,” he warned. “Pull me out now.”
 
   She wanted to taste him, fill her mouth with him. His ass was off the bed, which was perfect. She worked him with one hand, her lips meeting the pumping hand. The other had reached for his balls and tugged. He surrendered with a guttural cry. His release came out fast, flooding her mouth and throat. She swallowed and licked him clean.
 
   He tasted good.
 
   He studied her from underneath his lashes, his chest rising and falling rapidly, his breathing slowing down. “Damn, your mouth. The things you did to my balls. What was that?”
 
   She grinned. “I’ll do it again if you like it that much.”
 
   “I do. You beautiful, talented…” He stopped as though words failed him. “Come here.”
 
   She slid up his body, planting soft, soothing kisses along the way, until she reached his lips. Most men she’d slept with weren’t crazy about kissing a woman after a blowjob. Obviously, Rod had no problem with that. He kissed her hard and they stayed locked chest-to-chest, lips-to-lips, his cuffed hands resting on her back, until he calmed down. She removed the cuffs.
 
   “Do you want something to eat or drink?” he asked.
 
   “A drink.” 
 
   “Champagne? White or red wine? Something stronger? Or water?”
 
   She chuckled. “Anything is fine.”
 
   She rolled on to her stomach and watched him walk out of the room. He really had a gorgeous body. Broad, powerful shoulders, narrow waist, firm butt, and powerful thighs. Watching him was making her wet again. It was a good thing they had the whole night.
 
   He returned with shots of whiskey in two glasses. She nestled against his chest and sipped hers, swishing it around her mouth. He pressed a kiss on her temple.
 
   “So, tell me the story behind the wig and the fake piercing,” he said, and Terri sighed. Somehow she’d known he would bring that up. She would stick as close to the truth as possible.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   “It’s something I do so certain people wouldn’t recognize me.”
 
   Rod frowned. “Why?”
 
   “My work depends on my anonymity, and please don’t ask me to elaborate because I can’t.” 
 
   He didn’t push for an answer, but he was curious. Was she a spy? “So, what can you tell me about Terri Randal? Are you originally from Vegas, or we can’t discuss that either?”
 
   “I was born in San Diego and relocated to Vegas.” She dipped her finger in the drink and licked her finger. “I have two brothers, seventeen-year-old twins. My father died before I was born and my mother lives with my brothers now.”
 
   “Do you visit them often?”
 
   “Not as often as I’d like. I’m hungry,” she added and reached across him to put her glass away, but he saw the look in her eyes. She didn’t want to talk about herself. 
 
   What did she do for a living? He stroked the arch on her back, and she turned and smiled at him. That breathtaking smile hid secrets. He wondered what he’d need to do to unlock them. One night was not going to be enough for him.
 
   “I can call the restaurant for food. Or ask my people to get you whatever you need.”
 
   “Your people?”
 
   “They are a few suites away.”
 
   She chuckled and draped herself across his chest, reached down to stroke him. He was already hard. “I’m not hungry for food. I need to feel you inside me.”
 
   Damn, but she pleased him. Her appetite matched his.
 
   “How do you want it? Nice and slow? Because I can do nice and slow. I can also deliver hard and furious.”
 
   “Can I have both? Pretty please?”
 
   Chuckling, he rolled her over and brushed her lips with his. “You can tell me when you want it slow or fast. ” He kissed her again, long and languid. When he eased off it, he nipped her chin and moved toward her ear, making her body quiver. “Terri,” he whispered.
 
   “Mm-hmm.” She tilted her head to give him access to her neck.
 
   “I’m going to fuck you like you’ve never been fucked before. Your pussy will remember how I feel,” he said, hoping to warn her, maybe shock her.
 
   “Thank God,” she said, and he laughed.
 
   He reached inside the nightstand and removed a condom from a box he’d carried with his toiletries. He had a stockpile and planned to put them to good use. She watched him roll the condom over his cock. He seemed to grow hard under her hungry look.
 
   She reached up for him and he joined her, kissing her hard this time. He stroked her skin and cupped her breast, but she pressed against him urgently, showing him what she wanted. He reached down and swept a finger between her folds.
 
   Her pussy was swollen from their foreplay, and if possible, wetter than before. He slipped a finger inside her and moist heat wrapped around it. Her muscles tightened.
 
   “The feel of you is unforgettable.” He slid his arms under her knees and lifted them up his arms to his shoulders, folding her into two. He grabbed his cock and placed it at the entrance of her pussy. She lifted her hips while pressing kisses on his shoulder and arm.
 
   “Easy, love. I don’t want to hurt you.”
 
   “You won’t. I’m ready and flexible.”
 
   She was. He kissed her and pushed her legs some more, until her toes touched the pillows. He wanted nothing more than to impale her in one swift thrust, but he was a large man with a sizable cock, not just lengthwise, but in girth too. No matter what she might think, he wasn’t about to abuse her pussy that way.
 
   He snaked an arm around her waist, gently pulled her toward him, and slowly entered her. Her muscles expanded to accommodate his girth. He began to sweat, every muscle on his body taut with the restraint he was putting them through.
 
   The sensations as he eased into her were incredible. She felt amazing. Tight and hot. One final push and he was all the way in. Her core muscles tightened all around him and he let out a moan that sounded like nothing he’d ever heard leave his mouth, except earlier when she’d sucked on his balls and teased them with her tongue. He paused to gain control.
 
   “Are you okay?” he rasped, tremors shooting through his body. 
 
   “Yes,” she croaked. He leaned down to kiss her. At the same time, he began to move, slowly, carefully, to give her time to adjust to him. She tore her lips from his and gripped his face, giving him a stern look.
 
   “Stop teasing and fuck me, Rod.” She pushed up to meet him. “Hard and fast.”
 
   Damn it! She was going to push him over the edge too soon with that mouth of hers. He loved her feistiness. It did things to him he’d never experienced before. Made him harder than he’d ever gotten. Hornier.
 
   “Like this?” He thrust into her, pulled back all the way until he was at the entrance, then sunk into her. She cried out, and for one moment, he thought he’d hurt her.
 
   “Yessss!” she hissed. “Like that. More.”
 
   He listened to her body, her words, pushing hard when she needed it, going deeper and pausing, then withdrawing slowly only to plunge in again fast. He wanted her to feel each stroke. Remember the shape of his cock. He drove into her again and again, until he felt the moment the orgasm started. Her pussy started to vibrate.
 
   “Tell me you are coming, baby. I need to hear it.”
 
   “I am coming. Ooooh. Fuck. Rod, yessss!”
 
   She bucked, nearly pushing him off her. He pinned her legs on either side of her head and picked up tempo. Plunging into her pussy again and again, slamming into her in mindless passion. Her body hummed and vibrated with increasing intensity, her eyes closing in ecstasy. 
 
   “Fly for me, Terri. Fall apart for me.”
 
   Her eyes flew open when she reached fever pitch, her mouth dropping open in a perfect “O” as her body convulsed around him. Her orgasm triggered his. Rod yelled as pleasure shot up his spine and tore through him. 
 
   He didn’t know where he got the strength to roll over without collapsing on top of her. He pulled her close, tucking her under his chin, both of them drenched in sweat.
 
   “Rod,” she whispered.
 
   “Yes,” he said softly, pressing a kiss on her sweat-drenched hair.
 
   “You’re close to breaking my ribs.”
 
   He hadn’t realized he was holding her so tight. He relaxed, but thoughts raced through his head. Thoughts that didn’t make sense. No, he couldn’t keep her or ask her to stay with him. This was a one-night thing. Maybe after he made love to her again, his world would go back to normal. He loved his world the way it was. Hookups, mindless sex, and gambling were in his comfort zones. He’d make love to her one more time, and she’d be out of his system.
 
   “I’m starving. Do you want something to eat?” he asked.
 
   She lifted her head. “Yes.”
 
   “Good. I’ll order something.” He reached for the hotel phone and dialed.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Terri listened to Rod tell someone to bring them food and traced his jawline with her eyes before moving down to his wide chest. He was a large man with a powerful body, yet he wasn’t intimidating. Everything about him was aesthetically pleasing. He pulled her back into his arms and draped a leg over her hips as though trapping her with his body.
 
   “Tell me, Rod,” she whispered, stroking his thigh. “What do you do for XSN?”
 
   “I’m in acquisition. I love to win, so I spend most of my time wheeling and dealing. In fact, I just got back from acquiring a small publishing press. They publish comic books.”
 
   “Let me guess. Extreme sports.”
 
   He chuckled. “What do you have against sports?”
 
   “Nothing. I happen to love sports.”
 
   He lifted her chin and caressed her cheek, his touch gentle. “Like what?”
 
   “Sex.” She moved her knee and brushed his cock. It stirred. “If you haven’t noticed, I happen to enjoy it.”
 
   He laughed, the sound rumbling through his chest. He kissed her forehead. “Best sport ever.”
 
   “So why a comic book publisher? And don’t ask what I have against comics. I don’t. As a child, when life became unbearable, I’d spend hours at the library with my nose buried in comics.”
 
   He chuckled. “I crawled under the blanket with a flashlight, so no one knew I was awake. The noises and sounds from the other rooms would disappear when Batman was on duty.”
 
   “DC fan?”
 
   “Both.”
 
   Terri laughed. “Me too. I don’t understand the rivalry. DC pioneered comics and Marvel built on it, but both kicked things into high gear by creating hundreds of characters and storylines. Were you friends with the librarian too?”
 
   “Oh, yes. She kept new releases for me. When I turned seventeen, I decided to thank her.” A sexy smile curled his lips. “Regularly.”
 
   “Oh no, you didn’t.” Terri sat up and smacked him on the chest. “You seduced the librarian. That’s wrong on so many levels.”
 
   His smile turned smug. He ran his knuckles along her shoulder. “I had no money to buy her gifts, and at seventeen, I could pass for twenty-something and”—he wiggled his eyebrows—“I already had mad skills.”
 
   She snickered. “I bet she knew you were underage.”
 
   “I made sure my age wasn’t an issue. I got whatever books I wanted and made her one happy woman.”
 
   Terri was surprised at the spark of possessiveness. Hating it, she wiggled, until he lifted his leg. She changed positions, sprawled on his chest, and propped her chin to look into his eyes. 
 
   “I wish I had known you then. Sometimes, I had to wait for months to get a copy of Scooby-Doo and the gang.”
 
   “I would have shared mine with you.” He ran a hand down her back and rested one large hand on her butt cheek. 
 
   She frowned, remembering how Paul would buy copies and refuse to share unless she gave in to his demands. He’d always wanted a piece of her soul in return. The asshole.
 
   Rod traced her eyebrow. “What is it?”
 
   “Tell me more about your childhood. Any brothers or sisters? Are your parents still alive?”
 
   “If I tell you, will you answer one question for me?”
 
   She stiffened. “Depends.”
 
   “It’s nothing damaging or revealing.” She studied him with sober eyes and he stared right back at her, his gaze reassuring. His hand left her butt and slowly moved up her back to her shoulder, his touch gentle, soothing. When he reached her cheeks, he traced a line along her jawline. “I’d never use what you tell me against you.”
 
   “Okay, but don’t make me regret this. There’re certain things I can’t talk about.”
 
   “Deal. I was an only a child. My father disappeared after making my mother pregnant. I didn’t hear from him again, until I was featured in some magazine after my company was publicly traded. Then he wanted to introduce me to my half sisters and brothers. I told him to take a hike.” He frowned. “I’m happy Mother wasn’t around to see that. She worked hard to forget him and provide for me, but I was a constant reminder of their past together because I look just like him. She never got over him and tried to forget him in the arms of other losers. I didn’t understand that shit at first, but my librarian friend explained it.” He chuckled as though remembering the past. “I’m grateful she put food on the table and clothes on my back until I could fend for myself, but it wasn’t my job to make her happy. The day I left for college…” He stopped, a weird look crossing his face.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “She told me the scholarship was wasted on me because I was my father’s son. I didn’t know how much she resented me for looking like him until that day. So I set out to prove her wrong.”
 
   Terri stroked his face. She didn’t think anyone could have a more heartbreaking story than hers. A mother’s love was the one thing a child should always count on. Her mother had always put her children first. If she ever found out about Paul, she would go to prison to confront him.
 
   “I’m sure she regretted it, Rod. She must have been proud of you.”
 
   There was a knock at the door before he could answer.
 
   “That’s our food. Up.” He smacked her ass. The sting was barely there, but she was surprised by the way her body reacted. A zing shot straight to her clit.
 
   She rolled over. “You start that and I’ll deliver a few of my own.”
 
   “I’m counting on it.” He grabbed his robe and shrugged it on. “Come on, my lusty wench. You don’t have to wear anything, if you like.”
 
   She snickered. He would probably enjoy that, the impossible man. She went to the bathroom for a robe. Voices came from the dining room, then silence followed. The servers must have left. She was tempted to drop the robe. She followed the scent of food.
 
   “Food smells good,” she called out, hurrying to join Rod.
 
   He wasn’t alone. A woman in an expensive trench coat was talking to him as a team of people set the table. She didn’t look happy and didn’t bother to hide it. Terri guessed she was one of his people. Even at one in the morning, she looked well put together. She didn’t seem surprised to see Terri. In fact, the look the woman gave her was one of condescension. Terri didn’t care.
 
   “Terri?” a familiar voice said.
 
   Crap! “Gio.”
 
   “Cara mia.” The Italian chef left the table and hurried towards her, his arms extended. She hugged him, pressed cheeks, and blew kisses. “No one told me you were here.”
 
   “I’m just passing through.”
 
   “No, no. You must not leave yet. I have a new recipe of your favorite salad. Hmm, un piatto saporito.” He kissed his fingers. “Tomorrow, I make it for you.”
 
   Terri gripped both his hands. “Giovanni,” she said on a sigh.
 
   “Cara, I named the recipe after you. You must try it.” Then he seemed to remember why he was in the suite and went to direct the two servers. Before they swept out of the room, Gio bowed to Rod, then blew Terri a kiss and added, “Tomorrow, I leave it in the kitchen with instructions they bring it up here for lunch.”
 
   That meant swinging by the kitchen before she left. Terri looked up and found Rod and his assistant staring curiously at her. The staff had never forgotten her and how she’d impacted their lives. Gio and his adoration just complicated things for her. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
   Rod woke up first and studied the woman beside him. Terri Randal was an enigma, and he planned to slowly uncover her secrets. Last night, he’d carried her from the dining room and made slow, sweet love while he told her how he loved being inside her. He’d finally found a woman who didn’t cringe when he talked dirty. She got off on it.
 
   One more time and he’d be sated, he’d thought. Wrong. He wanted more of her mouth, her body, her mind, her secrets. She guarded her identity like a precious commodity, but even though she didn’t know it, Rod would never use her secrets against her. The reaction of the chef from The Grill, a restaurant on the first floor of the hotel, said the man knew her and respected her enough to name a dish after her. So, who was Terri Randal?
 
   His eyes fell on her bag. It was an expensive bag, but it said very little about her, except that she could afford it. One phone call and he could set into motion a chain of events that could lead to answers, but he didn’t want to snoop around or go behind her back for answers. He wanted her to open up to him, which meant spending more time with her. For the first time in his adult life, Rod wanted to stick around and know a woman. It didn’t hurt that the sex was amazing. The things the woman could do… 
 
   The hotel phone rang, intruding on his thoughts. He snatched it before it could wake her up, spoke briefly into it, and went to pick up the extension in the living room.
 
   “Lucille, can I help you?”
 
   “Is Terri still there or has she left?”
 
   Rod chuckled. The woman was direct if anything. “She’s asleep.”
 
   “Oh. Okay. Tell her she shouldn’t bother to come in today. We hired someone else.”
 
   “Are you firing her?” Rod didn’t bother to mask his outrage.
 
   There was silence on the line, then the woman chuckled. “Hell yeah, I’m canning her ass. She has an attitude. She dared to leave early yesterday after I held the job for her for days. And she didn’t come in this morning. Just because we go way back doesn’t mean she can take advantage of me.”
 
   “Listen, lady. She’s the best bartender you have in that place and you’ll be sorry for losing her.”
 
   “Best bartender, yes. Employee of the Month? I don’t think so.” The woman actually laughed as though enjoying herself. “She sucks at showing up when she’s needed. She can reapply once she has an attitude adjustment. For now, you are welcome to keep her annoying ass.”
 
   The line went dead before Rod could respond. He glared at the receiver.
 
   What the hell was wrong with people? He had a mind to call that woman back and lecture her about her attitude. Terri was an amazing bartender. He’d watched her take keys and call cabs for several of the patrons, listen to the woes of a few unseasoned gamblers without complaining, and even offer them tips on gambling. He’d yet to meet a Vegas resident who didn’t act like he or she had inside information on how to win big, but she’d actually known what she was talking about.
 
   Terri was still asleep when Rod went back into the bedroom. He grabbed his phone and left the room to make another call. Marx picked it up after a ring.
 
   “Marx, I need the highest paying bartending gig in Vegas,” Rod said.
 
   “Morning to you too, Thorne. Did you get a hostess fired again? I cannot hire anymore of your paramours.”
 
   “A friend was fired and needs a gig. Create one if need be. I’ll take care of her salary.”
 
   Marx chuckled. “You and your one-night stands.”
 
   “You have an hour, Marx.”
 
   “Hey, I’m not a miracle worker. I have a business to run.”
 
   “But you know who to talk to about a job. Find me an opening. Or maybe you are losing your touch. First, you have no idea who the Chameleon is or how she steals your clients, and now you can’t find one girl a decent job.”
 
   “Screw you, Thorne. I’ll have casinos lining up to hire your latest conquest just like I found your showgirls and actresses gigs before her. It will cost you.”
 
   Rod chuckled. “Surprise me.”
 
   The next call was to his assistant. Nancy was headed back to Burbank, where Thorne Multimedia Corp. headquarters was located. After talking to her and going over a few things he needed her to take care of, he called room service, pocketed his phone, and went to wake up Terri.
 
   She stretched and uncurled her lush body. She looked even more beautiful in the morning with mussed hair and no makeup. She must have washed it off last night. He kissed her.
 
   “Morning,” he whispered against her lips and deepened the kiss. “How did you sleep?”
 
   A slow smile spread across her lips as she caressed his cheek. She touched the corner of his mouth. “Like a baby. You sing the best lullaby, Roderick Thorne.”
 
   “You mean the naughty nothings I whispered in your ears while I came deep inside you,” he whispered, grinning.
 
   She chuckled. “Of course. You are an amazing lover, but”—she glanced at the clock on the nightstand—“you know what they say about all good things coming to an end?”
 
   “It doesn’t have to come to an end. Spend the next two days with me. I’m not flying home until Monday morning.”
 
   “You have your people here with you.”
 
   “My assistant is flying back today. The pilot will pick me up in a couple of days.” He played with her hair. It was silky. “Gio sent a message about a special lunch to go with your salad. We could spend the afternoon in this room. I promise to make every second count.”
 
   “We can’t spend every hour having sex, Rod,” she protested.
 
   “Says who?” He settled beside her, his mindless cock already hard. “I know this amazing comic book store off the Strip. We could head there to pick up a few comics.”
 
   “Only if they have Scooby-Doo.”
 
   “They definitely have Scooby-Doo.” Or he would have offered them an arm and a leg to find some.
 
   Her smile was like a ray of sunshine. “You drive a hard bargain.”
 
   He pressed a kiss on her hand. “I can be persuasive when I want something really bad, and I want more of you. Although, I’m insulted that Scooby was the deciding factor.”
 
   She grinned. “You bring quite a bit to the table. Or should I say the bed? I have to call Lucille first.”
 
   “She called earlier and said you didn’t have to come in.”
 
   “Really?” Terri studied his face, eyes narrowing. He was sure his dislike for her boss was written all over his face. “No, she didn’t. What exactly did she say?”
 
   “That she’s hired a new bartender, so you don’t have a job, but she’d send a list of potential employers with openings so you shouldn’t worry about being unemployed.”
 
   Terri laughed. “Nice paraphrasing, but Lucille would never say I don’t have a job at Lucky Barrel or offer to find one for me elsewhere.” She tilted her head to the side and studied him. “Did she say she canned my ass because I have an attitude?”
 
   Rod frowned. “Yes. It was very unprofessional of her. Is that something she does often? ”
 
   “Oh, yes. She knows I can’t work at any bar except hers.”
 
   “Why not? You are damn good at it.”
 
   She grinned. “Thank you. She and I have been friends since middle school and I help out at Lucky Barrel whenever I’m in town. So, technically, she can’t fire me because I’m not really her employee.”
 
   “Damn.” He laughed. He’d overreacted.
 
   “What? What did you do? Did you yell at her for firing me?”
 
   “She hung up on me before I could say anything. No one’s ever done that before.” She laughed at his faked outrage. He pinched her cute nose. “And no woman has ever laughed at me for making a fool of myself.” He pulled the phone out of the pocket of his robe and redialed Marx’s number. “Marx, I’ve changed my mind. You don’t need to find her that bartending position.”
 
   “I’ve set wheels in motion, my friend,” Marx said, probably thinking about the large commission he’d get.
 
   “Then charge me.” Rod hung up and caught Terri’s hand before she could get out of bed. “Where are you going?”
 
   “You tried to find me a job?” she asked calmly, but something in her eyes said she wasn’t amused.
 
   “I thought I was the reason you lost yours,” he said, choosing his words carefully.
 
   She shook her head. “Is this something you do often?”
 
   “Depends on what you mean.”
 
   “Hook up with a woman, snare her in your sensual web and decadent sex, until she loses her sense of time, and once she gets fired, you use your connections to find her a job?”
 
   He thought about it and decided to come clean. “Yes, but I could change for the right woman. Just snare her with decadent sex and not care if she gets fired.”
 
   Chuckling, she leaned down and kissed him. “I love your honesty, and no, don’t change. You’re just fine the way you are. Maybe too fine. And yes, I will spend the day, and possibly the night, with you. The comic book store was a nice touch. Now, I better shower before Gio appears with our meal.” She jumped off the bed and sashayed toward the bathroom. 
 
   Rod grew hard watching her. That ass of hers was a work of art. He loved her boldness and the fact that she wasn’t afraid to be herself around him. He didn’t need to apologize for who he was either, which was refreshing because he had no intention of ever changing for anyone.
 
   “You coming to join me or what?” she asked, turning her head to give him a sexy smile over her shoulder. “You could get lucky.”
 
   Morning sex was the best. Though it was almost eleven. He scrambled out of bed and followed her.
 
   They steamed the shower for an hour. The food the kitchen delivered, including Gio’s special salad, was worth the wait. He expected Terri to pull on her red wig, fake piercing, and studs since she didn’t like to be recognized, but was surprised when she wore a cute sundress and left her hair alone. She was breathtaking.
 
   Downstairs, Rod noticed the stares. He was used to getting attention from women, but this was different. The front desk managers nudged each other. It wasn’t until the door man touched his hat, bowed, and asked, “Taxi, Ms. Randal?” that he realized she was the draw.
 
   Terri glanced Rod and asked, “Do we take a taxi or walk?”
 
   “Taxi.” He tipped the doorman and joined her in the back seat of a cab. “So how often do you stay at this hotel?”
 
   “Not that often.”
 
   “They seem to love you,” he said, hoping she’d give him a little bit more information about herself. 
 
   “That’s because I’m loveable.” She glanced back once and hugged his arm, her head resting on his shoulder. “So, where are we going?”
 
   “My favorite store in Vegas.” Who the hell was Terri Randal? He’d gone from thinking she was a squatter to a relative of someone who worked at the hotel. Now, he was convinced she was connected to the hotel itself. Maybe she was a rebellious socialite who moonlighted as a bartender.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Terri didn’t want to worry, but a black SUV pulled behind them when they left the Versailles Palace and stayed on their tail throughout the drive. They got off the strip to a crowded parking lot of the Colossal Comic Store. She gripped Rod’s hand, only half-listening to him as two men left the SUV and followed them, their images reflected on the store windows. They wore aviator sunglasses and dark clothes, just like her stepbrother’s henchmen. 
 
   Posters with Free Comic Book Day written in bright red greeted them when they entered the store, and memories flooded Terri’s head. Colossal was pretty new, but when she was younger, she had a similar comic book store near her home in Henderson, just smaller. Colossal was, plainly put, huge and crowded. A line of tables with kids coloring comic pages seemed to run across the store. To the right, older kids and teens were having their faces painted while their parents kept watch or flipped through comic books.
 
   Terri would have felt right at home if it weren’t for the two goons shadowing them. They entered the store behind them and removed their glasses. Her heart dropped. They’d been at Lucky Barrel last night.
 
   Being on the run had made her an expert at reading body language and memorizing faces. How the hell did they find her? They must have picked up her trail in Atlantic City? She’d been sure someone had followed her to the airport.
 
   “Is everything okay?” Rod asked, looking down at her.
 
   She gave him her most playful smile. “Oh, yes. How often do you come here?”
 
   “Not often enough, but I know the brothers quite well. Ah, here comes Lenny.”
 
   A man with a full beard approached them with a broad smile. “Thorne.” They clasped hands and exchanged a manly hug. “Nice to have you back.”
 
   “I always come back, my friend. This is my friend, Terri Randal. Terri, Lenny McArthur.”
 
   McArthur took her hand and kissed her knuckles. “What is a lovely young lady like you doing with a rogue like him?”
 
   “I couldn’t resist his charm,” Terri said, and McArthur laughed.
 
   “Then he must turn it on just for you. All I get from him are orders.”
 
   “Do you have anything for me?” Rod asked.
 
   “You see what I’m talking about?” Lenny turned to lead the way towards the back of the store. “A few rare ones in mint condition came in a few days ago. Batman’s and Superman’s first appearances. I hope you can add them to your collection.” He led them to the back of the store where comics were locked in display shelves. The collector pieces were in individual cases, but the owner still handled them like they were fragile.
 
   Terri read the publication years on the covers—nineteen-thirty-eight for Superman and nineteen-thirty-nine for Batman. From her knowledge of collector’s items, each had to be worth hundreds of thousands of dollars or more. Rod didn’t even ask how much they were worth.
 
   “Wrap them up,” he said. “My people will coordinate with you about shipping.”
 
   “We also have the Riddler’s first appearance if you’re interested,” McArthur said.
 
   “I have it.”
 
   Terri listened to McArthur try to load off more rare comics, but Rod already had them. A few people stared at them while others shamelessly eavesdropped on their conversation, including the two men tailing them, who’d inched closer. One was to their left and the other to their right. It was as though they were closing in on them. Terri felt a little sick.
 
   She’d bet they’d figured out Rod was loaded. She just wasn’t sure how loaded he was. He’d mentioned his company being publicly traded, but at the same time, he’d claimed to work for the Extreme Sports Network, XSN. Then there was his assistant taking off in a jet and the pilot coming back to pick him up. Was that a corporate jet or personal? Whatever the case, he was loaded enough for Paul’s lackeys to notice and report back to him.
 
   Terri tried to act like she was enjoying herself as Rod took her arm and continued to browse. Some kids were dressed as their favorite superheroes or were having posters signed by adults in the same costumes. Rod didn’t seem bothered by the chaos or aware of the two men following them. Every time she looked up, one of them was inching closer. One even smirked at her.
 
   “Anything catch your eyes?” Rod asked and Terri dragged her attention back to him. It was obvious he loved his comics. He had several Batman copies.
 
   “Your favorite?”
 
   “Oh, yes.”
 
   “No super powers, just a rich guy with a penchant for battling bad. Are you into bringing justice to the oppressed and taking down criminals, Rod?” she teased, knowing full well he and his friends were responsible for locking up Paul. 
 
   He chuckled. “I’m no Boy Scout, if that’s what you’re asking. Why Scooby?”
 
   “And the Gang. Don’t let my tattoo fool you. I loved the gang. They never change. They get the clues and catch the bad guys. It doesn’t matter the series, they always stayed the same and will probably stay that way, a constant in an ever-changing world.”
 
   “Are you okay with Scooby Apocalypse?”
 
   “I haven’t read any, but I’m sure DC wouldn’t disappoint.” She looked around when he grinned. “What is it?”
 
   “Brace yourself.”
 
   “For?” Terri asked. “Have they changed? They’d never dare change them.” Rod tried hard to keep a straight face. Terri backhanded him on the chest. “Very funny…”
 
   She’d always identified with Velma, because she’d always been nerdy. Books, especially comics, had become her companion once her mother remarried. She had been happy for the first time in years, and Terri hadn’t wanted her to know how despicable her new husband’s son was. Maybe she should have told her mother the truth. 
 
   Terri grabbed one of the new comics and groaned. “Oh, no. Look at Shaggy. His moustache just looks terrible. And poor Scooby?” she moaned and a few teenagers walking by laughed. It wasn’t funny. “What is he? A cyborg? And they made Velma even shorter.”
 
   Rod gave her a hug. “They don’t look so bad.”
 
   She caught his expression. The impossible man was trying hard not to laugh. “Don’t you dare laugh because you’d hate to have them turn Batman into a cyborg too?”
 
   “I wouldn’t care.”
 
   “You definitely would.” Terri studied the cover and sighed. “I’m loyal, damn it. I’ll get used to them.”
 
   Laughing, Rod grabbed several volumes and went to pay for them while she stayed behind. Terri pretended to look through some of the older comics when in fact she was keeping an eye on their stalkers. One inched closer to Rod while the other stayed behind. She opened her purse, gripped the pepper spray, and went after him.
 
   “What do you want?” she asked. 
 
   The man looked at her and smiled. “Excuse me?”
 
   “Why are you following us?”
 
   “Because it’s my job, Ms. Randal,” he said.
 
   “You call this a job? How long is he planning on doing this? I have nothing left to give him. Tell him I’m done being his ATM. He comes after what’s mine again, I’ll make him pay. Now stop following us or I’ll hurt you.” She looked up and her eyes met Rod’s. His eyes volleyed between her and the man. He smiled. “Tell him what I said. I’m done.” She hurried to Rod’s side.
 
   “Anything else?” he said, studying her face.
 
   She opened her mouth to say, “No,” but she noticed the man she’d just spoken with moving toward them. Surely he wasn’t thinking of starting something in here? The last thing Terri wanted was Rod dragged into her mess. 
 
   “Can we head back to the hotel?” Terri asked, sliding a hand along his lower back, hoping he’d think she wanted to be frisky. 
 
   “Sure.” She tried to steer him away from the man, who appeared to be gunning for them, but Rod chose that moment to kiss her. When he lifted his head, the man was standing in front of them.
 
   Rod handed him their purchases, then slapped him on the shoulder. “Use our usual courier, Delaney. McArthur knows what to do.”
 
   “Yes, Mr. Thorne,” the man said and gave her a brief smile. “Ms. Randal.” 
 
   Oh crap!  She’d just made a complete fool of herself. The men worked for Rod. In fact, the second they left the store, they followed them again. She didn’t bother to ask Rod who they were. Come tomorrow, she’d be gone and his people would not care she’d mistaken them for lowlifes. 
 
   “Instead of going back to the hotel, let’s play tourist and walk along the Strip,” she said.
 
   “I thought you wanted us to be alone.”
 
   “We will, but it’s been a while since I visited Madam Tussauds.” Now that they had bodyguards, she wasn’t too worried about anyone getting close to them.
 
   “Okay, but one condition. We stop by M&M’s World and Hershey’s Chocolate World.”
 
   Terri laughed. Last night, she’d noticed he had a sweet tooth. She was amazed he was in such great shape. “Okay, we’ll feed your sweets craving.”
 
   But all the sweets must have gone to Terri’s head because, when Rod asked her to stay with him another night, she agreed. She even found an opportunity to have a little chat with Rod’s bodyguard and apologized for threatening him in the comic store.
 
   Two nights became three. By Sunday night, she was sore and her scalp tender from their shenanigans in the bedroom. They read comics in between sex, in the tub, and when he fed her. They watched and argued over old movies and extreme programs on the network he worked for. They made every second together memorable.
 
   They were in the tub having a bath, her head resting on his broad shoulders, when he pressed a kiss on her shoulder and murmured, “Come back with me to L.A. tomorrow, Terri.”
 
   A flutter started in Terri’s stomach, blindsiding her. She wanted to say yes, which meant she was getting attached. She couldn’t afford to get attached to anyone despite what she’d told Rod’s security guy. She had managed to evade Paul and his men for a year now, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t get to her.
 
   “I can’t. I’m expecting a call from my boss anytime next week, then I’ll be off again.” 
 
   “I can fly you back when he calls.”
 
   She twisted and kissed his chin. “This weekend has been amazing, but—”
 
   “Don’t say it. We still have tonight and I plan on calling you and looking you up whenever I’m in town.”
 
   She grinned. “For booty calls.”
 
   He chuckled. “Of course. If you haven’t noticed, we are perfectly matched.”
 
   “Even though I refused to use the cuffs?”
 
   “One day,” he vowed and stood. “Now, I want to make you come one last time. You think you’re up to it?”
 
   “I’m always up to it.”
 
   He shrugged on a robe, draped one around her shoulders, and scooped her up. It was fitting farewell sex. Sensual, slow, and satisfying. 
 
   In the morning, she was up before Rod and gathered up her things. For a few seconds, she paused by the bed and stared at him. A sigh escaped her. The weekend had been amazing, and she hated sneaking out on him, but it was better this way. 
 
   “Thank you for locking up Paul for me,” she whispered, blew him a kiss, and let herself out of the suite.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   “Well, look at you. I’ve never seen you so radiant and relaxed,” Lucille said the second Terri walked into the bar.
 
   Terri grinned. She missed Rod already. She shouldn’t, but she did. She just needed to get back to her old routine, and she’d be okay. They went to the office, where Kyle was waiting for them.
 
   “So, how do you want to do this?” Terri asked.
 
   “Our lawyer will draw up the papers, you sign them for your brothers, since they’re minors, and we’re in business. Once everything is set, we’ll get an apartment under the restaurant’s name, so nothing is linked to you,” Kyle said.
 
   “And that means no more living in hotels, resorts, private yachts, and guest houses of your secret partner. Will we ever meet him?” Lucille asked.
 
   “Who said it’s a he? Can I sign the papers before I leave?”
 
   Kyle reached for his phone. “Our lawyer said he’ll take care of the paperwork and drop it off later today. You can have a lawyer take a look at it, too, if you like.”
 
   She had no intention of having just any lawyer. “Her partner” had promised to read it before she signed anything. Terri loved and trusted Lucille, but she wanted to make sure Paul didn’t go after her brothers if anything happened to her. Kyle left, leaving Terri with Lucille, who didn’t look too happy. “What?”
 
   “You’re leaving for another gig?”
 
   “No, I’m going to visit Mom and the boys.”
 
   “Are you going to tell her the truth this time?”
 
   The thought had crossed Terri’s mind, but she didn’t see what the truth would accomplish. Her mother had moved on after her husband died, carved a life in a small town, and raised her brothers without the past intruding on them. Her brothers didn’t need to ever know about their half brother. Telling her mother the truth now would open a can of worms Terri didn’t want to deal with.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
   Rod sipped his drink and studied the toned women gliding through the pool with disinterest. The ones swaying to the music on the pool deck were more interested in conversation than dancing, except for the two locked in a sensual dance by the entrance, their caresses intimate. He wasn’t the only one who’d noticed them. Several guys watched them from their positions around the pool.
 
   The two women kissed, turned as though they’d planned it, and looked at him. Their smiles said they were ready to play.
 
   Rod glanced at his crotch and sighed. Not even a stir. Usually, he’d join them and disappear into one of the bedrooms for a couple of hours before rejoining the party. His lack of interest in other women was seriously turning into a problem. He’d bedded his share of beautiful, lusty, insatiable women and moved on without a backward glance. Yet one weekend with one woman was messing with his sex life.
 
   “What’s eating you, my friend,” Sloan asked, taking the seat beside him. “I threw this party to get you laid, not so you can stare into your drink.”
 
   Rod chuckled at the lie. Sloan’s parties were legendary because his home was lavishly furnished with soundproof bedrooms and private cabanas around the pool for the convenience of couples or ménages. Since he owned the damn island, they never worried about prying neighbors.
 
   “Who said I need to get laid?”
 
   “They do.” He nodded at two of their friends—Rake and Aiden. Aiden was surrounded by a few beauties in one of the cabanas, which was nothing new. His British accent tended to have some weird effect on women. Rake had left his no-women hiatus behind and appeared to have selected a couple for the evening. Once he made up his mind about who he meant to bed, he tended to ignore everyone else.
 
   Rod had attended a business meeting earlier in the week with both men. He used Rake’s satellites for his telecom business and needed to sign a new contract. The subject of women had come up, but Rod had declined Rake’s offer to visit a certain club.
 
   Rod had also met with Aiden yesterday and commissioned a new Bugatti. Aiden owned an import/export business. His specialty was custom-made luxury cars. Once again, the subject of women had come up. His friends became billionaires from working hard, but they also played hard, which meant women, parties, and gambling. With his cock betraying him, that left poker as his only vice now. Sloan had a very nice gaming room on the island, and they’d often disappear there to play but never during his parties.
 
   “You’re staring into your drink again and scowling. What’s going on?”
 
   “Nothing. I’m good, man. Besides, isn’t this your going away party?”
 
   “Yep.” Sloan stretched his long legs. Rod was tall, but Sloan was several inches taller. “I’m heading out to see my people.”
 
   Rod chuckled at the description. “His people,” indeed. Sloan was a lingerie designer and most of the girls here tonight were his models. His lines of apparel weren’t just famous for their unique and sexy designs. He used a special silk harvested by a tribe in the West Indies whom he’d designated “his people.” Sloan often disappeared in the jungle for months. Out of all their group of friends, he loved being alone the most and zealously guarded his privacy, which was why they let him throw these parties. It was the only way they ever got to see him. The man didn’t even attend fashion and trade shows. Instead, he let his famous mother take the credit for his work, and his sister was the face of Noelle Lingerie.
 
   “Is that why the party is larger than usual? You planning to disappear in the jungle for a while?” Rod teased. 
 
   “A month or two. We just finished the last Fashion Week and I thought the entire team should unwind,” he said. The entire team meant everyone who worked for him during the show—from models to hair artists. “And I’ve decided to take someone with me.”
 
   “No way. Which one is she?” Rod looked around the pool. Sloan was picky about the women who shared his bed and tended to be monogamous, which was opposite Rod. Rod loved women, period, craved their softness and gentle touch, so he flittered from one to another. Until now. Until Terri. Why wasn’t she picking up her phone?
 
   “It’s a he. The guy at the end of the pool with my sister.”
 
   The man was drooling all over Deedee, Sloan’s sister, which meant Dom was probably plotting his death. Dom was another close friend. He wasn’t around the pool, but Rod had seen him earlier. It was always interesting watching him around Deedee. He was crazy about her but would never do anything about it out of respect for Sloan.
 
   “I thought you hated exposing your tribe to outside influence. It took you years to fly us out there to meet them.” 
 
   “Gerald is an architect. He’s going to help me build a clinic.”
 
   “That’s new.”
 
   “One of the sons just finished medical school and wants to establish a clinic in the village, so he can fly out once a month to treat serious ailments traditional medicine can’t cure. They need a place to store the medicine I take with me whenever I visit.”
 
   Chances were Sloan had paid for the guy’s medical school. “When do you leave?”
 
   “Tomorrow.” Then he chuckled. “Since you’re moping, there’s a woman involved. Feel free to stay here until things cool down.”
 
   The problem was Rod didn’t want things to cool down between him and Terri Randal. He wanted to go back to Vegas, find her, and bring her back with him. No woman had ever affected him like this. He didn’t even know what to call it.
 
   “You could just sell me a part of your island, so I can build my own place and hide,” Rod said. It wasn’t the first time he’d brought that up, and like the first time, Sloan just grinned. “I’m serious.”
 
   “You’d hate it out here. Rake just doesn’t scramble satellite feeds so no one can find this house, he also scrambles signals, so most of the time there’re no reception, which means no calls, no internet, no connection to the outside world.”
 
   “Fuck, man. You’re crazy.”
 
   “I love my privacy. You already won my boat during the last game. Enjoy it while it lasts, because when I return, I’m winning it back from you.”
 
   Rod grinned. He had no intention of keeping the yacht, but he said, “You could try.”
 
   “I might just relieve of you of your new Bugatti too.” He jumped up, his eyes on an approaching light sweeping the water. Rod studied the approaching helicopter too.
 
   “You expecting more guests?” he asked.
 
   “No.” He exchanged a glance with his man and the guy disappeared inside the house. Sloan might talk about total isolation with no satellite communication, but Rod was sure no one approached his island without his knowledge. 
 
   He and Sloan went way back to their fraternity in college. He would like to think they were bonded by an incident—they’d testified against a fellow frat “brother”—but it was more than that. The two of them had a few things in common, other than the same drive to succeed. They both wanted to break free from their childhood bondages. Rod had come from humble beginnings and extreme poverty while Sloan and Deedee were raised in the limelight by their opera singer mother. Both had a lonely existence and a parade of “uncles,” as their mothers tried to find love with the wrong type of men.
 
   “How long did you say you’d be gone this time?”
 
   “A month or two, but the freezer is stocked if you decide to hang out here.”
 
   Rod grinned. The man knew him too well. He often used the island to escape crazy entanglements with women. Usually, he was running away. This was the first time he wanted to think without distraction, evaluate his feelings. He was annoyed, and to be honest, confused too. No woman had ever had this kind of effect on him.
 
   “I might just take you up on it. I need a break from work.”
 
   Sloan chuckled, his eyes still on the helicopter. It was moving closer. “If you call sitting in a spacious office and watching TV work.”
 
   Rod dipped a finger in his cognac and flickered it at Sloan. “Beats connecting dots on a piece of paper and calling it a masterpiece.”
 
   “One day you’ll meet someone special and want nothing but the best touching her skin. I’ll make you pay an arm and a leg for one of my original designs.”
 
   “I’ll take nothing. I like my women naked in bed, so your line of lingerie is wasted on me.” Sloan’s man appeared and whispered in his ear before walking away. Sloan frowned, his focus still on the chopper. Rod stood. “What is it? Do we need to hide the women and the illegal booze?”
 
   Sloan chuckled. “It’s Lex. I wasn’t expecting him.”
 
   Lex recently got hitched to a stunt-woman-turned-producer and rarely showed up  to Sloan’s parties unless his wife was with him.
 
   “Is Jillian coming?”
 
   “Probably.” Sloan stroked his beard then shot Rod a glance. “Why do you look worried?”
 
   “I’m not her favorite person right now.”
 
   “Ah. Her lead actress. You broke her heart.”
 
   Rod sighed. “Jillian told you.”
 
   “I’m a very good listener.”
 
   “We had sex and decided to go our separate ways. How is that breaking her heart?”
 
   “Women rarely have sex unless they feel something, my friend. The right emotions have to be there.” Sloan slapped him on the back and started for the gate at the other end of his compound.
 
   If Sloan were right, Terri would have called him by now. He’d felt something, damn it, and that was huge in his book. It could lead to something bigger, special. Was he ready for that? He pulled out his phone and debated whether to call her again.
 
   Nah, Sloan was talking out of his ass. The women at his parties often ended up in the guest rooms with him or one of his friends. He recognized a few he’d slept with. They never asked for more or indicated they felt anything beyond sexual attraction.
 
   A brunette slid by his side and he tried to remember her name. Her hair was the same color as Terri’s. He reached out and rolled a lock. Terri’s was silkier. He cupped her face and studied her eyes. They were grey. Not that he planned to fuck her eyes. He needed to forget a certain green-eyed witch. This one would do.
 
   He lowered his head and the woman went on her toes to meet him. He crushed her lips, ruthlessly bending her to his will. She grabbed his shirt to steady herself. He wasn’t being fair to the poor girl. She didn’t stimulate his senses. Everything about her was wrong. Her taste. Her scent. Even the way she kissed him was wrong. He wanted a woman with fire.
 
   He lifted his head and stroked her cheek. “Are you having fun, sweetheart?”
 
   “I am now,” she said, smiling. Damn, she couldn’t be more than twenty. Wait. He never even asked Terri how old she was.
 
   “What’s your name?”
 
   “Jaime.”
 
   “Jaime. I’ll find you later.” Her eyes lit up and he felt like a bastard. He had no intention of having sex with her or any other woman tonight. He forgot about her the moment he saw Lex and Sloan walking toward him. Unlike most of his friends, Lex came from a large family and old money. He could walk into a room and command it by his mere presence. When they’d invested in a joint venture right after college and became multi-millionaires overnight, he’d quadrupled his family fortune. 
 
   Rod gripped Lex’s hand and gave him a hug. “Where’s Jillian?”
 
   “Wrapping up a film in Vancouver, and you are not allowed on her set anymore.”
 
   “Why, am I getting a bad rep for one dalliance?”
 
   “She’s her lead actress. Come on. We need to talk.” Lex exchanged a glance with Sloan, a silent message passing between them.
 
   “I’ll round them up,” Sloan said, and walked toward a tall man with long hair held in a messy bun who was busy chatting up two women. Only Dom Manos could wear such a feminine hairdo and still be manly. Rod wondered when he’d rejoined the party.
 
   Rod followed Lex inside the house. He didn’t need to look over his shoulder to know that the rest of their friends weren’t far behind.
 
   “Does that mean your lovely wife doesn’t want me to finance her next movie?” Rod asked and Lex chuckled.
 
   “She has you down as a backer and will probably make you a ton of money, but no more visits to her sets. How did she put it? You distract the cast and cost her money. Oh, are you still interested in playing in one of the Chameleon’s games?”
 
   “Yes. Marx is trying to make it happen. She’s impossible to find, let alone connect with. Why?”
 
   “Just heard something about the Chameleon you might find interesting.”
 
   “How the hell do you do that? Your security team just sits in some dingy room sorting through intel. I bet you know who she is too.”
 
   Lex chuckled. “No, I don’t, but she’s assembling a new group of players for one big game, then she’s taking a break.” Lex pushed open the door to the home theater and the lights flickered on. He went to the bar and poured himself a drink and replenished Rod’s. “You may want to get in while you can.”
 
   A week ago, Rod would have jumped at the chance to be included in the Chameleon’s game. Now, he couldn’t think beyond Terri. His priorities had changed. He wanted to go to Vegas and reconnect with his mysterious woman.
 
   “I’ll try, but it all depends on Marx,” he said with little enthusiasm.
 
   The door opened and Sloan entered the room ahead of Dom. Dom was an oil man, hard, more comfortable on a rig than a party, but he never missed Sloan’s parties because of Deedee. He came to see her or get the latest news about her while she paraded one boy toy after another. Dom drowned his drink and went straight to get more.
 
   Behind them came Rake Ashworth, the pain-in-the-ass computer genius with several satellites in space and cool tribal tattoos. Rod didn’t have tats, but he wouldn’t mind one of Rake’s, which would probably piss him off. They would not have become rich overnight if it weren’t for the sound advice from Rake and Cade.
 
   Cade Chadwick, the other computer genius in the group, was the social media king. Rod was actually surprised Cade joined them, because the last time he’d seen him, he was disappearing into one of the bedrooms with two girls. But the night was still young, and they could still be waiting for him. That used to be Rod’s life.
 
   Aiden and Lucien were the last to arrive. As usual, they were having a heated argument about something. Aiden Bradford was the import/export Brit while Lucien Mortenson was the genius behind some of the top-selling video games. He could create a code for anything. His headquarters was a sprawling building in Silicon Valley where fresh-faced but hungry geeks created codes, tested, and troubleshot video games for a living.  
 
   The eight of them had been tight since college. From fraternity to making millions in the dot-com business and investing wisely to have buildings with their names. The last time they’d gathered in this room, they’d come to discuss Paul Warwick—the former frat brother they’d testified against and put behind bars for multiple rapes. The asshole had vowed to destroy their lives for destroying his. In his warped way of thinking, they didn’t deserve to be happy. 
 
   “Is this about Warwick?” Rod asked. After Lex’s wedding, Warwick had been found guilty of engineering Jillian’s kidnapping, poisoning their guests, and killing another inmate, and deemed dangerous to be in general population. “Is he out of isolation?”
 
   “No, this is not about Warwick,” Lex said, sliding into one of the comfortable chairs. “He has no access to the money to hire people to mess with us now that his sister has disappeared. He’s no longer important.”
 
   “We’re not letting her get away with financing him,” Rake said. “Not after all the shit he pulled last year at your wedding and the spies she planted in our companies. She financed them, so she goes to jail too. End of story.” That about summarized Rake—unforgiving hard ass. On the other hand, Warwick had stolen his girl and that still rankled.
 
   “Rake, we froze her accounts and did a thorough sweep of our companies to catch her spies,” Sloan said. He was the peacemaker in the group. You couldn’t put eight billionaires in a room and expect them to agree on everything. Too many big egos. “And we’re tracking her social security number in case she reappears.”
 
   “If she does, we’ll keep an eye on her activities,” Cade said. He tended to side with Sloan. As he often claimed, he was a lover, not a fighter.
 
   “I also made sure she can never contact him without my knowledge,” Lex said. “Sometimes family members think they’re doing the right thing out of loyalty and love, until they realize how mistaken they are and stop.”
 
   “And pay the fucking price by sitting in a four by four in the women’s correctional facility,” Rake said.
 
   “Damn right,” Dom retorted. “She could be amassing money and channeling them to him by other means. My people are still searching for her because I know she’ll be back. I caught the last one of her spies working in my mailroom, but it was too late. I already lost a contract because of him.”
 
   Lex sighed. He was the patient one. It came from being the oldest in a large family. “Sorry to hear that, Manos. I promise you one thing. When she contacts him, the warden will contact my people.”
 
   “Or we find her first before she does,” Rake insisted and Dom nodded. 
 
   “I can’t stop you from using your resources to find her, guys. But I’ll be damned if I’ll waste anymore of my people’s time searching for her. Warwick will be in isolation until execution. Anyone visits him, I’ll be informed.”
 
   Rod didn’t say anything as his friends continued to argue about Teresa Warwick, Paul’s sister. Lucien and Aiden were unusually quiet, but chances were they had countermeasures to make sure Warwick’s people didn’t infiltrate the inner circles of their lives or their businesses. They all had done a thorough sweep of their offices and redone background checks on all their employees after Teresa Warwick planted a guy in Lex and Jillian’s lives and nearly killed people during their wedding.
 
   Rod understood where Dom and Rake were coming from. The two might be unforgiving and have trust issues, but the mess with Paul Warwick had haunted Rod for years for a different reason. He should have known the asshole was the one hurting the girls on campus. Unlike the others, he’d partied with the bastard. He’d even introduced him to some of the girls he’d raped. Lex believed in the law and was leaving Warwick’s execution to the prison system. Rod wanted the bastard to hang and for his sister to watch. Without her financing him, he would not be coming after them from behind bars. That was why he hadn’t stopped searching for her either.
 
   “So why are we meeting?” Rod asked once the argument about Warwick stopped and every member of their group settled in a seat.
 
   “The IA business,” Lex said.
 
   IA was Infinitus Agendum, a charity organization they’d started to help Warwick’s victims before expanding it to other victims of domestic violence and natural disasters across the country. Now they were global. 
 
   “Estelle Fitzgerald has officially taken over managing the IA funds,” Sloan said. “However, we’ve stretched our resources because of the barrage of tornados, floods, and fires that have swept the country. We need a fresh infusion of funds to help victims of locust swarms in Argentina, a drought in Brazil, and the cyclones across Asia.”
 
   Silence filled the room as they took turns using Rake’s super computer to transfer funds. Charitable donation was one area they often agreed on. The mood in the room shifted as talks turned to another topic they all loved—extreme adventures. By the time they left the room, the dark cloud brought by Warwick and what to do about his sister had disappeared and everyone was laughing. They might disagree often about things because they all came from diverse backgrounds, but they had common goals and interests—helping those less fortunate—and a bond that could not be easily broken.
 
   Silence followed once the door closed, leaving Rod with Sloan. 
 
   “Is it your business?” Sloan asked. The man might be driven like the others, but he was very intuitive. He had to deal with a lot of crap as a child. “The last time we spoke, you were headed back east to close a publishing company deal.”
 
   “I got the company.” Rod drained his drink. “I plan to infuse some capital into it and contract more authors and artists. They have a few popular series that could become huge with the right branding, marketing, and target audience.”
 
   “DC and Marvel audience?”
 
   “No, teenagers. Superheroes are great, but in this day and age, teens need people they can identify with. Regular teenagers banding together to do amazing things with very little. Brilliant teenagers creating insane technology. This is the age of insta-fame, next door villains. I can already see it.”
 
   Sloan chuckled. “So if it’s not business, who is she?”
 
   Rod didn’t even try to blow him off
 
   “An unforgettable woman I met in Vegas,” he said. Dom or Rake would have groaned. Sloan nodded. “She was in my suite when I got there.” They exchanged looks and chuckles. Women hiding in his room or suite was nothing new. “It wasn’t like that. I think she didn’t have a place to stay that night. Maybe she was broke.” Or maybe sneaking into his room had been a game. The staff at the Versailles Palace knew her, so she must be connected with the hotel. “Funny, she stayed with me for three days, and I never thought of asking her why she’d been in my room. It had ceased to matter.”
 
   “Why didn’t you bring her back?” Sloan asked.
 
   Rod chuckled. “Terri is not the kind of woman you ‘bring’ back, Sloan. But I did ask her to come with me, and she said no. Instead, she left while I slept.” He’d woken up to find her gone. They hadn’t exchanged phone numbers, so the only number he had was her friend’s at Lucky Barrel.
 
   “What’s her name?” Sloan asked.
 
   “Terri Randal. That’s all I know. I don’t know where she lives or what she does for a living.” Not that it mattered. He hadn’t even cared that she had a disposal phone instead of a regular phone. He just wanted to see her again.
 
   “Have your security team find her for you,” Sloan suggested.
 
   “No. If she finds out, I’ll lose her for good.” Rod pulled out his phone. “I need to make a phone call.”
 
   Sloan slapped his back. “Good luck, man. If you need help, you know where to find me.”
 
   Rod grinned. “In the jungle, building a hospital.”
 
   “Yes. In the meantime, bite the bullet, and use your security team to find her. Life is too short to spend it alone.”
 
   Rod stared after Sloan. He’d sounded nostalgic, something he’d never associated with the man. He waited until Sloan closed the door then called Vegas. He didn’t mask his disappointment when Lucille Barrel repeated what she’d told him a few days ago—Terri was out of town, and Lucille couldn’t tell him where she was or when she’d be back. The woman couldn’t even give him a number to call.
 
   He terminated the call and controlled the urge to fling it across the room. He was going to fly back to Vegas to personally talk to the staff at the Versailles Palace. One of them might give him something he could use to track down Terri. He got up to leave the room and his phone went off. He didn’t recognize the number. 
 
   Please, let it be her. “Thorne.”
 
   “I got you in, my friend,” Marx said in a high pitch voice. “You are going to the number one private poker game every high roller wants to be a part of. I just got a call. I don’t even know how her people knew my number.”
 
   Rod didn’t really care, but it was something to keep him busy while he planned what to do about Terri. “That’s great news, Marx. When and where is it taking place?
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   “I wish you weren’t going back so soon,” Leslie Warwick said, her hand tightening on Terri’s arm. They were walking down the street toward a local diner. “This is the longest you’ve visited.”
 
   “I know, Mom.”
 
   “You could move here. There are a lot of nice young men in town that could convince you to stay if you give them a chance.”
 
   Terri chuckled. “Mom, I’m not going to stay around because of a man. What would I do for a living?”
 
   “You could find a position at the airport. It’s thirty minutes away.”
 
   Her mother believed Terri was a flight attendant. It was how Terri explained her travels to locales around the world whenever she hosted poker games. Her mother was right about the airport. Tremonton was a two-stoplight town thirty minutes from Boise, Idaho. It was close enough to commute, but there was no way she could live here. Small towns made her restless because she felt exposed and vulnerable. Everyone knew each other and was in each other’s business, which meant secrets never remained hidden for long. Big cities were perfect for someone like her. She was invisible and anonymous, and her secrets were safe.
 
   “Did you hear what I said, dear?” her mother asked, squeezing Terri’s arm.
 
   “I did, but I can’t, Mom. My life is in Vegas.”
 
   “Your life should be where those you love live. The boys and I are here.”
 
   “They’ll be going to college in the fall, Ma.”
 
   “But this is their home, and I’ll be here once they leave for college.”
 
   Her mother was trying to guilt her into moving to Tremonton. It wasn’t even their home town, just a place her mother had found to hide in after the publicity surrounding Paul’s trial.
 
   Her mother was a SoCal girl, born and raised in San Diego, and went to college and met Terri’s father at UCSD. When her father died in a freak accident and left her pregnant, she’d been determined to raise Terri on her own despite family members begging her to give up Terri for adoption. Life had not been easy, but she’d sacrificed her own dreams and made sure Terri never went without. Then Daniel Warwick, an older, wealthy, single father walked into their lives and everything changed. 
 
   Her mother had gone back to school and gotten her teaching degree and a better job. Not that she’d needed to work. Leslie Warwick wasn’t the type of woman to live a pampered life just because her husband had money, and Terri admired that in her. She’d gotten her work ethics from her mother.
 
   After marrying Daniel, her mother had laughed more and made more friends, most of them wives of Daniel’s partners. They’d moved from their tiny apartment into a large house in La Jolla, joined a country club, shopped at upscale stores, and went on fancy vacations, but her mother never really changed. She had stayed the same woman who put her children first. Even with Paul, she never believed he was guilty, until towards the end of his trial. The evidence had been too damning. When their so-called friends had turned their backs on them because of Paul, and Daniel Warwick lost everything, she’d carried their family.
 
   Terri and Leslie entered the diner and the trek to an empty booth in the back started. The place was pretty full for a Friday afternoon and her mother either stopped to greet and chat with people, or they stopped her and wanted to know where the twins would be going to college. Terri didn’t recognize a single man, woman, or child, yet they knew her. A few older men eyed her mother with open appreciation as they slid in their seats.
 
   Small town. After her mother refused to allow Terri to stay with Lucille’s family in Vegas and finish high school, she’d hated this town on sight. For a whole year, her senior year, Terri had endured Tremonton. She’d known her mother wanted to get as far away from Paul’s trial, but she’d never understood why Idaho, until she’d seen how the residents had embraced her mother—a young widow with three kids—without question. The students at Tremonton High had taken to their new English teacher and suitors had come a calling. She’d looked hot then just as she did now. Terri believed that she never remarried to protect her family, once again putting her children’s needs above her happiness. Getting close to someone, and marrying him, would have meant telling him the truth about her past.
 
   A busty blonde with a heavy makeup and a messy bun stopped by their table and flashed a broad grin. “Teresa Warwick, as I live and breathe. I heard you were in town and wondered when you’d pay us a visit.”
 
   Her voice carried and people turned to stare. Terri tried not to cringe. Melanie Sorenson had been the most popular girl at Tremonton High when Terri joined the school. They never got along. There was something about being friends with the new girl from Vegas the guys had found hot.
 
   “Hi, Mel,” Terri said, keeping her voice low. “You know I can never resist your famous pumpkin pies. Can we have some and coffee?”
 
   “Sure, hun. Sugar or cream?”
 
   “Cream, please.” While Mel left to fill their order, Terri reached for her mother’s hands and squeezed. “I promise to visit more often, Mom.”
 
   “Your brothers want to stay with you this summer before they take off to college. I told them to ask you.”
 
   “You’re okay with them visiting me?” Terri didn’t hide the surprise in her voice. Her mother hated Vegas.
 
   “No, but I’d rather they hear the truth from you. Tell them that you’re never home, so they can’t visit. Will you tell them, please?” Leslie insisted, squeezing Terri’s hand.
 
   “Mom, I’m okay with them visiting.” She should have a nice place by then. “I’ll be around a lot, and they could work for Lucille and Kyle. The restaurant side, not the bar.” 
 
   “No. I don’t want them in Vegas.” Her mother’s lips pinched, but Terri saw the fear in her eyes.
 
   “Surely you don’t believe they’re like Daniel,” Terri whispered.
 
   “An apple doesn’t fall far from the tree. I don’t want them to know everything about their father.” The fear was now panic. “All they know is he had a hunting accident.”
 
   The man blew off his head with his shotgun. “Have you told them about Paul?”
 
   “Of course not. And I hope they never find out.”
 
   Terri gawked at her mother. Shawn and Pete had just turned three when Daniel Warwick committed suicide, but they were seventeen now, old enough to handle the truth. Their mother never changed their last name once she moved them to Tremonton because Warwick was a common enough name. Also, by the time Daniel killed himself, he wasn’t wealthy enough to deserve national coverage, so no one ever connected her brothers to him when they were young.
 
   Now that they were older, they were spitting images of their father and Paul. One look at them combined with their last name and someone would eventually connect the dots. It didn’t even matter that they were both going to a local university in the fall. Students came from all over the country to attend the University of Idaho. Someone was bound to remember the trial that had gripped the country for months.
 
   Then there was their father. Daniel Warwick had been a habitual gambler. Owning a venture capitalist firm had helped curb his craving because investing in start-ups was just another form of gambling. After his partners squeezed him out, he’d moved his family to Vegas to start over and recoup his losses at casinos. Instead, he’d lost everything, something Paul never understood.
 
   “Mom, they deserve to hear the truth from you, not the media or some coed in college. And I’m not just talking about Paul.”
 
   Terri clammed up when Mel returned to their table with coffee and pies and stopped to chitchat. Terri’s thoughts kept going to her brothers. 
 
   “Ooh, the Everett boys are here,” Mel said and straightened up. She patted her hair, lifted her chin, and pushed her impressive chest forward then hurried behind the counter.
 
   The entrance to the diner dinged as two men entered the room. Both wore dirty jeans, T-shirts, and gloves as though they’d been hauling dirt. Even the visors of their baseball caps were dirty. Mel said something to them and they both turned, looked toward Terri and her mother, and touched the visors of their caps.
 
   “Those are the Everett brothers,” her mother whispered, waving. “New in town. They bought the Old Japheth’s construction company and turned it around. They’re not married,” she added.
 
   Terri was not interested in the men, even though they looked so damn good in jeans. They had nothing on a certain long-haired man with a dirty mouth and a twinkle in his honey-brown eyes. A week had passed, and she still remembered Rod’s scent and the way he’d felt inside her. Then there was the annoying skip in her heart whenever she thought about him.
 
   “What is it?” Leslie asked.
 
   Terri looked at her mother. “What?”
 
   “Just now, you had a nostalgic expression on your face. Do you have someone special in your life back in Vegas? Is that why you’re reluctant to move here?”
 
   She didn’t want to discuss Rod. The way she’d left his suite before first light, she was sure he wouldn’t want to see her again. She forced herself to focus on her mother and their conversation.
 
   “You need to tell the boys the truth before they leave for college, Mom. They will never forgive you if they find out on their own, because believe me, they will and it won’t be pleasant.”
 
   A haunted look entered her mother’s eyes, but all she did was shrug. “Let’s talk about something else. Do you have someone special back in Vegas?”
 
   “Mother. This is not going to go away.”
 
   “I will not discuss that man,” she said through clenched teeth, lowering her voice. “I was a fool to marry him. He made me believe he loved me, that he was committed to making our family whole again, then he took the easy way out. Never get involved with a man much older than you, Terri. Don’t fall for their charm and sophistication. They’ll manipulate you and flip your world upside down. And never, ever get involved with a gambler. They care about nothing else but the next game. It is a horrible addiction. Now, about your love life…”
 
   Rod was older than she was, but not by much. The article she’d read online said he was forty to her thirty-one, while Daniel had been eighteen years older than her mother. As for the warning about getting involved with a gambler, Terri had been around enough of them to know firsthand that the game always came first with them. Besides, Rod wasn’t a gambler. Terri shook her head. She shouldn’t be thinking of Rod in those terms. Their weekend of decadence was exactly that. One weekend. Never to be repeated.
 
   “Terri?”
 
   “No, Mom. I don’t have someone special. I’m still searching.” She picked up the fork and started on her pie. It tasted like dust. Her mother might claim Daniel failed her, but she’d adored him and she’d been happy. Happier than Terri ever saw her. Even after they’d moved to Vegas and depended on her salary, she’d been happy.
 
   “I worry about you, sweetheart,” her mother said, interrupting Terri’s thoughts. “You need a man in your life. Someone to make you happy. You work too hard and don’t stay anywhere long enough to call a home.” Since her arrival, her mother had harped on her love life, or lack of it. “When are you going to slow down, hmm?”
 
   She squeezed her mother’s hand. “When I’m old and wrinkled.”
 
   Her mother’s eyes narrowed. “Terri.”
 
   “I love my life, Mom. If I meet someone, fine. If not, I’ll keep living. I don’t need to be married to be happy.” As long as she had her booty calls to keep her juices flowing. 
 
   Her mother stopped digging into her life, but Terri saw the worry in her eyes. It was there while they walked back to the house and the rest of the evening. Or maybe the talk about telling her brothers the truth was the cause.
 
   Shawn and Pete had after-school jobs but were home for dinner, and the three of them spent the evening talking. The twins were identical yet polar opposite when it came to their personalities. Shawn, the jock, was volatile, outgoing, and always on the move. He was also affectionate. Pete was the introverted genius who loved computers, yet Terri knew his emotions ran deeper. She often looked up to find him studying her as though trying to figure her out. She pretended not to notice, but in the back of her mind, she worried about him the most.
 
   Terri just finished lying to them about her plans to move from Vegas during the summer when her phone buzzed. Only one person had the number of her new disposable phone, and she’d been expecting a call from him.
 
   “Just a second, Andrew, while I take this outside,” she said into the phone, excused herself, and went to the porch. The next door neighbor saw her and nodded.
 
   The houses were so close there was no privacy, another reason she hated small towns. And she refused to go to the backyard. Her mother’s house was adjacent to undeveloped land, and Terri could just imagine bugs and things crawling into their yard. She shivered. She hated outdoors.
 
   “I’m here,” Terri said.
 
   “Where exactly?”
 
   “Tremonton.” Andrew Davidson was a lawyer and real estate developer with properties across the globe. He bankrolled her poker games, chose the venue, and kept her identity a secret while she found the high rollers, hosted the games, and kept the players happy. They held the poker games every couple of months.
 
   “What’s going on?” Terri asked.
 
   “I want you to set up another game,” he said. “I know it’s short notice, but I’m going to disappear for several months and don’t want to leave you without extra funds. I also happen to have a friend who’s interested in playing.”
 
   Terri frowned. It was too soon, but she couldn’t say no. Andrew had been good to her. He had reviewed the contract between her and Lucille and Kyle and made a few suggestions without charging her. He’d also kept most of her earnings the last year, until she was ready to use them because he knew her secret. She had taken a chance and confided in him, and it had paid off.
 
   “A friend? Does that mean you’ll vouch for him?”
 
   Andrew chuckled. “My dear Teresa. Of course I will. Our players rely on your discretion, so I wouldn’t bring someone who might jeopardize our operation.”
 
   She ignored the dig. She would start making calls tonight. Most of the high rollers on her list were abroad. “I’ll need his dietary and beverage preferences, whether he’s bringing a girlfriend, wife, or partner, or expecting us to provide him with a companion. How and when he’ll be arriving, and whether or not we need to talk to his people.”
 
   A long sigh came through the line.
 
   She chuckled. “Sorry, but you see why I usually do the choosing? Send me anything I need to know about him. I’ll call your people once I’ve assembled the players and my team.”
 
   “Wonderful. Can we do something we haven’t done before? Instead of a resort or one of my homes, let’s have a cruise.”
 
   Terri made a face. Most cruise ships had their own casinos and would not agree to a private game without getting a cut. “Which cruise ship?”
 
   He chuckled. “Not a cruise ship, my dear. A private yacht. We’ll sail from Marina Del Ray to San Diego, then up north to San Francisco and back in my new yacht. It’s beautiful and I want to show it off.”
 
   Terri rolled her eyes. “I thought you didn’t want the players to know you bankrolled the games.”
 
   “No one knows I bought the yacht yet. For now, it’s the property of a Saudi prince. You’ll love it, Teresa. It’s my best investment to date. I also have some news to share with you. Fly in a few days early to familiarize yourself with it and meet the crew. They can’t wait to meet you.”
 
   “Meet me?”
 
   “There you go again, worrying. I told them you were my niece and you’d be holding a special party. They don’t know that you are the infamous Chameleon.” He chuckled. “You’ll have to coordinate with them. I have deck hands. Security team. Engineering crew. Kitchen staff. The captain and his people. And of course, my doctor and his assistant for emergencies.”
 
   Terri groaned. They’d always used resorts and hotels, so the only things she ever worried about were the meals, servers, and of course, her girls. This would be different. Hell, it sounded like a lot of work.
 
   “It sounds amazing, Andrew.”
 
   “It is, but you have to see it to believe it. Did I mention it comes with a six-man personal submarine and several jet skis?”
 
   The rich with their toys. She’d heard them all. “No, but I can’t wait to try them out. I’ll call you when I’m on my way.”
 
   “Good. How’s your family?”
 
   “Fine. The twins are headed to the University of Idaho in the fall.”
 
   “That’s great news. Did you finally tell them the truth? The boys are old enough to handle it.”
 
   Sometimes she regretted telling Andrew Davidson the truth about Paul and the terror he’d put her though. On the other hand, he might not have offered her a position as his private gambling hostess if she hadn’t been honest with him. 
 
   “I’m still thinking about it, Andrew. When did you tell your friend we’d have the game?”
 
   “Next Friday.”
 
   A week to get everything ready. Great. She was going to be crazy busy. The only good thing was most of her clients would drop whatever they were doing to make one of her games.
 
   “I’ll send you my itinerary.”
 
   “I knew you wouldn’t disappoint me. My people will pick up your team from the airport. And Teresa?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Tell your mother the truth. I don’t like seeing you take off like you did last weekend. You cannot live in fear forever.” Once he hung up, Terri called Lucille.
 
   “Who’s this?” her best friend snapped.
 
   “Surely you should know by now that a call from a strange number means I have a new disposable phone. I’m coming back tomorrow. Have you gotten a place for me yet?”
 
   “You and your stupid disposable phones, and I’m doing great, thanks for asking.”
 
   Terri laughed. “Of course you are. You’re too mean not to be.”
 
   “Just for that. I’m not taking your calls anymore, smarty pants. Kyle is starting to believe I have a lover with a deep sexy voice.” Her husband must have said something because Lucille laughed and her voice was faint when she said, “No one can handle me but you, hun. I know. Love you more. Still there, Terri?” she asked, sounding louder.
 
   “Yes, and stop teasing Kyle. He puts up with me.”
 
   “Because he knows I love you. I found three perfect places for you to choose from.”
 
   “Great! I’ll see you tomorrow.”
 
   “Not so fast, missy. Write this number down.” She rattled out ten digits. “That’s Thorne’s number. He’s been calling here nonstop and didn’t sound happy. In fact, I’d say he sounded frustrated. Whatever you did to that man, do it again. He’s a keeper.”
 
   Terri sighed. There was a reason why she’d sneaked out of Rod’s suite last Sunday. Her life was too complicated for a relationship.
 
   “I’m so tempted to tell him where you are,” Lucille added.
 
   “Don’t you dare.” Only two people knew where her mother was, and that was Lucille and Andrew. Terri doubted Lucille ever told Kyle. “I’ll call him,” she lied smoothly.
 
   “Liar. If I tell you what I know about him—”
 
   “I gotta go. See you tomorrow.” Terri already knew about Rod. She’d succumbed to temptation and did an online search on him after meeting his bodyguards and all the talks about his pilot, jet, and his company being publicly traded. She admired him and his friends for starting a charity organization, but his billions would make him the perfect target for Paul and his men. She couldn’t care less about the women he’d been linked with, which he changed often, yet she’d found herself studying them. He had diverse tastes. Interestingly, he’d never been linked with one woman for long. She’d definitely dodged a bullet with him. He was the quintessential billionaire playboy. 
 
   Terri went back inside the house and laughter greeted her. For a moment, she soaked in the sounds and studied their happy faces. Maybe their mother was right. Bringing up the past would only cause unnecessary pain. It was better to just let it go.
 
   Feeling better about her decision, she went to join her family.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
   “Okay, ladies. That was the captain. The helicopter with our first guests will be here in less than ten minutes.” Terri glanced at the list. “Mr. Theo Westmoreland and his companion, Mira St. Cyr. He’s an oil man from Texas. Yes, Samantha?”
 
   A blond girl smiled. “Can I have him? I’m Texan, too and I’ll make him feel right at home.”
 
   Samantha was one of the new hostesses and eager to please. Unlike Terri’s regulars, she was only twenty-one, the age Terri started her first hostessing job in Vegas. The players tipped well, so the women she chose often looked forward to these games.
 
   “Okay, Samantha. Trade with her, Karen,” Terri told the girl who was supposed to get the Texan. “Work together, memorize everything about your new clients, and don’t ignore his companion. An unhappy girlfriend, mistress, or wife makes an unhappy player.”
 
   Terri adjusted Samantha’s mask and faced the other eight women. 
 
   “I’m going to say this one more time. This is not like a casino hosting.” Her regulars had heard this speech before. The new hostesses listened with wide eyes. “You are the Chameleon, and they are lucky to be your guest. The men know their behavior will determine whether they get a second invitation, so they tend to behave. Still, they are rich and are used to certain kinds of services. Anticipate their needs. If they’re rude, be polite, but firm.” She made eye contact with all of the girls. “This is not like the resorts, so there won’t be endless entertainment for their companions. We have a live band coming in tomorrow night, but the crew promised to keep them entertained, too. We moved the craps table and a Russian roulette to the indoor saloon from the gaming room, so they can use those. Escort them there once the men are seated around the gaming table.” She glanced at the large screen dominating the room and saw the helicopter approaching. “Head to the helipad, Samantha. Your Texan is here.”
 
   The girl headed for the door. Like the rest of the hostesses, she was dressed to impress in a light-blue classy dress, nude heels, and of course, a mask for anonymity. Every day the hostesses would wear a gown of the same shade of color but different designs, making it impossible for the gamblers to tell them apart. Wigs took care of hair colors and skin tone didn’t help because the girls came from diverse ethnic backgrounds. During the day, they’d all dress like the crew, the uniform giving them added anonymity. When the players left, they would be unable to say with certainty what the Chameleon looked like.
 
   The second the door closed behind the newbie, Meghan said, “I’ll keep an eye on her and make sure she doesn’t make a mistake.” She glanced at the other girls, who nodded. “We all will too.”
 
   “Thank you.” Meghan Summers had been with Terri from the beginning and was the one who’d connected her with a hostess agency. The girls all signed a confidentiality agreement before joining the team.
 
   Terri moved away from the women and towards the two men seated behind a montage of screens showing the interior and exterior of the yacht. The room they were using was actually the security room, yet it was so huge the girls were by the door while the computer station was at the other end. There was even a bed and couches for the security team to use if they wanted to eat and nap during shifts.
 
   “Can you show me the helipad being used from all angles?” Terri asked.
 
   The yacht had two helipads, but the second one was presently empty. One of the men tapped the keyboard and the image of the helipad filled the screen. Samantha stood next to three crew members, two to carry the luggage to the suites and one with a tray holding an unopened bottle of Cristal and flutes. Some players insisted on their personal security team touching their luggage, but Terri had the crew ready to help just in case.
 
   Everything went smoothly, each guest and his companion and guards being ushered to their suite and escorted to the outdoor saloon to socialize with the other guests. Most preferred to travel by helicopter, but a few came to the pier in limos.
 
   The sun was setting when Andrew Davidson arrived with a regal, older woman—an exotic beauty in pearls and designer clothes. He’d never brought a companion to these games before. Could she be the player he’d recommended? He never mentioned the gender or a name, so she’d assumed it was a man. He hadn’t mentioned any special dietary needs either, except preference in drinks—cognac and beer. That woman didn’t look like the beer-drinking type. 
 
   “Who’s that with Mr. Davidson?” Meghan asked from behind Terri.
 
   “I have no idea. Must be someone special.”
 
   “Are you okay with that?” Meghan asked.
 
   Terri frowned. “Why not? All the gamers are allowed to bring a companion.”
 
   “But he’s your… I mean, he’s in all your games, so I assumed you two were together. Never mind. I better go.” She hurried toward the door and Terri followed her.
 
   “You thought Mr. Davidson and I were involved?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter what I think.” Meghan paused by the door and glanced back at Terri, indecision on her face. “Listen, I’ve seen you go into his room a few times during our previous gigs, so…” Her smile wavered. “It’s really none of my business.”
 
   No, it wasn’t, but she’d have to be careful around Meghan or she would know Andrew was Terri’s partner. She waited until the door closed then went back to join the security team and studied the woman with Andrew.
 
   From their clasped hands and the way they kept trading smiles every few seconds, they were definitely close. She knew very little about Andrew’s personal life despite their partnership. He was a private man, which was why he’d come up with this idea of secret poker games.
 
   Andrew was talking to the pilot when Meghan appeared on the helipad. When he stepped away from the helicopter, the pilot switched off the engine and stepped down from the cockpit. The group disappeared from view.
 
   “Aren’t you expecting more guests, Ms. Randal?” one of the security guys asked.
 
   “I guess not.”
 
   She couldn’t wait to meet this female high roller, the first woman to attend her game. The door opened before she reached it and Andrew and his guest walked in arm-in-arm. Meghan was missing. 
 
   “There you are, my dear. No need for the mask.” Andrew waited until Terri lifted her mask before saying, “Estelle, my love, I want you to meet Terri Randal, the young lady who’s been helping me curb my gambling habits. Terri, I’d like you to meet my fiancée, Estelle Fitzgerald,.”
 
   His fiancée? Terri didn’t see that coming. And why was her name familiar? Estelle surprised Terri with a kiss on each cheek.
 
   “It’s wonderful to finally meet you, dear. Andrew speaks very highly of you, so I expected you to be seven feet tall with a cape.”
 
   “Just a mask for a very ordinary woman.”
 
   “There’s absolutely nothing ordinary about you.” Estelle patted her arm and Terri smiled. She seemed nice and genuine.
 
   “When Mr. Davidson said he was planning on bringing a mysterious player, I had no idea he meant his fiancée,” Terri said. “I think your presence on board is going to cause quite a stir. We’ve never had a female player before.”
 
   “A player? Me?” She smacked Andrew’s hand playfully. “Oh you, impossible man. Why would you tease the poor girl like that?” At Terri’s confusion, she added, “I don’t gamble, my dear. I’m just here to keep him out of trouble and of course, to meet you. You are a very mysterious young lady. I hope you and I will get a chance to talk before the weekend is over.”
 
   “I would love that too.” Terri glanced at Andrew, not masking her confusion. “You said you were bringing a friend.”
 
   “He should be arriving any minute. He insisted on flying himself in since he’s local. Why don’t you go and welcome him while I show Estelle our room?” He glanced down at her. “We have quite a view.”
 
   “You sure it’s only the view you want to show me, darling?” Terri overheard Estelle ask as they walked away. 
 
   Andrew whispered something to her, and Estelle’s laughter filled the cabin. A longing stole through Terri as she watched them leave the security room, but she pushed it away. There was no way she’d ever have that. Not as long as Paul was still alive.
 
   Terri glanced at the screen just as the second helicopter approached the helipad. There was something familiar about the logo on its door. She didn’t get a chance to take a proper look at it before the door opened and the new arrival stepped down.
 
   Sexy as sin in a power suit, was her first thought. Then she froze, all her senses bursting with feelings and emotions she’d tried to deny herself these past two weeks.
 
   Rod.
 
   She’d recognized those powerful shoulders and that hair anywhere. The wind created by the propellers whipped his pants and shirts and plastered them against his powerful body, and images from two weeks ago flooded her head. Her heart tripped and heat began pooling between her thighs. The visceral response to him didn’t surprise her. She still wanted him. Maybe even more so than before. He laughed at something his pilot said, and she found herself imagining the sexy sound. There was no way she was going to make it through the next two days without giving herself away. 
 
   He turned and stared straight at the camera as though aware he was being watched and Terri pulled down her mask. She shook her head at her behavior. Of course he couldn’t see her. And neither could she hide in this room forever. Time to welcome him aboard.
 
   She adjusted her mask again and exited the room, her heart pounding with excitement and dread. She’d refused to return his calls, so he’d found her. No, that couldn’t be true. Of course he hadn’t found her. No one knew her identity. He definitely didn’t know who she was. Hopefully, he might not even recognize her.
 
   Terri reached the helipad. Her palms sweated and her knees were a little unsteady, but she was determined not to show it. Rod slowly removed his sunglasses and studied her as she approached him. Nothing in his expression said he’d recognized her.
 
   Pasting a smile on her lips, she offered him her hand. “Welcome aboard, Mr. Thorne,” she said in a firm voice. “I am the Chameleon, your hostess for the next two days.”
 
   “Lovely name for a lovely lady.” He took her hand, a slow smile spreading across his lips. He lifted her hand to his lips. The kiss was brief, but she felt the heat from his lips to her bones. Terri trembled, and his smile spread. The impossible man didn’t miss a damn thing. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.”
 
   She eased her hand off his. “Would you like something to drink?”
 
   He glanced at the champagne the staff member offered, but declined.
 
   “This way, please.” Terri smiled briefly at his security team, the same two guys who’d been with him in Vegas. From their smiles, they’d recognized her.
 
   His men insisted on carrying his stuff. Terri gave them his suite number. “It’s open, mister…?”
 
   “Delaney, ma’am,” one of the guys said. He was the big one she’d threatened. “No mister.”
 
   “Thanks, Delaney. Once you take his things to his stateroom, please wait for me in the foyer. I’ll show you to your quarters.”
 
   “First, show me around,” Rod said, taking her hand and placing it in the crook of his arms. To be this close to him when he obviously hadn’t recognized her was messing with her head.
 
   She showed him around and answered his questions. He had plenty. The captain had given her a tour around the mega yacht and introduced her to the crew two days ago. The Morning Glory, as its previous owner named it, had forty-five crew members and enough cabins for the crew and suites for thirty-six passengers, a tennis/racquetball court, a movie theater, a miniature golf course, and two swimming pools—one with slides for a younger crowd, which was funny because Andrew had never married and had no children. He hadn’t joked about the six-man submarine that came with the yacht, but he’d forgotten to mention a remote controlled vehicle for crawling on the ocean floor. 
 
   Terri pointed out the seven boats in case of trouble at sea—not that they were far enough from the coast to worry about that—and side hatches at the water line for docking jet skis. Music and laughter came from the outdoor saloon when they walked past the doors, and the crew was setting the tables in the dining area. The entire time, she kept wondering when Rod would say something personal. She wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or annoyed that he hadn’t recognized her.
 
   She gave Rod a choice to use one of the two glass elevators or the stairs. He chose the elevator, and they stood so close they could almost touch if she moved a few inches to the left. He still didn’t say anything. She was getting annoyed now. Was she that forgettable?
 
   His men were waiting by the entrance. They had already put his luggage inside. He dismissed them and looked around the suite. All guest staterooms, including the ones the girls were using, had en suite bathrooms, a couch and a side table, flat-screen TV console with drawers for storage, and a walk-in closet. Of course, his suite was bigger than hers. His bed was king-size and made of hardwood. The same rich, dark teak wood was used in the panels, floor, ceilings, and every piece of wooden furniture. Combined with the beige and gold color scheme, the result was understated elegance.
 
   “This is a nice surprise,” he said, turning to face her.
 
   “I’m happy you approve. If you need anything at all during your stay, let me know.” 
 
   “Anything?” He reached up and tugged off his tie.
 
   “Within reason,” she amended, and he chuckled. He threw his tie on the bed and shrugged off his jacket. Two weeks had passed, yet it felt like yesterday she’d watched him undress, his movements smooth and sensual as he removed his cufflinks. “I’ll wait outside while you change.”
 
   “Don’t go,” he said. “Stay and talk to me.”
 
   Terri fought annoyance at the way anticipation coursed through her. She wanted to stay and watch him. No, first, she wanted to kick him for not recognizing her, then remove the mask and watch his reaction.
 
   He yanked out his shirt’s tails and undid the buttons, his eyes trapping hers. “What are your hours?”
 
   “I’m on duty when you wake up and off after I escort you to your room when the night game ends.”
 
   “What if I need something extra?”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Entertainment.”
 
   “You’ll have to be more specific than that, Mr. Thorne.” 
 
   “Sex, Chameleon. Pre-game sex so I can relax, and post-game to celebrate my wins.”
 
   His boldness didn’t shock her, but she was slowly plotting his murder. How dare he discuss sex with someone else but her? He was supposed to want her. Only her. A quick decapitation so his head could be lost at sea should do it. His hand went to his belt and the macabre thoughts disappeared, the horny terrier inside her wagging its tail. She couldn’t look away even though she knew she should.
 
   “What’s your answer, Chameleon? A sexual companion, can I have one?” 
 
   Her hands fisted. She would gouge out his eyes first before chopping off his head. “Sorry, not part of my services.” Asshole.
 
   “That’s too bad. And the other hostesses? Are they available?”
 
   A quick death was too good for him. He needed to be lowered into a shark-infested waters so they could take chunks of him while he screamed.
 
   “Are they, Chameleon?” he asked, peering at her.
 
   “No, they’re not.”
 
   “From my experience, a personal hostess sees to a client’s needs twenty-four seven.”
 
   “Not at my games and not my girls,” she snapped. She realized what she’d just said and tried to cover it. “I’ll make sure your stay is enjoyable and you have everything you need during normal hours. Once the game is over and you retire, I’m off the clock.”
 
   Rod cocked his eyebrow. “Your games… your girls? So you’re really the one.”
 
   Damn it! “I don’t know what you mean.”
 
   He chuckled. “I think you do. A little bird recently told me that all the hostesses claim to be the Chameleon. You’re too smart and too opinionated to be a fake. Now that I know why you disappeared on me in Vegas, I can breathe easy. Your anonymity is safe with me, Terri.” He undid his belt. “Turn around, sweetheart, unless you want to see how much I’ve missed you.”
 
   Terri gawked at him. “You knew it was me all this time?”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Rod laughed. The woman was crazy if she thought he hadn’t recognized her. Her sexy walk had been a dead giveaway. Then there was her body. Once he’d kissed and loved a body as much as he’d done hers, he’d recognize it anywhere. She could be covered with a sack and he would have known. Then there were her lips and her voice, both unforgettable.
 
   He closed the gap between and lifted the mask off her face. Seeing her had surprised him, but he’d recovered fast. He stroked her cheek, wanting to make love to her so badly it hurt. The last two weeks had been torture.
 
   “Of course I knew it was you the moment I saw you.” He lowered his head slowly, giving her time to move away. She didn’t. Her breath caught when he brushed his lips across hers. He angled his head and nibbled on her lips again, wanting to devour her, but choosing to deny himself. He’d waited two weeks, he could afford a few hours of  anticipation. Besides, if he started kissing her now, they would not leave the stateroom.
 
   “Why didn’t you return my calls?” he asked, stepping back and shrugging off his shirt.
 
   “My life is complicated.”
 
   “I thrive on complications.” 
 
   She shook her head, her eyes caressing his chest. He liked that she’d missed him too. He saw it in the hunger in her eyes.
 
   “I’ll wait outside. Finish changing. The dress code is formal.”
 
   He stopped her from turning. “I can skip tonight if you stay in here with me.”
 
   “I don’t mess with clients, Rod.”
 
   “Then I don’t want to play.”
 
   “Yes, you will. If you didn’t know it, it’s next to impossible to get an invite to my gigs, so enjoy it, or this will be a one-time thing.” 
 
   Her tough boss attitude was a serious turn on. He stole another kiss. It was brief and feather-light, but he was fine with it. “But we both know I’m a greedy man. Once is never enough.”
 
   “Smooth, Rod. Very smooth. Do you know who you’ll be playing?”
 
   “No, but it doesn’t matter. I’ve played all sorts of sharks.”
 
   “These guys are more piranha than sharks. Watch your back.” 
 
   “Is that concern for me, Chameleon?”
 
   “Of course not.” Despite her words, her expression said it was. She stepped back and slid her mask into place. “Please, change. You were the last one to arrive, and the tour took too long. The others are already waiting downstairs.”
 
   “Let them wait. Talk to me.” He was disappointed when she turned. She hunched her shoulders, almost defensively. Whatever issues she had, they’d work on them together. He removed his pants and walked to the closet where Delaney already unpacked and hung his clothes. “Talk to me, sweetheart. I’ve missed your voice.”
 
   She glanced over her shoulder and blinked when she realized he was in his underwear. Her gaze lingered and his body responded. Smiling, she faced forward. “What do you want to know?”
 
   “How did you get into this kind of scene?”
 
   “I used to be a hostess at the Versailles Palace.”
 
   That explained the staff’s reaction. He pulled on pants and then a shirt.
 
   “Why did you quit?”
 
   “I got bored.”
 
   He wasn’t buying it. “I get bored too, but I take off to battle the elements, swim with the sharks, climb K-2. You should come with me sometime.”
 
   “Swimming with the sharks?” she asked, chuckling 
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Funny, I had a similar idea a few minutes ago, and it didn’t end well for you.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I don’t do open water swimming.”
 
   “I’ll protect you.” She chuckled. “You don’t believe me?” He closed the gap between them, drawn to her bare shoulder. It was an open invitation he couldn’t deny himself. He kissed her shoulder and inhaled her skin. Man, he’d missed the taste of her. The feel of her. Her essence. He stroked her arms. 
 
   “We need to leave,” she said in a shaky voice.
 
   “I don’t want to go.” He kissed her neck. “I want to relive Vegas.”
 
   Chuckling, she turned around and her eyes widened. “Wow.”
 
   He cocked an eyebrow. “Did you just say wow?”
 
   “You clean up good.”
 
   “You said formal.”
 
   She stepped back. “Yes, uh, well. There’s formal and then there’s”—she waved to indicate him—“you. Uh, let’s go.”
 
   He grinned when she hurried to open the door. He had a feeling she wanted to jump him, which was fine with him because the feeling was mutual. Her dress was sexy as hell, but then again it didn’t matter what she wore. She was sexy. How her mind worked was sexy. Her lips. Her walk. How she enjoyed him. There was nothing about her that didn’t make his blood boil with need.
 
   He allowed her to escort him out of his suite. Another player was in the elevator with another hostess. While he talked to the man, a Texan oilman by the name of Westmoreland, Rod noticed Terri rub the woman’s arm as though reassuring her. She whispered something to the girl, who nodded. When the elevator opened, Terri took his arm and detained him, until the other two left.
 
   “Who’s the girl?”
 
   “A new hostess. She’s struggling. Some clients are easy while others are not.” 
 
   She was a caring boss. “Which one am I?”
 
   “You’re easy, Rod.” He chuckled.
 
   The first person he saw when he entered the saloon was Estelle Fitzgerald, Lex’s mother. He wasn’t surprised to see her. Lex had mentioned that she was seeing Davidson. 
 
   He steered Terri toward her.  “I want you to meet someone.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “You see that lady in pearls.” He indicated Estelle with a nod. “I’ve known her since I was a teenager. Her son, Lex, is one of my closest friends.”
 
   There was the flash of vulnerability in her eyes. What was she afraid of? Her secret identity was safe with him.
 
   “You can’t introduce me to people because you’re not supposed to know who I am, Rod. Besides, Estelle and I already met. You, on the other hand, haven’t met the other players.” She introduced him around to the remaining nine players from across the globe. Some of them had companions young enough to be their daughters.
 
   “Roderick, what a surprise seeing you here,” Estelle Fitzgerald said when he reached her side. She angled her head, and he planted a kiss on her cheek.
 
   “You look lovely as usual, Estelle. Are you playing?”
 
   She chuckled. “No, darling. I’m here as Andrew’s guest.” She showed him her ring. “We are getting married soon.”
 
   Rod lifted her hand to his lips. “Beautiful. Lex’s been holding out on us.”
 
   “No, he’s not. Our engagement won’t be in the papers until Sunday, so I told the children to hold off sharing with friends.” Her eyes followed his to Terri, who was with the other hostesses by the bar. “She’s quite something, isn’t she?” 
 
   “Yes, she is.” As though she knew they were talking about her, Terri looked their way and smiled.
 
   Damn. He’d forgotten how potent her smile was. He didn’t care about playing anymore. He wanted to take her away from this place and shield her from whatever she was running away from. He wanted to uncomplicate her life. But since she ran the whole thing, he had to stick it out. 
 
   “You two knew each other before tonight?”
 
   Rod chuckled. “Why do you say that?”
 
   “You can’t take your eyes off her and she keeps glancing at you. Go join your friends. I’m going to talk to her and get to know her better.”
 
   Rod joined the men, bullshitted, drank, and ate, but he counted the seconds until he’d be alone with Terri. The five course meal was planned according to each guest’s preferences, and that included their companions. Terri ran a tight ship, keeping an eye on the hostesses, making sure the guests were well taken care of. He even saw her go behind the bar to help the bartender. Her girls were attentive without being intrusive. They didn’t just take care of the players, replenishing their drinks, lighting cigars, and removing ashtrays, but they kept their women entertained, until they were escorted into the gaming room. 
 
   It was interesting how every player in the group believed their hostess was the Chameleon. How the hell could they not recognize Terri as the leader of the pack? Despite all the hostesses wearing similar masks and light-blue evening dresses, she stood out.
 
   Whenever Rod played poker, he gave one hundred percent to the game. Not this time. He was distracted. He lost count of the number of times he’d looked up to find Terri. Images of her in his arms, screaming his name, and memories of how she’d tasted gave him a permanent hard on. He was on a losing streak, but didn’t care. He just wanted the evening to be over, but it went against his nature to fold and walk away. Most of the players drank, but he stayed sober. He had plans for the evening, and they didn’t include being drunk.
 
   It was close to one in the morning when they stopped playing. Terri walked him back to his stateroom. 
 
   “You okay?” she asked.
 
   “Yes. It was a good game.” He tugged at his bow tie.
 
   She glanced over her shoulder and lowered her voice. “You lost a lot of money tonight, Rod.”
 
   “It’s just money.” They stopped outside his room. He wanted to remove her mask so he could see her beautiful face, carry her to bed, and get lost in her arms. He didn’t think he’d ever hated a mask until today. His hand dropped to her waist, and he nudged her closer to him as the Russian, supported by two of his men, staggered behind his hostess.
 
   “Good game, Thorne,” he said in a heavy accent, his words slurring.
 
   “Yes, it was, Romanov.”
 
   “Better luck tomorrow, yes?” the man asked.
 
   Rod chuckled. They’d both suffered heavy losses tonight. He wished the man good night, waited until they disappeared into his room, before focusing on Terri. He liked that she didn’t try to get away from him. She felt so right in his arms. Like she belonged.
 
   “Come inside for a few minutes,” he said, his hand inching lower to trap hers.
 
   “I can’t. I have to wake up early in the morning to make sure the staff is ready for tomorrow’s games. You’ll have one in the afternoon and another in the evening.” She rested her hand on his chest, reached up, and planted a kiss on his cheek “Good night, Rod.” 
 
   Damn it, the woman was screwing with his head. The chaste kiss and the warmth of her breath on his skin were deliberate even though his erection approved. He turned his head and captured her lips in a searing kiss. His blood boiled as his senses rediscovered the taste of her. Her hands sank into his hair, pulling him close. He growled and deepened the kiss, sucking on her tongue, not holding back his desire for her.
 
   She wretched her mouth from him, her eyes glazed. When she pushed against his chest, he let her go. She touched her lips and smiled. Without saying a word, she turned and walked away, the sway of her hips inviting him to follow her and claim her. 
 
   Something gripped his chest as he watched her. He didn’t want to call it panic because that was an emotion he’d never associated with a woman. Whatever it was, he didn’t like it. The last time he’d let her go, she’d disappeared for two weeks.
 
   “Terri.”
 
   She glanced at him over her shoulder and gave him a naughty smile.
 
   “Come back after you change, or I’m coming for you.”
 
   She chuckled and shook her head. “I’ll see you in the morning, Rod.”
 
   His gaze didn’t waver as she entered the glass elevator. He moved to the rail and watched her get off on the floor below them. She’d removed her mask. She looked up and blew him a kiss, the mischievous smile still on her lips. His body screamed for her, his cock so stiff it hurt to move. He waited until she entered her room before going to his.
 
   He wasn’t waiting for her. He stripped and pulled on a robe, then went through his bedtime ritual while imagining how he planned to savor every inch of Terri tonight. He didn’t care that it was after one in the morning. Some things were not meant to be rushed. He patted his pocket. He had everything he needed.
 
   A knock at his door sent a thrill through him. She was back. He hurried to open it and swallowed his disappointment when he saw Delaney.
 
   “What is it that can’t wait until morning?”
 
   “I didn’t want to interrupt your game, Mr. Thorne, but Saxton tried to get in touch with you and when he couldn’t, he called me.”
 
   Jared Saxton was a private investigator he’d hired to track down Teresa Warwick. He wanted to nab that woman so badly, but he couldn’t focus on her now.
 
   “Did he say what he wanted?”
 
   “No, but he wanted you to call him. It sounded urgent.”
 
   Rod looked at his watch. The call would have to wait until morning. He had a woman to claim. Tomorrow, he would focus on whatever Saxton had on Warwick.
 
   “I’ll call him in the morning.” He walked with Delaney to the elevators and got off on the next floor. “Do you and Santiago have a place to sleep?”
 
   Delaney chuckled. “Yes, sir. Ms. Randal made sure we were well taken care of.”
 
   “Good.” It was Rod’s turn to take care of Ms. Randal. It was a good thing her needs and his were the same.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 7
 
    
 
   What was she doing? She should be in Rod’s arms, not crawling into her cold bed alone, horny, and miserable. The other hostesses shared staterooms and were probably asleep after recapping the day and gossiping about Rod. He had captured every woman’s attention tonight. Even those who’d accompanied their men had wanted to know who he was, mentally undressing him whenever they looked at him. It wasn’t just the fact that he was hot as hell; he was also years younger than all the other players.
 
   Tonight, the pot had hit ten million, but the lack of reaction to his losses said money wasn’t an issue for him either, which the other women hadn’t missed. Terri was sure many had done online research on him after they left the salon. 
 
   She turned again, cursing her stubbornness. Two weeks after the weekend in Vegas and she was acting like she hadn’t had sex in months. Her nipples ached as she imagined Rod taking them into his mouth, biting them, making her writhe in ecstasy. The lace part of her silk teddy added to the sensation.
 
   She slipped a hand under the waistband of her silk panties and gently caressed her  throbbing clit. Images filled her head. Rod’s dark head between her thighs as he hummed. Oh, the things that man could do with his tongue, his mouth, and his fingers. He’d play her like his favorite instrument, kissing her, opening her gently, and tasting her as though she was a delicacy. He’d take his time, his tongue flickering her clit, sometimes soft and other times hard. She imagined him arching over her body before entering her slowly. The roll of his hips sensual, one minute, and merciless the next as he pounded inside her until she screamed with orgasm.
 
   Damn it! Now she was swollen and wet, and sleep was the last thing on her mind. She wanted Rod, but her pride stopped her from sneaking upstairs and knocking on his door. She needed a release, the kind her fingers wouldn’t give her. 
 
   Terri turned on the lights, swung her feet down, and kicked off her panties. In just her silk and lace teddy, she padded to her suitcase. She’d unpacked everything except her battery operated dildo. She pulled it out of its pouch and turned to go back to bed when someone rattled on her door.
 
   Terri jumped, her heart skipping. She shoved the dildo back in its bag, closed the suitcase, and crossed the wooden floor. She opened the door and her eyes met a robe-covered endless chest.
 
   Rod. Thank goodness.
 
   Her body was already primed, but seeing him drove common sense out the window. She opened the door wider, grabbed the lapels of his robe, and pulled him inside, leaving her dignity behind.
 
   She attacked him. At least, it felt that way to her. She pulled his head down and kissed him, savoring the feel and the taste of him. Two freaking weeks and she was like a sex-starved convict. He jerked her to him, cupping the back of her head and sucking hard on her tongue, then rolling his over hers in a sensual play that had her moaning.
 
   “You missed me,” he said, pinning her against the wall, kissing her neck, her shoulder.
 
   “I missed this.” His breath caught when she reached under the robe and gripped him. This was more than the sex. She’d missed Rod, the man. Usually, she was so guarded about her past and her secrets that it was nice to be with someone who was open about everything. He spoke of his past without shame, owning every decision he’d made no matter how stupid. She’d missed the boyish way he laughed when reading comics. Yes, he was a collector, but he enjoyed reading them too. But most important of all, she’d missed the way she felt around him. The way he made her laugh, verbally sparred with her, their silly banter. The way it didn’t bother him that she had power over his body. Yes, the sex had been hot, but there was much more that made him unique.
 
   She stroked him while pushing his robe aside. She wanted to lay claim to him, leave her mark so all the women on the yacht would know he was taken. He rocked his hips, fucking her hand, then he lifted her up, her teddy riding up. Her ass landed on the cold surface of the wall. 
 
   “Protection,” he rasped, dipping a hand into the pocket of his robe. He came up with a silver foil.
 
   “I’m on the pill and had a medical exam last week. You?”
 
   “Clean as a whistle. Just had mine.” He dropped the robe and pinned her in place with his body while she clung to him and rained kisses on his chest, his face, his neck. She nipped his earlobe.
 
   “Now,” she whispered in his ear. “I can’t wait.”
 
   He grabbed his cock and pressed the tip at the opening of her slick entrance. “Tell me how you want this, Terri. Hard or slow?”
 
   “I want it all. Make me relive Vegas.” She threw his words back at him.
 
   He grabbed her ass, inched her legs up his arms. “Forget Vegas. This is California, baby. Here, we do things my way. I’m going to fuck you hard.”
 
   “Yes,” she gasped, pushing against him, needing to feel him stretching her and filling her completely.
 
   “Then slowly, the way you love it. And just when you think you can’t take it anymore, I’ll change the rhythm just to hear you sing my name.” He sunk into her, burying his long, thick cock so deep inside her she gasped. “You okay?”
 
   “Oh yes,” she said on a sigh. She could barely think, let alone speak.
 
   “You feel so fucking amazing, Terri. So damn good around me. Tight. Hot. Like liquid silk.” He eased out slowly, his eyes locked with hers. Then he plunged deep inside her, his fingers gripping her ass and pulling her hips to meet his. Pinned between his powerful body and the wall, she was at his mercy. His movements were measured, designed to drive her crazy.
 
   Terri wanted to purr. Instead she hissed, “Yessssss.” 
 
   “You like that?”
 
   “Give me more.” He was relentless while she moaned with each thrust. He picked up tempo, fucking her hard and fast just like he’d promised. His powerful arms and stomach were taut with tension, muscles rippling as he pounded into her. Terri struggled to focus on him, kissing him, caressing him. She was burning up, every part of her body pulsing with sensations. She couldn’t seem to get enough air, yet she’d never felt so alive.
 
   “I’ve missed you,” he ground out with each thrust. “I’ve spent two weeks reliving how it feels to be inside your tight, wet pussy. This is coming home, baby. Scream for me. Show me how much you like having me deep inside you.” He shifted, hitting her insides at a different angle.
 
   “Right there. Oh yes,” she rasped out, squirming to get closer to him. 
 
   “How about this?” He tilted her hips and pulled all the way out.
 
   “No, no, no, don’t stop.” A gasp escaped her when he eased back in, his cock grazing her clit. “Yesss!”
 
   He did it again and again. Tears rushed into her eyes, blindsiding her. The sensation was too much. She never cried during sex. She couldn’t let herself be that vulnerable. Not wanting him to notice, she buried her face in his neck.
 
   “No, Terri. I want to see you. Look at me.” His face was flushed, his eyes heavy-lidded. “Talk to me.”
 
   “It’s too much,” she whispered in a voice she didn’t recognize as her own.
 
   He kissed her. It was soft and languid, and it only made things worse.
 
   “Damn it, Rod. Just fuck me hard like you promised.”
 
   “I plan to, but first, I want to see how you like this.” He pulled out so slowly, his eyes not leaving hers. “This can never be too much. It’s perfect. I can feel how much you want me to fuck you. I can feel your muscles tightening and pulling me inside.” He leaned back and looked down at where they were joined. “Look at how beautiful we are together.”
 
   It was the most sensual thing ever, watching his cock slide in and out of her pussy, his face taut with pleasure, cheekbones flushed.
 
   “If what you’re feeling is as good as mine, then you’re not alone. I’m with you, Terri. Every stroke. Every fucking stroke,” he said in a rough, sexy voice, yet his movements remained unhurried as though savoring her.
 
   He rocked his hips in a sensual, rhythmic tempo. He was magnificent in the utter control of his movement while she hung on for dear life. She was drowning and he was her only way to survive.
 
   “Oooh. Rod. You’re killing me.”
 
   She might like it fast, but slow turned her into mush. She closed her eyes, lost to sensation. This time, she buried her face in his neck and bit him to stop herself from crying.
 
   “That’s it, baby. Scream. Curse. Bite me. Just never. Hide. From. Me.” He punctuated each word with a thrust, his voice a low growl. 
 
   She dug her nails into his skin and buried her teeth in his shoulder as her stomach tightened and pre-orgasm spasm hit her limbs. Her body reacted in ways she never knew possible. There was a ringing in her ears and her chest burned. She opened her mouth to speak, but words failed her.
 
   “Fall apart for me, Terri,” Rod whispered. “Let go and fly.”
 
   Stars exploded in her head as she flew into a place where nothing mattered but sensations and the man slamming into her at a ferocious speed. When the wave hit, she was catapulted into a sensual bliss, the pleasure shooting through her body and causing her to buckle. She yelled out Rod’s name. He pulled her to him or her back would have scraped the wall. 
 
   He took her mouth in a deep, sensual kiss and carried her toward the bed. Shudders continued to rock her body, her legs tightening around him, her arms clinging to his neck. He was still hard inside her. He nipped her lower lip.
 
   “Does this mean you’re happy I came?” he asked. 
 
   “You haven’t yet,” she purred, and wiggled her hips.
 
   He chuckled. “I intend to, after you do.”
 
   “Again?”
 
   “I need to taste you and I don’t intend to stop, until you come. Then I have a special wake-up call in a few hours.”
 
   She stroked his face. “I take it you plan to stay here in my puny love shack instead of dragging me to your massive lair upstairs?”
 
   “Your love shack.” He kissed her and eased from inside her, wincing as though it hurt. Instead of lowering her to the bed, he clasped her to him, one arm around her waist and the other across her butt cheeks. He followed the neckline of her lingerie with his lips before stopping to study her face. “You’ve missed me.”
 
   “How would you know?”
 
   “You were wet the entire evening. Every time our eyes met, you mentally removed a piece of my clothing or remembered Vegas.” He took a nip of her neck. “And when you crawled into your bed, you touched yourself while thinking about me.”
 
   She grinned. “I did.”
 
   “Was it good?”
 
   “Not as good as when you touch me. You have mad skills.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   She laughed. “You’re not humble.”
 
   “Not when I’ve met my match.” He squeezed her ass. “I love the feel of your skin against mine.” He nuzzled her neck. “I love how you taste.” He pulled her earlobe into his mouth and sucked on it. The zing went all the way to her bones. “I love listening to you scream my name and watching you come.”
 
   “Me too.” She reached down and found his cock. “You’re still hard.”
 
   “I’ve been hard the entire night, baby. Every fucking second I looked at you across that game room, I only got harder. It made me want to leave the table and drag you out of the room.” He lowered her, so she stood on the bed. “That dress you wore was designed to drive a man insane. I kept imagining doing this.”
 
   He nudged the straps of her lingerie off her shoulders and pushed them down her arms, until he exposed her breasts. Her nipples hardened into greedy peaks, ready for his touch.
 
   “Beautiful. I want to savor every inch of your body.” He took one exposed nipple into his mouth. Terri moaned and arched her back while pressing his head closer. The wet suction of his mouth and the flick of his tongue started another storm. It unfurled and spread through her, melting her bones.
 
   It was funny how, when he touched her, the feelings were so different from when she touched herself or when her previous lovers had touched her. Not that she’d had many. She was choosy about the men she slept with. Before Paul came back into her life and screwed it to hell and back, which now seemed like eons ago, her refusal to open up about her past or her family often put a damper on things.
 
   Rod moved to her other breast, and cold air rushed in to replace his mouth, the sensations so intense it hurt. As though aware of what she was feeling, Rod kept alternating between the two peaks, laving each nipple with his tongue as though soothing it before moving to the other.
 
   He tugged on her lingerie until it fell around her feet. She kicked it aside and knelt in the middle of the bed, her eyes eating him up. The ribbed perfection of his belly, the tanned skin stretched over hard muscles, and his engorged cock rising from a tuff of black hair never failed to fill her with awe. Her mouth went dry. Even after an orgasm, she wanted more of him. When their eyes met, she swallowed. The look in his eyes took her breath away. He watched her with white hot desire. She patted the bed. “Lie down.”
 
   “Not yet.”
 
   “You’ve had your turn. Now it’s mine.”
 
   “I told you I plan to taste you and drink you as you come.”
 
   “Tomorrow, you can taste every inch of me and drink all you want, but right now, I need to touch you and taste you, before you slide inside me.”
 
   He grinned. “Sounds like you want this bad.”
 
   “I’ll beg if you want me to, but then you’ll pay the price later.”
 
   “I like your kind of punishments.” 
 
   “Me too.” She gave him a naughty grin and closed the distance between them. She planted a kiss on his chest and a groan rippled through his chest, his hands coming to rest on her shoulder. He tasted salty, and smelled of sex. She licked and kissed her way to his nipples. A shudder rocked him when she took one between her teeth. 
 
   “You like that?” she purred.
 
   “Bite on it harder.”
 
   She did and he hissed. She blew on it, ran her tongue over it, and sucked hard on it, before biting it again. She moved to the other.
 
   “I wanted to gouge out the eyes of those women for undressing you with their eyes,” she whispered as she worked her way down.
 
   “What women?”
 
   “The other hostesses and the players’ women.” 
 
   “Does that mean we can’t have a threesome?”
 
   She growled. “I don’t share.”
 
   “I did.” He caressed her jaw. “Now I can’t imagine any man touching you.”
 
   Terri explored his abs, loving the way the muscles shifted under her lips. He had a flat belly button, which was intriguing. One hand reached for his cock and stroked him while the other went behind him to cup a butt cheek. She couldn’t get enough of his body.
 
   Nudging him back, she knelt on the floor, and pulled the head of his cock into her mouth. He was smooth, hard, and hot, his scent musky. Terri went to work, wrapping one hand at the base of his shaft while the one on his ass pulled him closer. Mouth sucking him and tongue licking his head, she pumped him. His hand moved from her shoulder to the back of her head, but he didn’t take control. He groaned when her teeth raked the full length of him. She did it again, loving the sounds rumbling through his chest. His eyes glazed over.
 
   He swore, tore free from her, and growled, “On the bed. I need to slow down.”
 
   “No. I want you inside of me, Rod. Right now.” She pulled him down and straddled him. She guided him to the opening of her pussy and slowly sat, her muscles stretching to accommodate his length and girth.
 
   Rod’s eyes rolled in their sockets. “Fuck!”
 
   “Talk to me.” She lifted her hips and sunk. He hissed, his hips jerking.
 
   “Ride me hard.” He cupped her breasts and played with her nipples. “Show me how you love having me inside you.”
 
   She gave him what he needed, riding him fast, her nails digging into his chest. She was determined to make him burn with mindless desire just like he’d done her. She rolled her hips and squeezed her inner muscles. Sweat coated his skin, his face taut with tension as he fought for control. The beautiful animal intensity of his expression thrilled her.
 
   Another growl rumbled through his chest as he reached for her hips and took over, lifting her and sliding her down his cock. Up and down. Up and down. Every bone in her body melted, as sensations and pleasure threatened to overwhelm her again.
 
   “Rod,” she wailed and reached down to kiss him, claiming his mouth the way he was claiming her pussy. Then her world crumbled. Everything she thought she knew about her body, what she’d thought pleased her, and how much pleasure she could take, disappeared as ecstasy racked her body, expanding and reaching every corner of her body.
 
   Rod’s eyes closed, an expression of pleasure-pain crossing his face. He bucked once, twice, his fingers digging into her butt cheeks as his body shuddered. She wrapped her arms around him and continued to squeeze him with her nether muscles. He didn’t stop moving and she didn’t stop hugging him. They rode the wave, locked in each other’s arms. Finally, she rested her cheek against his chest and closed her eyes, as she drifted into a euphoric cloud.
 
   Rod pressed a kiss on her forehead, his hand coming to rest on her back. Slowly, he stroked her skin, sliding towards her waist, until he reached her butt. It rested there possessively.
 
   “You were amazing,” he whispered.
 
   “I know.” She fell asleep smiling.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Terri was still asleep when Rod woke up. He stroked her cheek and she turned her face toward his hand and mumbled his name. He grinned and settled in his pillow, loving the decision he’d just made. He was going to break every damn one of his rules for this woman. It was time to find out if what they had went beyond their love for each other’s body and for comics. 
 
   He wanted to kiss his way to her pussy and watch her melt as she woke up, but he reserved that for later. He’d kept her up late and last night had been pretty rough and explosive. He tugged her lush body closer, kissed her forehead, and tucked her under his chin. He could definitely get used to this. 
 
   It was ten when he reluctantly slipped out of her arms and left her room. Sounds came from behind him as he walked away, but the hallway was empty when he looked over his shoulder. Voices reached him from an open doorway ahead.
 
   “I heard she’s been sleeping with Davidson and now she has Thorne,” a woman said. “Why does she hook up with the clients and we can’t?”
 
   “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” another voice said firmly. “You want to work for her again? Keep your mouth shut and your opinions to yourself.”
 
   “I accepted this gig because I thought I would meet some billionaires, not drag their drunk fat asses to bed and listen to their women whine.”
 
   “Then pack your things and leave.”
 
   Terri and Andrew Davidson? He didn’t buy it. 
 
   Back in his room, Rod showered and went for a morning swim. A few of the female guests were in the pool and tried to talk to him, but his mind was on Terri. There was so much about her he still didn’t know, but he was in no hurry. He planned to peel every layer and find every gem. So far, he loved what he’d seen and what they had. 
 
   After the swim, he went back to his room for a shower and changed into casual clothes. He hated eating alone, so he opted to have his breakfast downstairs instead of his room. Only one of the poker buddies—the Texan—was downstairs in the dining room, sipping his coffee and watching ESPN on the large flat-screen TV.
 
   The man nodded and went back to watching the game. One of Terri’s women brought Rod coffee before leaving to get his breakfast. She wore a crew uniform: tan skirt and a white polo-shirt with the initials MG—Morning Glory—on the breasts and black epaulettes with gold stripes on the shoulders, but he recognized her from last night. Her tag said she was Senior Stewardess Summers. No first name. When she’d acted as a hostess, she’d just been another Chameleon. 
 
   The woman wheeled in a tray consisting of plates covered with dome-shaped lids. They’d prepared his breakfast the way he liked it—medium-rare steak, eggs sunny-side up, and extra bistro potatoes. His coffee was black and strong. He ripped through the food. After last night, he was famished. Senior Stewardess Summers offered him a second helping, and he recognized her voice. She was the same woman he’d overheard defending Terri this morning.
 
   “How long have you worked for Ms. Randal?” he asked, and the woman’s eyes widened in shock. She looked at the Texan, but the man was busy watching the TV. “I recognize you from last night.”
 
   “Since the beginning.” She looked around again. “No one is supposed to know who we are.”
 
   Rod chuckled. “I’m more observant than most. Don’t worry, your secret is safe with me.”
 
   She smiled. “Thank you.”
 
   He had to give it to Terri. Her operation was like a well-oiled machine. Marx never gave him the name of his benefactor, but he suspected she was the one, which was proof she’d wanted to see him again. He liked a woman who knew her mind and wasn’t afraid to go after what she wanted.
 
   Delaney interrupted Rod’s morning. “It’s Saxton again. He wants to talk.”
 
   Sighing, Rod took the phone and walked out of the room and into the hallway. Delaney followed him, but kept his distance. Rod waited until he was by the pool with slides. It was empty, so no eavesdroppers. He leaned against the rail and studied the coastline. He had no idea where they were. According to the itinerary he’d been sent, the yacht was supposed to go south to San Diego, turn, and head north to San Francisco before coming back to the yacht club in Marina Del Ray.
 
   Rod brought the phone to his ear. “Saxton?”
 
   “We found the Warwick woman, Mr. Thorne. My men in Atlantic City followed a lead and we just confirmed it. Two weeks ago, she left for Las Vegas. We showed her pictures to every dealer, hotel staff, and taxi driver in Vegas and hit pay dirt late last night when one of the taxi drivers identified her. She left quite an impression on him.”
 
   “This is good news. Where is she?”
 
   “She disappeared again, but we now know why we couldn’t find her. She stopped using the name Teresa Warwick and took up her biological father’s name, Randal.”
 
   Rod frowned, something cold gripping his chest. “Randal?”
 
   “Yes, she goes by Terri Randal now. She works at a bar called Lucky Barrel in Vegas.”
 
   The cold spread and gripped his gut. “Are you saying Warwick’s sister is Terri Randal? Not Leigh Warwick or the other aliases you’ve been chasing the last several months?”
 
   “Yes, sir. I sent you a couple of pictures last night.”
 
   No, this was a mistake. “Send them again. To this phone.”
 
   “One more thing, Mr. Thorne.”
 
   “Yes,” Rod said impatiently.
 
   “It could be something or nothing, but I thought I’d better check with you.”
 
   Rod’s irritation shot up. His Terri could not be Warwick’s sister. “What is it?”
 
   “Someone else was shadowing Ms. Randal at the airport and photographing her. I managed to capture him in a few of the pictures. He might have taken the same flight to Vegas because the last picture shows him talking to someone at the check in desk, then he disappeared, too. Like I said, it could be nothing, but something about him bothered me.”
 
   “I’m happy you brought this to my attention.” If anyone had tailed them in Vegas, his people would have known. Delaney used to be special ops and was trained in surveillance and counter-surveillance measures.
 
   “What would you like me to do now, Mr. Thorne?” Saxton asked. “I could ask a friend of mine with the bureau to run a facial recognition. She owes me.”
 
   Delaney knew people who could do that too. “Contact her, and let me know what she finds. Send me his pictures too. And Saxton?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Good job.” If Terri was in trouble, could he help her now that he knew she was Warwick’s sister? Anger flashed through him at the self-doubts. He wasn’t a monster. He would help her, then figure out what to do about the part she played in her brother’s schemes.
 
   “I sent you a full report, including the address of the bar.” 
 
   Damn it! Why did she have to be Warwick’s sister?
 
   “Mr. Thorne?”
 
   “Thanks, Saxton.” 
 
   Rod hung up, but he questioned everything Terri had done and said since they met—from hiding in his hotel suite to inviting him to one of her games. She’d known just what to do to keep him interested. Taking off and refusing to return his calls. Making him want her so much he couldn’t see straight.
 
   Warwick had sent someone to get close to Lex’s fiancée and to destroy his chances at happiness, but he’d reserved the best for Rod—his sister. Part of him didn’t want to believe the woman he’d kissed and worshipped was working with that psycho. Seeing Warwick proclaim his innocence again in the news after he’d murdered a fellow inmate had traumatized his rape victims all over again, and Rod had blamed the system for failing to deny the bastard access to the media and his family for financially supporting him. The man’s cockiness had come from knowing he had outside help. That he had means to hire anyone to do his bidding. His sister had made that possible by funding him. Then there was the spy Warwick had planted in his company. He’d found the bastard before he did any damage, but he wasn’t sure how his friends had fared.
 
   The phone dinged and Rod studied the photographs Saxton just sent. They were photographs of Terri at Atlantic City Airport. She wore the same black dress, the red wig, and the fuck-me boots. The fake piercings and studs she’d worn the night they’d met at Lucky Barrel were the same. The man shadowing her was dressed like a hipster and could be anywhere between mid-twenties and forties. Rod showed the picture to Delaney.
 
   “Did you see this guy follow us in Vegas two weeks ago?”
 
   Delaney studied the pictures and shook his head. “No. Who is he?”
 
   “Some guy Saxton saw following Ms. Randal in Atlantic city. He was taking pictures of her. It’s probably someone who suspected her of being the Chameleon,” Rod lied. He couldn’t bring himself to tell his people the truth yet. He had no idea what role the man played, but he wouldn’t put it past Warwick to have someone shadow his sister and report back to him. The man was a sociopath. “She might be in trouble and doesn’t know it.”
 
   “She knows about it, sir.”
 
   Rod studied Delaney. “What do you mean?”
 
   “When we were in the comic book store in Vegas, Ms. Randal thought I was following her. She believed I was working for someone and asked me to pass a message to him.”
 
   “Who? What message?”
 
   “She didn’t mention a name.” Delaney frowned and rubbed his temple. “But she wanted to know how long the person planned on using her as an ATM. She said she was done. That if they came after her, she’d hurt them. She sounded angry, not scared.”
 
   “Why the hell didn’t you tell me?”
 
   “She reassured me the next day that the situation was taken care of, sir.”
 
   What situation? Was she still working with Warwick or not? Rod gave the phone back to Delaney.
 
   “Use your contacts to find out everything you can about that man.” He turned to leave, paused, and locked eyes with Delaney. “She’s coming home with us tomorrow, Delaney, until we know what this man wants. If she’s in danger, we’ll do everything we can to protect her.” If she was still working with her brother, he was fucked. “I want the helicopter on the helipad at first light.”
 
   “Does she know she’s coming with us, sir?”
 
   “No.” Delaney had been with him for so long and often anticipated his moves without showing any reaction. He was frowning. “Out with it,” Rod snapped.
 
   “Ms. Randal is not the kind of woman you tell what to do, sir.”
 
   “I know.” He found that sexy about her.
 
   “I’ll be ready with plan B if you don’t mind, sir.”
 
   Rod studied Delaney. “Do I want to know what plan B is?”
 
   “No. The less you know the better, but it’s a contingency plan in case yours fails.”
 
   Delaney took off and left Rod staring after him. The man had been with him for too long and often spoke his mind, so Rod wasn’t insulted. It was why he paid him big bucks—to find solutions. He would never ask any of his employees to do something unlawful though, yet he would do anything to get Terri to go home with him. 
 
   Rod didn’t realize he’d left the hallways until he was taking the steps two at a time to his stateroom. He hadn’t waited for the elevator. Inside his room, he picked up his phone and studied the pictures again.
 
   Fuck. It was her alright.
 
   What did she want from him? Was it Warwick’s plan or hers to bring him to his knees? Destroy his chances at happiness? Because after this, he was never trusting another woman again. Of course, that depended on whether she was working with her brother. He could be forcing her. Rod cursed, annoyed with himself for trying to come up with excuses for her when they had proof she financed her brother. Money from her accounts were used to pay Warwick’s spies. Rod headed downstairs and knocked on her door.
 
   No one answered.
 
   “Are you looking for the Chief Stewardess Randal, Mr. Thorne?” a familiar voice asked from behind him, and Rod turned to find another one of the hostesses. She was the one who’d mentioned Terri having an affair with Davidson, the newbie she’d reassured in the elevator last night. Like the one in the dining room, she wore a stewardess uniform. Her tag said she was Stewardess Lockhart. 
 
   “Where can I find her?”
 
   “The galley. She was talking to the chef the last time I saw her,” the girl said. 
 
   “Thank you.” Rod headed downstairs.
 
   “I could help you with anything you need, Mr. Thorne,” the woman said, flashing a come-hither smile that was wasted on him.
 
   “That won’t be necessary, Ms. Lockhart.” He knew he sounded dismissive, but he didn’t care. He headed downstairs. The second he entered the kitchen, her laugh greeted him. The sound was pure joy, and he couldn’t control the way his heart leaped in response. The chef and his team were fawning over her, and he wanted to punch their faces.
 
   Like her hostesses, she wore the crew uniform, except it looked sexier on her. She was busy stirring something in a pot, the domestic picture sending a longing through him. He could imagine her in his kitchen on Mulholland Drive, laughing with his staff.
 
   She turned her head and smiled at something the chef said, and Rod’s breath stalled in his chest. God, she was beautiful. And possibly the most deceitful woman he’d ever met. He tried to remind himself of that so he could stop wanting her, but the shit didn’t work. She was in his blood. Inside his head. An addiction. He needed to be alone with her. Just the two of them. No distractions or responsibilities. Only then could he get to the bottom of whatever game she was playing. Maybe, once he knew everything about her, the cravings would go away.
 
   The question was how to make her talk without his feelings getting in the way. He couldn’t interrogate her or order her to tell him the truth. Terri was not the type of woman you ordered around. She could clam up, tell him to go screw himself, or just walk away. His house on Mulholland Drive was too open and had too many people milling around. Sloan’s island was the solution. She could kick him in the nuts again, but she wouldn’t go far.
 
   When did he sink this low? He’d always prided himself on being a forward thinker and a strategic planner, yet for the first time in his life, he couldn’t come up with a better solution other than to hold a woman hostage. He had no idea what would happen once he got her on the island.
 
   As though she was aware of his eyes on her, Terri looked up and her smile grew, her eyes luminous. The effect on him was like a sucker punch. She left her admirers and closed the gap between them, her eyes trekking down his body and back up. 
 
   His body stirred.
 
   “Mr. Thorne, you’re not supposed to be in the galley.” She stopped so close he could smell her exotic scent. “I’m here to take care of all your needs,” she added, her voice a soft purr that sent desire pulsing through his veins.
 
   Remember who she is. “Could you show me the tennis court?” he asked. He knew where the stupid tennis court was.
 
   “Of course.” They left the kitchen and entered the hallway. Before they reached the stairs, he opened a door and pulled her inside.
 
   “What are we doing in here?” she asked.
 
   “What are your plans after tomorrow?”
 
   “Plans? And here I thought I was about to get lucky.” Her eyes gleamed naughtily. She skated her fingers across his chest and his muscles clenched. A part of him was telling him to demand answers from her now instead of waiting, but the other part wanted her to continue caressing him.
 
   “Do you have plans when the cruise ends?” he asked.
 
   “I fly back to Vegas in the evening.”
 
   “Stay with me for a few days. I know this island where no one will interrupt us.” She stopped caressing his chest and his body protested. “There’s something between us that deserves exploring, Terri. Let’s find out what it is.”
 
   “So you’re inviting me to a private island for a few days of decadence, and it will just be the two of us?” she teased.
 
   “You got it. What do you say?” he asked, trying to be fair. It wouldn’t make any difference whether she turned him down or not. He was taking her to the island.
 
   “Let me think about it. I’ll give you my answer tonight.” She reached up and kissed him, a teasing brush of her lips across his.
 
   Before he could stop himself, he hauled her into his arms and took over, pouring his frustration into the kiss. One fact was obvious: knowing who she was didn’t change a damn thing about how he felt about her. He still wanted her. Craved her touch.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 8
 
    
 
   Rod was on a roll. Earlier in the afternoon, he’d been on edge and had lost heavily. Terri had worried about him. Not anymore. He was winning. Whether winning agreed with him or not was another story. There was something off about him. She couldn’t explain it. She’d felt it when the players had gathered around the table for their first game this afternoon. Heck, she’d felt it when he’d kissed her this morning as though wanting to devour her. The kiss had been ruthless, punishing, bordering on cruel.
 
   “He’s worth breaking every rule,” Samantha teased, coming to stand beside Terri.
 
   “What do you mean?” Terri asked without turning. Meghan and Samantha’s stateroom was next to hers, so Terri hoped they hadn’t heard her scream Rod’s name late last night. Meghan was too professional to bring it up, but Samantha was a newbie, and young, and didn’t know when to shut the hell up. 
 
   “He came looking for you this morning, and I sent him to the galley.”
 
   “Oh. I’d wondered how he’d known where I was. Thanks.”
 
   “So you two are an item? He can’t seem to take his eyes off you.”
 
   Sure enough, when Terri looked up, her eyes met Rod’s. She’d already made up her mind about going away with him. She and Andrew had talked about his plans. He’d be gone on his honeymoon and when he came back, he planned to focus on his new wife and the new family that came with it. They were planning on visiting Estelle’s grandchildren. Listening to him talk, you’d think the grandkids were his. The bottom line was there would be no poker games for a couple of months, which fit perfectly with her plans. She planned to focus on Lucky Barrel. She already talked to Lucille and Kyle about renovating the interior, possibly expanding, and advertising to draw in more customers.
 
   “So next time you throw one of these parties, can he invite his friends? I wouldn’t mind meeting a young billionaire, too,” she said.
 
   This girl would never be a hostess for her again. “Maybe.”
 
   “I’m very good with computers and researched Mr. Thorne. He has friends who are all just like him. Young, unmarried billionaires.”
 
   No one could ever be like Rod. “Listen, Samantha…”
 
   “And then there’s this charity organization they run that helps victims of domestic violence and natural disaster. They say Mrs. Fitzgerald runs it now. She’s so nice. Her son is one of Rod’s friends, but he’s married. He’s a hottie too. He looks a lot like that British actor who’s the new Superman.”
 
   “Excuse me, Terri,” Meghan cut. “I need Samantha to help me with something.” The woman pulled the younger hostess aside and whispered furiously to her. All Terri caught was, “Ms. St. Cyr,” and the younger woman took off. She was pouting.
 
   “Thanks,” Terri said, and exchanged a smile with Meghan. 
 
   “No, I’m sorry for recommending her. She’s too unprofessional. This will be her last gig with you.”
 
   Damn right. Terri excused herself. She went to replenish Rod’s drink. Their fingers touched, his lingering. She couldn’t wait until they were alone on the island.
 
   She left the game table and went to join Estelle. The older woman had claimed to have had enough of craps or whatever the other women were playing in the salon and had decided to return to the gaming room. Terri had noted the way she’d gone out of her way to talk to the crew, from the captain down to the deck hands. Already, they treated her with deference, anticipating her needs. Andrew must have told them they were getting married.
 
   “Can I get you anything, Mrs. Fitzgerald?” Terri asked, coming to a stop next to the woman.
 
   “No, dear. But you can sit down and talk to me.” She patted the area beside her. The chairs in the gaming room were like those in the salon—comfortable white leather sectionals with cup holders, ottomans, and firm, colorful cushions for back support. Estelle waited until Terri sat before adding, “Do call me Estelle, dear.”
 
   “And I’m Terri.” She sat and angled her body. “Are you sure you don’t want me to get you anything?”
 
   Estelle chuckled and patted Terri’s hand. “Don’t worry. That young man”—she indicated the bartender with a nod—“has been very attentive. Tell me how you started in this business. Andrew sings your praises, and I’d assumed he was exaggerating, until this weekend. You are remarkable. I love ingenuity in a woman. You remind me so much of my girls.”
 
   Terri found herself opening up about her past. “I worked at the Versailles Palace in Vegas for seven years and was ready to move on when I met Andrew.”
 
   “Then you must know Emanuel and Frieda Belkin very well?”
 
   Terri’s stomach dipped a bit. The Belkins owned a few resorts across the continent, including the VP. They never understood or forgiven Terri for quitting suddenly. If only they knew her reasons. Terri was lucky their paths had never crossed since she left their employ.
 
   “Yes, I do,” Terri said. “I haven’t seen them in a while.”
 
   “Last time I saw Frieda, she told me she prefers Monaco. I’ll tell them we met. Oh dear, I almost forgot.” Estelle patted Terri’s hand, again. “Andrew told me I can’t mention you by name. So when and where did you meet our Roderick?”
 
   Terri relaxed a bit. Talking about Rod was much more fun than the Belkins. Even though she’d left rather than betray them, she often felt a little guilty for leaving them so suddenly. She’d been part of the dream team that had made the VP’s grand opening the talk of the town. She realized Mrs. Fitzgerald was still waiting for her answer.
 
   “Rod and I met couple of weeks ago. Do you know him well?”
 
   “Oh yes. He was in college with my oldest son, Lex,” she added, her eyes lighting up. It was obvious she doted on him. “Roderick is a good man, my dear. Or like we used to say in my day, a good catch. And from what I’ve observed the last two days, he’s quite taken with you.”
 
   And the feelings were mutual. “The timing is not right.”
 
   Estelle harrumphed. “You are a smart young woman, Terri. And smart women don’t sit back and wait for men to decide things for them and give them what they want. They work their butts off and get what they want. So, if you want Roderick, get him.” A frowned creased her forehead. “Unless, of course, you’re not interested.”
 
   Terri smiled instead of answering, her inner terrier wagging her tail. She wanted Rod alright. What insane woman wouldn’t? The man was fascinating. She just didn’t know where their sexual escapades would lead. She planned to go away with him like he’d asked and find out, but a part of her worried Paul might find out. Whatever expensive habit Paul had developed while in prison or the scam he was pulling off, he needed funds. Terri refused to make Rod his next source.
 
   Terri’s focus shifted from her psycho stepbrother to Estelle’s family. She had more anecdotes and pictures on her tablet to share. She had many grandchildren and doted on them all, including those from her nieces and nephews. But the more she talked, the more Terri realized why Andrew had bought the yacht. It was for Estelle and her family. 
 
   “Now I’m waiting for Lex and Jillian to give me some more,” she said, showing off the couple’s wedding pictures.
 
   Lex was a handsome and powerfully built man with an angular jawline and thick, black hair. Like Samantha had said, he resembled the new Superman actor. Terri’s heart melted at the adoring look in his gray eyes as he stared down at his bride. She wanted a man to look at her like that. Maybe one day…
 
   “Jillian was a stuntwoman in Hollywood,” Estelle explained, showing pictures of her daughter-in-law leading a line of bikers into a globe of steel. Another had her on a trapeze wire riding a bike with nothing below her. “She’s a remarkable woman, and he couldn’t have found a more suitable wife. As you can imagine, she caused quite a stir when he introduced her to the family.”
 
   “From that picture”—she tapped at one where Jillian hovered several feet in the air while the crowd watched her from below with their mouths opened—“I thought she was a stage performer.”
 
   Estelle chuckled. “She was with the circus before Hollywood called. Her family owns a daredevil act that’s so amazing I pray every time I watch her, yet envy her courage. Even now, despite producing movies, she still joins her brothers on stage, much to the dismay of some members of my family,” she added, chuckling gleefully. “They can be a bit stuffy and need women like Jillian to remind them that life is too short and must be enjoyed.”
 
   Estelle had Terri laughing with anecdotes about her family. Despite dressing like a demure matriarch of her family, she was a rebel at heart.
 
   “A woman should be able to go after her dreams no matter how unconventional they are. And, if her man does not understand and respect that, then he’s not worthy of her. Jillian and Lex’s love is a perfect example of that.”
 
   “Her dress was gorgeous,” Terri murmured, studying the picture of the couple.
 
   “Our Faith designed it. She’s the fashion guru of the family and insists on designing every wedding dress. She outdid herself designing Jillian’s, and the ceremony was beautiful.” She shook her head and sighed. “But it was almost ruined when someone poisoned the guests and kidnapped Jillian. Terrible business.”
 
   “That’s awful.”
 
   “Yes, it was. Instead of a reception, Lex’s friends, Roderick included, spent hours flying guests to a nearby hospital and of course, trying to find Jillian.” Estelle sighed and smiled. “But the man who kidnapped her developed a conscience and returned her safely to us.”
 
   “I hope he paid for ruining their wedding.”
 
   “Unfortunately, the law doesn’t work that way in some cases. He turned state witness against the real villain behind the attack, a man my son put in jail years ago and who’s held a grudge against him since.”
 
   Terri had a sinking feeling in her stomach. Surely, she wasn’t talking about Paul. Instead of coming outright and asking for the identity of the person in jail, she went with, “Is Lex a police officer?”
 
   Estelle chuckled. “No, dear. What a thought. Not that there’s anything wrong with being in the force. My nephew was LAPD’s finest and his father is the chief now. No, Lex is the head of our family company.”
 
   “Then how did he put the man behind bars?”
 
   “He and his friends testified against a very sick young man when they were in college and put him away for good. Unfortunately, being behind bars hasn’t stopped his disgraceful behavior. I’m a strong believer in rehabilitating criminals, and I support several organizations working with parolees, but that man is an example of those who cannot be reformed. When there’s no remorse for past deeds, the person belongs behind bars.”
 
   This time, Terri’s stomach dropped all the way to her heels, along with whatever blood was in her head, leaving her woozy. Paul was going to hound her forever. Poisoning guests? Kidnapping a bride? What else were his supporters up to? Estelle was right about him. He belonged behind bars.
 
   “Despite being incarcerated, he continue to come after my Lex, Roderick, and their friends because he has outside connections with thugs willing to spy for him and do his bidding. They’ve infiltrated Lex’s business too.”
 
   Terri wanted to throw up. Six months had passed since she’d gone under to avoid Paul’s thugs. “Even now?”
 
   “Even now. One of Lex’ friends recently lost a bid to a competitor and discovered Warwick’s spy in his company was behind it. Lex made sure he’s kept in isolation, but you know how the prison system works. It is overcrowded and, if a worse criminal comes along and they need his cell, they’ll move him to general population and he’ll be allowed visitors again and the attacks will escalate. As long as his family continues to pay his thug friends, he’ll not stop terrorizing my son and his friends.” 
 
   “His family is helping him?” Terri asked in a tiny voice, panic swelling inside her. 
 
   “Yes. It’s such a sordid business. He comes from a family with money and they keep enabling him.”
 
   Terri had made sure Paul and his thugs didn’t know where her mother and brothers lived. What if they’d followed her and found her family, but her mother chose not to tell her? Her mother was the type of woman who’d make a deal with the devil to protect her children. She already didn’t want the twins to know about Paul, so all anyone had to do to make her to cooperate was threaten to tell the boys the truth about their half brother.
 
   “I didn’t mean to monopolize your time, dear,” Estelle said, glancing over Terri’s shoulder and nodding. “I think Roderick wants you.” She reached out and squeezed Terri’s arm and whispered. “It’s been nice talking to you, but remember what I said. Roderick is a keeper, so don’t let him get away.”
 
   She was letting him go and it hurt. Once again, she couldn’t find a moment of peace and normalcy because of Paul. Terri wasn’t sure how she managed to get up and cross the room. The rest of the evening was a blur. She smiled and exchanged small talk, the mask hiding her face from the others. No one noticed anything amiss, or so she thought. When there was a break in the poker game, Rod came to where she stood with the others.
 
   “Come with me,” he said, taking her arm and leading her away. The other girls stared after them. Some of the players were on bathroom break while the rest stood to stretch their legs. Rod waited until they were at the corner of the game room before he asked, “Are you okay?” 
 
   “Yes. You know you’re showing everyone we’re more than a hostess and a client by doing this,” she said. 
 
   “Screw them.” He studied her face. “You are exhausted.”
 
   She scoffed at the idea. “How can you tell?”
 
   He touched the corner of her mouth. “I can. It’s late. Maybe you should go rest and let someone else be in charge.”
 
   “It’s barely twelve and I’m used to crazy hours, Rod. Besides, I’m your hostess. I can’t just up and leave.”
 
   “Then I’ll tell the men I’m done for the evening and escort you to your room.” He started leading her back to the others, but she dug her heels in.
 
   “No, you can’t do that. As the organizer, I’m first in the game room and the last to leave. I collect the wins and make sure accounts are settled. This is how I run my games.”
 
   The muscle on his jaw ticked. “I don’t remember you doing that last night.”
 
   “Because I don’t settle the accounts until the last day.” The other players were back at the table and the dealer kept glancing at Terri and Rod. “Go join the others. You’re holding up the game.” For one brief moment, she was sure he’d ignore her, scoop her up, and march out of the room. “Please, go. You’re making me look weak and”—she smiled to show him she was fine—“unprofessional in front of my girls.”
 
   He didn’t look happy, but he went back to the gaming table. Terri was touched by his concern, but nothing he did would make her alter her decision not to accept his invitation. She refused to put him on Paul’s radar. Poisoning guests at a wedding? Kidnapping the bride? What the hell was wrong with him? And why were people willing to work for him when he was incarcerated? One of his men had mentioned a hackers group he’d started years ago. According to them, he was the top dog, the hacker who could enter and leave any secure facility without leaving a trace.
 
   Terri wished she could apologize for the mayhem her stepbrother had caused Rod and his friends, but her connection with Paul was one of those things she’d never reveal to Rod. Now that she’d decided not to stay with him, she planned to head to the airport first thing in the morning and disappear for a while. She had to have a long talk with her mother about Paul.
 
   How could anyone believe her family would support that psycho? She’d eluded Paul and his people since they stole from her and froze her accounts six months ago. Could her mother have sent him money? She never believed he was guilty during the trial. Did she still hold that view? They never discussed Paul after the verdict, so Terri had no way of knowing whether her mother still held such beliefs. She also wouldn’t know if her mother ever visited Paul all these years. 
 
   The gamers were still going strong at two in the morning. The pot reached forty million, not a first at her games. She counted chips and the shortest stack was about a million. Some of the players even betted their custom-made toys. Again, not a first at her tables. She’d seen players win custom cars and vacation homes.
 
   Rod danced circles around the other players. He wasn’t afraid to call anyone’s bluff or take risks, and he hid his ruthlessness behind an easygoing smile and a nonchalant attitude. He could leave the yacht richer than when he’d arrived. Not that the money that had exchanged hands the last two days could put a dent in any of the men’s fortunes. Most of them had more money than they needed in this lifetime.
 
   One by one the players folded, but stuck around as the game continued. Finally only two players were left—Rod and Romanov. Everyone crowded around the table and watched them in tense silence.
 
   The dealer removed the cap on betting, and the pot crept quickly to fifty million. Even though Rod drank, he stayed sharp, his expression not giving anything away. The Russian was a noisy drinker. He guzzled his drink, puffed on cigars, and cursed in Russian every time he looked at his cards.
 
   Three o’clock came and went. The game continued.
 
   A few minutes after four, the game came to an end. Rod had a straight flush, but the Russian had an ace, a king, a queen, a jack, and a ten, all hearts—a royal flush. Rod didn’t seem bothered by the loss. He was the first to congratulate Romanov. While the players and the hostesses retired to their cabins, Terri disappeared to settle the accounts.
 
   Each player had transferred money into an account she’d set up before coming on board. Regardless of whether they won or lost, they tipped the dealer and the hostesses generously. Terri had no control over the tips. However, the “house” got its cut, or rake, from the pot, which she used to pay the hostesses, the staff, and the entertainment. She got twenty percent of the net.
 
   She finished the transfers and texted Meghan with information from the ship captain—the boat would be docking around seven, and Andrew’s driver had the hostesses’ itineraries and would be waiting to take them to the airport.
 
   Andrew had invited the girls to spend an extra night on board, but most chose to head back to Vegas right away because of pre-planned gigs. According to Meghan, the girls with flights in the morning didn’t bother to sleep and were packing. The ones with evening flights, like her, were asleep. Several players had planned to head straight to their private jets upon docking while others needed transportation to hotels. Terri made sure the transportation crew had their itinerary too before heading to her cabin to pack.
 
   Usually, she loved when these weekends came to an end. It meant a couple of weeks of vacation, helping out at Lucky Barrel, and hanging out with Lucille. This time was different, despite being a part owner of the bar/restaurant now. She was on edge, and she knew it had everything to do with a certain billionaire. Rod wasn’t the kind of man you turned down, yet she was about to do exactly that. She was nervous, which drove sleep away.
 
   Her hair and clothes smelled of cigars, so Terri hopped into the shower. When she stepped out, Rod was sprawled on her bed. She’d left the door unlocked in case he decided to stop by. Call her greedy, but she had hoped they would spend one night together before they went their separate ways. Her chest tightened at her thoughts, but she ignored it. Some things were just not meant to be.
 
   Rod swung his long legs to the edge of the bed and stood. Terri expected him to tell her to drop the towel, but instead, he walked towards her, his eyes probing.
 
   She’d caught him staring at her ever since he asked her to go away with him. It was as though he’d been worried about her answer. Silly man. If it weren’t for Estelle and what she’d told her, Terri’s answer would have been a big fat yes.
 
   Rod stopped in front of her and she realized she hadn’t moved. She reached out and touched his cheek. He had lost a lot of money this weekend. “Are you okay?”
 
   His smile was brief. “That should be my line.”
 
   “I’m happy the weekend is over and you are here.” She ran a finger along the lapel of his robe. “You should have joined me in the shower.”
 
   “Then we would not have showered.”
 
   “That’s the whole point.” She looped her arms around his neck. “We should make the most of today, and make it memorable.”
 
   “Why? We have tomorrow and the weeks ahead.” He tugged the towel and watched it drop before scooping her up.
 
   “No, you are leaving.”
 
   “And you are coming with me.”
 
   She kissed him. For a beat, he didn’t respond. Then he opened his mouth and let her in. Within seconds, he took over, laying siege to her mouth and her senses. When he lifted his head, she grinned dreamily, her eyes on his lips. Such beautiful lips. Sensual, yet merciless.
 
   “Stay with me, Terri.”
 
   She stopped smiling, her heartbeat thudding painfully in her chest with regret. “I can’t, Rod. I have too many things I need to take care of now.”
 
   “Davidson is getting married, then he’ll be gone on an extended honeymoon. You are free to do as you please for a couple of months. We should use the chance to get to know each other better.”
 
   She wanted to say yes. Scream it. But Paul’s ugly presence hovered in the back of her mind. Her chest constricted as though she couldn’t breathe and her stomach ached. Paul’s spies would know, and then they would come after Rod. She still remembered their threats the last time they’d met. Terri shuddered. She’d disappeared to protect her family. She’d do it again to protect Rod—the man she could come to love if given a chance. 
 
   “Several weeks?” she asked, hoping to distract him and herself from ugly memories. “Don’t you work?”
 
   “I’m very good at delegating.” He lowered her to the bed and shrugged off the robe. Like last night, he was naked underneath it.
 
   She scooted closer, drawn to his magnificent body. She followed the two muscles forming a “V” in his groin with the tip of her nails and smiled when his cock jerked and grew in girth. Her heartbeat heightened. She’d thought her desire for him would wane with time, but it only appeared to grow.
 
   He pushed the wet strands from her face and lifted her chin. For a beat, he studied her face as though searching for something. She was so used to hiding behind a glib tongue, fake makeup, and masks, that his scrutiny went straight to her core. She felt exposed, vulnerable. Could he tell how hard this was for her? Her heart was breaking. She needed to go back to her comfort zone.
 
   She went on her knees, dislodging his hand in the process, and planted a kiss on his chest. She stroked her way down and wrapped her hand around his cock, but he covered her hand and stopped her from stroking him.
 
   “We need to talk.”
 
   “No, we need to make each other happy, Rod. It’s been a long night and I can feel the tension running through you. I want to relax you, make you feel good.” She stroked him with her other hand. “I have other plans that are going to need my attention for the next few months.” That was the truth. Between furnishing her new home and renovating the interior of Lucky Barrel, she was going to be busy. “But for the next several hours, I’m yours.”
 
   “What other plans? Your position at Lucky Barrel was filled when we were in Vegas. I know it’s scary to put your trust in anyone, but you and I could be part of something wonderful.” 
 
   They could be, or he could lose everything he owned because of Paul. Her focus stayed on his erection. Most men were simple creatures. Please them waist down and they’re good. Rod was fighting her, but not for long.
 
   She lowered her head and rolled her tongue around the head of his cock. A tremor shot through him. She slowly pumped him and gave him a saucy look from under her lashes. “Wouldn’t you rather be doing this than talking?”
 
   Desire turned his eyes into liquid gold, but he didn’t give in to her. He caught her chin, his gaze unrelenting. “You can’t run away from us, Terri.”
 
   “I’m not running away. I don’t do relationships, long or short term. It’s fun doing this whenever we meet, so let’s make the next few hours the perfect ending to this encounter.”
 
   “No, this is the beginning. Until now, it’s all just been foreplay.” He stepped back, turned off the lights, and walked around to the other side of the bed. She watched in disbelief as he slipped under the covers and patted the area beside him. “Come here.”
 
   She peered at him. “Are you serious? You’d rather go to sleep than put out for me?”
 
   He chuckled at her choice of words, caught her wrist, and tugged her down into his arms. He flung a leg across hers as though to prevent her from leaving. “No, I’m not going to make love to you, Terri.”
 
   “Who said anything about making love? I want raunchy sex with a side of hair-pulling, clawing, and biting. I’m wet from watching you take down those men one at a time.”
 
   “I lost the game.”
 
   “You went down swinging, taking out most of the other men. It was sexy.”
 
   He chuckled and pressed a kiss on her temple. “Go to sleep.”
 
   Damn, he was serious. “You’re mean.”
 
   His eyelids lifted. “For wanting to hold you while you sleep?”
 
   “For withholding sex to punish me..”
 
   His chest heaved, a telltale sign he was laughing silently. “Why would I punish you?”
 
   “Because I refuse to see things your way, you bully. Just because you want me to spend a few days with you doesn’t mean I have to.”
 
   “Don’t you mean you’re scared to trust me? I understand about being afraid of the unknown, Terri. I’ve been afraid of letting people get close all my life, so I ran too. From the streets of Anaheim to Mulholland Drive, I hopped from woman to woman, one game to another, but I’m willing to stop for you. For us.”
 
   Oh God. Did he have to say that? For the first time in her life she found a man that made her see possibilities, but she knew what would follow. She refused to put Rod on a collision course with Paul. Maybe they could have a chance after Paul was out of the picture. For now, she was playing it safe.
 
   “I can’t stop, Rod. I tried it once, and it didn’t end well. My monsters are too big and mean to bring into your world.”
 
   “Slaying monsters is my specialty. If you haven’t noticed, I have the balls to take on anyone.”
 
   “And fine balls they are too,” she teased, hoping to change the topic. She even reached down to stroke them. “I’m so sorry I kicked them during our first meeting. I could make them better again.”
 
   “That’s not going to work, sweetheart.”
 
   She sighed. He could be single-minded, which was a wonderful trait when he focused on pleasing her or his game, not when he wanted to bend her to his will. Like now. 
 
   “Go to sleep,” he whispered and pressed a kiss on her forehead. “We’ll talk when we wake up. You’re too tired right now to see that running away is not an option. I’ll always find you, Terri.”
 
   That sounded ominous, yet it sent a thrill through her. He made her feel, and want, and need with such a ferocious intensity it was both exciting and scary. Maybe he would find her years from now.
 
   Terri didn’t think she could fall asleep, but she did cocooned in Rod’s arm. And when she woke up in the morning, one of his hands rested possessively on her breast while the other, arm tucked under her pillow, was interlaced with hers. It was probably his way of keeping her in place, yet she felt at home and protected, and for a beat, she just lay there and savored the moment. Part of her wished she could tell him about Paul and her situation, but her fear was seeing the look in his eyes turn from desire to dislike. Or worse. She’d rather leave him with fond memories of her than ugly ones about her involvement with Paul. Worse, he might decide to help her. The kind of men Paul employed didn’t use physical intimidation. Even when she was young, Paul never used his size to intimidate her. He’d played mind games, and his followers—the bastards he’d sent after her—had acted just like him. Everything Paul had put her through flashed before her eyes and she stayed resolute.
 
   She studied the sleeping Rod, memorizing his features and silently wishing him good-bye. Because of her psycho stepbrother, she was going to give up this beautiful man and the possibility of a wonderful life. Her stupid heart trembled. She scolded it to behave. She was rarely sentimental, yet here she was. Pitiful. But the longer she watched Rod, the more she knew she was doing the right thing. 
 
   I’ll always find you, Terri.
 
   His words rang in her head, and her stomach tilted. Did he mean it? She’d refused to return his call, and he’d found a way to be at one of her games. He could find her again. No, she’d disappeared before and would again. He’d never get a second invitation to her games. In fact, she planned to tell Andrew that Rod was on her blacklist. The problem was explaining why. She’d never blacklisted any of Andrew’s friends.
 
   She’d find a way to ensure Rod never played at one of her poker games. If their paths crossed again, she’d run the other way. Or if she got lucky, she might find a new partner now that Andrew was marrying Estelle Fitzgerald. Terri had enjoyed talking to the woman, but she would hate to have her or her son learn about her connection with Paul.
 
   It took some maneuvering, but Terri eased out of Rod’s arms. Careful not to wake him, she changed and went to the bathroom to collect her toiletries. When sounds came from the bedroom, she peered into the suite, expecting to see him up.
 
   The bed was empty. Where did he go?
 
   Determined to disappear before he returned, she finished packing and called the transport crew. The helicopter was on its way back from dropping off a guest. She grabbed her suitcase, piled the garment bag on top, and hoisted her purse on her shoulder. 
 
   She was going to make it.
 
   A knock resounded in the suite just before she opened her door. Damn, he was back. Sighing, she yanked it open. Delaney stood on the other side of the door with a lidded cup, the scent of fresh coffee wafting in the air and calling to her. She needed some to stay alert.
 
   “Delaney, what are you doing here?”
 
   “Mr. Thorne instructed me to bring you a drink. Mocha with freshly ground coffee and no sugar.” He offered her the drink. “The barista said it was your favorite.”
 
   “Thank you,” she said, taking the drink. She sipped. “Oh, it’s perfect.”
 
   He grinned, showing some teeth. He didn’t look so intimidating when he smiled. “I’ll take those for you.” He pointed at her bags. “The helicopter is here.”
 
   Terri was impressed by Rod’s acceptance of her decision. She’d expected him to try and change her mind. She sipped more of the drink. It was perfectly brewed, but then again, Andrew’s staff had shown just how efficient they were when it came to taking care of his guests. She glanced at the bodyguard and found him watching her. He’d slowed down to match her steps.
 
   “So, how long have you been with Rod?” Terri asked.
 
   “Fifteen years, ma’am.”
 
   “Wow. That’s a long time.” She kept the conversation going, chuckling at some of his answers. They were approaching the steps leading to the pool when a slight wooziness washed over her. She braced herself against the wall and shook her head to clear it. She needed more sleep. She looked up and smiled at Delaney. He was staring at her intently.
 
   “You okay, Ms. Randal?”
 
   “Yep. My sleep cycle is messed up, but I’ll be good as new in a couple of days.”
 
   “Drink more of the coffee. It’ll keep you alert. The chef said he gets their blends directly from a supplier right here in Marina Del Ray.”
 
   Listening to him, she chugged most of the drink. He reached for her arm as they climbed the few steps to the pool side. It was the kids’ pool with the slides so it was empty. The place actually seemed deserted, as though the staff was still asleep. The morning was cloudy, the sun’s rays barely breaking through to warm the skin, as though a storm was imminent, yet the water was calm. The fleet of small and medium-sized yachts lining the harbor wiggled in and out of focus. Terri shook her head and looked around. Andrew’s yacht was presently the only mega yacht anchored off the bay.
 
   “Mr. Thorne is a good man, ma’am,” Delaney said, drawing Terri’s attention. “Sometimes he does things that don’t make sense to anyone, except him. But I’ve learned to respect his judgment.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because he’s always right.”
 
   “No one is always right, Delaney.” Her words slurred and the ground appeared to be shifting. She looked at Delaney. He moved in and out of focus too. This was odd. Her body had never crashed like this. She stopped walking, hating the way her head was spinning. The coffee hadn’t helped. Maybe taking an earlier flight wasn’t a good idea. She was going to take Andrew up on his offer and sleep off her exhaustion.
 
   “Listen, I’m going back to my suite to lie down. Could you bring my things…” She stared at her hand. Delaney was taking her cup. Her cup. Could he have spiked her drink?
 
   “I’m sorry, Ms. Randal, but Mr. Thorne needs you,” Delaney said, and reached for her. The world tilted, or maybe he scooped her up because she was floating.
 
   I’m going to kill him, was her last thought before everything faded to black.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
   “I’ll take her,” Rod said at the entrance of the helicopter. He lifted Terri into his arms and settled back in his seat. Cradling her close, he gently pushed the hair from her face. Now that he had her in his arms, he felt better.
 
   “Is she okay, sir?” Santiago asked. He was piloting the chopper today.
 
   “She will be.” After she yells at him or knees him. Delaney returned with her luggage and they took off. Rod studied Terri, memorizing her features, listening to her breathe. Man, she was going to be royally pissed when she woke up, but he didn’t regret his actions. “Did she say anything?”
 
   “She’s going to kill you,” Delaney said, his expression not changing. They’d been together for fifteen years and the man had handled some of his crazy requests without blinking and had been with him in some hair-raising situations. This was different. “I think she meant it, sir.”
 
   “I expect nothing less.”
 
   Forty-five minutes later, his pilot landed the helicopter on the helipad outside Sloan’s island home. Rod carried Terri up the stairs while Delaney and Santiago followed with their luggage. Once they reached the patio, Delaney hurried ahead of them and punched in the combination to unlock the door.
 
   Rod took Terri to one of the bedrooms, removed her shoes, and covered her with a light blanket. Once Delaney put her things by the bed, he led the way to the kitchen and took inventory of the fridge’s content.
 
   It was stocked, but Sloan ate a lot of weird shit, none of them meat. Rod was a steak man. Delaney often took care of him when they visited the island and knew his preferences. “We need more groceries.”
 
   “Anything special for Ms. Randal?”
 
   Rod listed the foods and the drinks she’d ordered while they were in Vegas, including the vegetables the Italian chef had added to her special dish.
 
   “I don’t know what the little seeds with sprouts are called, but she loved those.” He walked Delaney outside. Santiago was already headed back to the helicopter. “Bring enough groceries to last us a week.”
 
   “Do you want me around to cook and take care of things?”
 
   “No, we’ll manage, but you and Santiago grab a few things and take out the Hatteras for a couple of days.” Delaney grinned. He loved the Hatteras, Sloan’s yacht. It had five staterooms and a large galley for him to play house. The man loved the sea and enjoyed to cook. “No, come back on Friday.”
 
   His smile broadened.
 
   “It is not a vacation, Delaney. I’ll need a report on the man in the pictures Saxton sent. Get in touch with your contacts and find me answers. Check with Saxton too. He’s trying to identify the man too. How long is Terri going to be out?” 
 
   “A couple of hours. I gave her a low dosage, but she was already sleep deprived, so she might be under longer. She went out fast.”
 
   While Delaney and Santiago left in the helicopter, Rod went back inside to check on Terri. She was still out. She mumbled something, and for a beat, he thought she was waking up. But then she burrowed into the pillow and settled down again.
 
   He left the room again, grabbed a set of keys from the kitchen, and went to check on the Hatteras. Sloan had given it an unpronounceable tribal name. Sometimes Rod wondered why Sloan had bought the yacht since he rarely used it. He’d lost it to him during their last poker game, but Rod had no intention of keeping it. He’d make sure Sloan won it again. It was an ongoing joke between them. The tank was full and the engine sounded great. He’d taken the yacht out often enough to know its ticks and clicks. Since Delaney and Santiago often accompanied him, he knew the boat would be in good hands.
 
   Once the two men returned, he watched them maneuver the yacht away from the pier. The helicopter was locked and he had the keys in case of emergencies. Back in the house, he checked on Terri again. She was still out. The waiting was getting to him. He prepared them lunch, but she slept through it. Two hours later, he checked her pulse to make sure it was normal. By four, he was beginning to worry.
 
   An hour later, he decided to do something about it. But the moment he sat beside her and swept the hair away from her face, her eyelids fluttered open. The smile she gave him was sweet and dreamy. He stroked her cheek and grinned.
 
   “Hey, sleepyhead.”
 
   She leaned against his hand and started to close her eyes.
 
   “No, no going back to sleep. I’m worried about you,” he said.
 
   “I’m okay, just tired and…” Her eyes flew open and she glanced around the lavishly decorated room, confusion in the depth of her green eyes. Then they sharpened and narrowed on him. “Where am I?”
 
   “Sloan’s island,” he said, standing up, mentally bracing himself.
 
   She sat up. “You, son of bitch! You kidnapped me.”
 
   “You left me no choice. You were running.”
 
   “That doesn’t give you the right, you arrogant piece of shit.” She grabbed a pillow and lobbed it at him. He caught it, and tried to keep a straight face. She looked glorious in rage. “You take me back right now, Rod, or I swear… I’m going to make you hurt.”
 
   Knee him again? He didn’t think so. He moved away from her. “After we talk.”
 
   “You think I’m going to talk to you after this?” She laughed derisively and scooted to the edge of the bed. “Think again, mister. I can’t even stand the sight of you right now. Where are my shoes?”
 
   “At the foot of the bed, and you’re not leaving until we talk, Terri,” he said calmly, and started out of the room.
 
   The first shoe caught him between the shoulder blades. He stopped, trying to control his annoyance. He reminded himself she had every right to be pissed. The second shoes landed on his ass. He felt that one. Grinding his teeth, he glanced over his shoulder. The anger drained out of him when he saw her expression. She was furious, but there was fear in her eyes, too.
 
   “I’m not going to hurt you,” he said reassuringly.
 
   “I have to give you the power to do that, you jackass, and I’ll never do that. Get out.” She grabbed another pillow and flung it at him. It hit him smack on his face. At least the lamp was out of her reach. 
 
   She reached for her bag. At first, he thought she meant to lob it at him. Instead, she fished inside and pulled out a cell phone. She peered at the screen and growled. “It’s almost six? I missed my flight because you can’t stand a woman saying no to you?”
 
   “That’s not it.”
 
   “Of course it is. I said no to seeing you anymore, then you pull this shit. And it was for your own good.”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean? What is for my own good?”
 
   She gave him a mean smile. “Wouldn’t you like to know? I’m calling the police to report your ass for kidnapping. Let’s see you wiggle your way out of that.”
 
   Rod grinned. “Good luck with that.”
 
   She glared at him. “Kidnapping is a felony, pal. Not even your billions will save you from prosecution.”
 
   She came towards the door and he stepped outside. He didn’t trust her not to knee him again.
 
   “Yeah, run. You went too far, Roderick Thorne. Dumbest move ever.” She peered at her phone. “Stupid cheap phone.” She looked left and right when she stepped into the hallway, totally ignoring him, and headed towards the living room. Rod followed her, confident she’d listen to him once she calmed down.
 
   “Poor Delaney is going to go to jail because of you. Hope you’re happy.” She reached the living room and paused to study her phone. She lifted it up. “Damn it. I can’t get a signal.”
 
   “That’s because no signal reaches this island without the owner’s approval.” The look she gave him would have shriveled an average man’s balls. “Okay, don’t believe me.”
 
   “No one can mess with the reception unless they have satellites orbiting the earth.”
 
   “Or if he has a friend with satellites who loves nothing more than to sit around and move them around like chess pieces.”
 
   Terri studied him as though deciding whether to believe him or not. She shook her head and marched to the sliding doors. Pulling them apart, she entered the patio and went back to lifting up her phone to find a signal. He tailed her around the pool to the gate leading to the stairs as though tethered to her. She peered at the beach and studied the ocean. The mainland was a blue outline away. The nearest island was to their left. It was inhabited. The others, including Catalina, were barely visible from the house. 
 
   “Where are we?” she asked
 
   “I already told you, a private island.”
 
   She cupped her mouth and screamed, “Help!” 
 
   Rod sighed. “No one can hear you. You and I are the only ones here.”
 
   She ignored him. “Help! Can someone hear me? I’m being held against my will by a mad billionaire.” She opened the gates and started down the stairs.
 
   “You won’t get reception down there.”
 
   “Watch me.”
 
   Stubborn woman. Most people went to the highest elevation to get a signal, she was going to the beach. He didn’t understand how her mind worked. Worse, she was barefoot, and could hurt herself. Sloan’s beach wasn’t for beach bums or swimming. It was rocky and the water cold, and the ocean floor dropped after a few feet. The dock was great for scuba diving and anchoring boats. Rod saw where she was headed and grimaced. Smart woman. Thank goodness he’d locked the helicopter. He wouldn’t be surprised if she knew how to fly the damn thing.
 
   She walked around the helicopter, peering inside and trying each door. Annoyed, she kicked at the landing skid and hopped on one foot when she hurt her toes. He heard the insults she hurled. His prized ride had just been reduced to a pile of shit. Or maybe she meant him.
 
   She continued down the stairs. Sighing, he followed. Once again, he wondered how long before she calmed down. She went down to the dock and walked along the pier, her phone above her head. Damn it! She was going to fall off if she didn’t watch where she was going. His stomach shifted at the thought of her out in the open water. He was right behind her when she paused at the end and studied the mainland. 
 
   “You’re not thinking of swimming to the mainland, are you?” he teased.
 
   She ignored him.
 
   “There are sharks in the water,” he said, and she glanced around. She didn’t appear to believe him. He wouldn’t put it past her to try swimming for mainland. He wasn’t kidding about the sharks. There were at least ten species along the Santa Barbara coast, including the great white. “Last week a few sailors had a brush with a great white.”
 
   “I bet there was a boat anchored here. Did you get rid of it so I wouldn’t send an SOS?”
 
   “It’s a small yacht, and yes, Delaney took it out. You were pretty chummy with Davidson’s captain, so I figured you might have picked up a thing or two.”
 
   “You think being honest is going to make me forgive you? Think again.” She looked around. “Where the heck are we?”
 
   “Does it matter?”
 
   “You bet it does. The second I get a signal, I’m calling the police and telling them about you and giving them our location.”
 
   “Then I guess I won’t tell you anything.”
 
   She snorted. “The cops can use cell towers to triangulate any signal, or a GPS to pinpoint my exact location.”
 
   Rod grinned. “No one can pinpoint our location. Not the mainland police. Not the military, unless Sloan allows it.”
 
   “Bull,” she snapped as she walked past him and headed back toward the house. “In this day and age, a satellite can pick up a child crawling across a lawn. They’ll find me and, when they do, I’ll make sure you rot in jail.”
 
   She continued with her tirade until they reached the pool deck, where she turned and faced him. “I still can’t believe I didn’t see it. Delaney was all teeth while encouraging me to drink the coffee. Asshole. No, you are the asshole. He’s the hapless lackey dumb enough to do your bidding. Did you really think this through? And how did  you explain my disappearance to Andrew? I meant to see him before I left. And I’m sure some of the crew saw Delaney haul me like a sack after I blacked out.” She groaned. “The humiliation.”
 
   “No one saw him. I talked to Estelle before we went to the helipad and told her we were going away for a couple weeks. She thought it was romantic.”
 
   Terri groaned. “She would. She has this crazy notion that you are a catch. Some catch. She should see you now. What exactly do you hope to accomplish by this stunt?”
 
   “Give us time to talk.”
 
   “And you think confining me to an island will accomplish that?” She growled. “You make me so mad I want to scream. You want me to talk, get me out of here.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Yes,” she shot back.
 
   “Are you hungry? I made us sandwiches for lunch.”
 
   “I’m not eating a damn thing until you get me off this island. I don’t care how. Fly the damn helicopter. Send a smoke signal. I want out of this place or I swear, you’ll be sorry.”
 
   He would take her sorry and raise it to patience, which he had plenty of. She could rant and rave for as long as she liked. He would wait until she was ready to open up. He gave her a slow smile.
 
   “No, Terri. No one is leaving.”
 
   A gleam entered her eyes. She started towards him. He watched her warily as she inched closer, but he was ready to defend his balls this time.
 
   “You want me that badly, Rod.”
 
   “I do, but this has nothing to do with that.”
 
   “Doesn’t it? Beautiful. Rich. Great in the sack. The one and only Roderick Thorne. Bet no woman has ever turned you down.” She reached down, gripped the edge of her top, and slowly pulled it over her head. She shook her hair. “Is this what you want? Me? Naked?” She threw the top on a poolside lounge inside one of the cabanas. “Fucking your brains out whenever you like?” She didn’t glance down as she hooked a finger under the straps of her bra, one at a time, and nudged them down her arms, a naughty smile curling her lips. “Bet you’re always the one who got bored first and walked.”
 
   “True,” he said, desire pulsing through him. It didn’t matter that she was playing him. He wanted her. His eyes clung to her chest as she lowered the piece of silk and revealed her lush breasts. Her nipples were pebbled as though begging for his touch, and his mouth went dry. He wanted to kiss and play with her nipples and make her moan. His cock grew rigid. Hell, he’d been hard ever since she woke up and aimed a pillow at his head.
 
   She threw the bra over her shoulder. “So let’s do this. Let’s take care of this raging lust between us and get it out of our systems.” She took his hands and placed them on her breasts. “You said we’re alone on the island?”
 
   He had to swallow before saying, “We are.”
 
   “Then fuck me right here and now on the deck, Rod. Then on the beach, and in every cabana and room in the house.”
 
   “Terri—”
 
   She pressed a finger on his lips. “Don’t deny yourself. What’s hotter than a willing woman at your beck and call. Let’s fulfill every fantasy we’ve ever had.”
 
   Why not? Seduction might be the answer to getting her to open up. He could make her see how wrong it was to work with her brother. Like Lex had explained, sometimes family did things out of love and loyalty without realizing how misguided they were. After all, he didn’t want her to end up in jail for the part she’d played. An apology to his friends would suffice.
 
   He stroked her cheek, savoring the softness. “I love how your mind works.”
 
   “Brilliant, right? Remove your clothes,” she ordered, unbuttoning her capris. 
 
   He loved it when she was bossy. He reached behind him to pull off the polo shirt. Her hand stroked his waist as though she couldn’t wait to touch him. He grinned. The chemistry between them was never in question, and it kept getting stronger. Her secrets, on the other hand, could destroy everything. 
 
   One second he was removing his shirt and the next he tottered on the edge of the pool. He was completely blindsided by the shove. He barely managed to pull his head back through the opening of his shirt when he landed in the water. He flailed his arms and swallowed some of the pool water before finding his footing. The sound of her laughter filled the air.
 
   “Damn it, Terri. Was that necessary?” he yelled, pushing wet hair from his face.
 
   She stopped laughing, her eyes narrowing. “You needed to cool off, you son of a bitch. And just in case you didn’t get the message, all this”—she spread her hands and indicated her body—“is off limits to you, mister. Get me off the fucking island,” she snapped, then whipped around and grabbed her shirt.
 
   The hilarity of the whole situation hit him as she marched away. When she glanced at him again, he was trying hard to control his laughter. Man, he loved her spirit. She was fire and ice. Subtle charm and raging passion. There was not a thing about her that didn’t turn him on. Her nipples were aroused, her skin was flushed, and those gorgeous eyes smoldered with rage. He stored the image in his mind for later because from her declaration, he wasn’t going to get any for a while. 
 
   “By the way, you look utterly delectable,” he said, blowing her a kiss.
 
   “Argh! I loathe you, you despicable man,” she snarled, then turned and marched to the house.
 
   She was priceless, and he was an idiot for falling for her seductive moves. Again. He sobered up fast as she disappeared inside the house. He might not trust Terri Randal, but he was completely under her spell. The next week was going to be very interesting. 
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Terri was too pissed to think straight. Nothing she did or said seemed to work on Rod. She didn’t buy that crap about lack of cell phone signal. Her cheap ass phone was to blame. She was sure his worked. All she had to do was find it.
 
   Which one was his room?
 
   She glanced outside and watched him kick off his loafers. Yep, his custom-made shoes were destroyed. Good. For one brief moment, she forgot about the kidnapping as her eyes followed his broad shoulders, the flat, ridged abs, and the hair disappearing under the waistline of his pants. His wet pants clung to his powerful thighs and left very little to the imagination. Despite being an entitled jerk, he was still a beautiful man. And she’d enjoyed kissing his body. She should want to neuter him, not drool. 
 
   As though he knew she was watching, he glanced toward the house. What kind of a man kidnapped a woman in order to court her? A crazy, desperate man. Part of her wanted to cut him some slack for that. But the other part wanted him to suffer. Kidnapping her was wrong, disrespectful, and humiliating. 
 
   Now where could he have left his phone? She looked outside, but couldn’t see it. Did he have it on him? It would have been the first thing he pulled out of his pocket after that dunking.
 
   She searched the living room. Despite her annoyance, she took a moment to appreciate the décor. Rich palettes of green and white—teal walls, hardwood floors, white leather furniture. Yellow-green curtains caught the light coming in from outside and added a warm glow to what would have been too stark. A bar with stools and an array of drinks dominated the area across from the glass windows. She tried to remember what Rod had said about the island. It belonged to a reclusive friend. Probably another eccentric billionaire with money and no common sense like him. Just because they were loaded didn’t mean they were above the law. She peered at several carvings. His friend was seriously into collecting tribal knickknacks. However, there was no cell phone lying around.
 
   Terri headed toward the room she’d woken up in and pushed open doors along the way. They all led to bedrooms. The curtains were drawn, so she didn’t bother entering them, but she noted elegant furnishings and little signs that said their host had taste. Each room appeared themed, but all had an armchair with a side table with a tray of glasses and bottles of whisky. And not just any whisky. Macallan. The best whisky out there.
 
   Just how many bedrooms were in this place? She reached one next to hers and got lucky. The door was already open, and she spied Rod’s things.
 
   She stepped inside and looked around. His shirt was on the bed, and he’d dropped his wallet and a pair of keys on top of the night stand, but no phone. She flung open the closet. His clothes were already hung up. Delaney probably unpacked for him before he left, just like he’d done on the yacht. Spoiled brat!
 
   She patted his pants, stepped back, and scowled. Where would he hide it? She found his duffle bag on the shelf and rummaged through it, but it was empty. Frustrated, she entered the bathroom. It was spacious with a lounge and a table with a bottle of Cristal and two flutes. Did that come with the house or did Rod put it in there with hopes of luring her in for a nice bath? Not that the things he did in a bathtub could be considered nice. Naughty, yes. Decadent, absolutely. They were all foreplay. She dragged her attention from the large tub. Toiletries were laid out nicely, but once again, no phone. She’d bet he was hiding it, the sneaky bastard.
 
   Her stomach growled. Rod still hadn’t come inside, and she refused to ask him for food. She went in search of the kitchen and got lost several times, passing more bedrooms. She entered a few and went to check the bathroom. Same as his bathroom. The champagne came with the house.
 
   The hallway turned left past the back entrance. She spied a brick backyard, boxed herb gardens, and a retaining wall made of boulders. A billionaire with a green thumb? Either that or someone living in the house loved to cook with fresh herbs. The backyard was simple compared to the front of the house with its vanishing edge pool, lines of private gazebos, and terraced stone wall. She wondered how the entire house looked from the air.
 
   She peered through the glass panel of the next door and whooped. The kitchen. Finally. She pushed open the swinging double doors. It was a cook’s paradise, and she loved to experiment with dishes. The kitchen island had the cooktop with a decorative vent above it on one side and an elevated granite countertop with ladder-back swivel bar stools on the other side.
 
   She plucked a grape from a bowl of fresh fruit and popped it in her mouth before opening the fridge. Rod had mentioned making lunch, and sure enough, there was a sandwich covered with a clear wrapper on a plate.
 
   She found the cupboard with glasses and poured herself a cranberry-mango juice, her favorite. The sandwich was a mess. He’d added too much of everything and the layering was out of order, but she was too hungry to care.
 
   The kitchen doors flew open just as she took a bite. Rod walked in carrying his wet clothes and wearing… nothing. Terri gawked.
 
   “You just destroyed my favorite shirt and loafers.” He dumped them on the floor near the door. His hair was dripping wet, as though he’d gone for a swim after stripping. “And now you’re eating my sandwich.”
 
   Terri couldn’t think up a response as he closed the gap between them, shameless in his nudity. Her eyes ran down his torso and stopped on his cock, which quickly rose to its full glory. It disappeared out of view when he stopped at the other side of the counter and disappointment snaked through her.
 
   Oh, for crying out loud! The man had kidnapped her and was holding her against her will. How could she still want him? As though he knew she was weakening, he leaned in and gripped her wrist. Terri didn’t even think of resisting. She watched him with morbid fascination as he brought her sandwich to his mouth and took a large bite.
 
   He watched her as he chewed, as though fascinated by her expression. Terri didn’t know what to tell him, and it wasn’t because her mouth was full. He reached for a second bite, and she came alive.
 
   “Mine,” she said, moving it out of reach.
 
   Grinning, he stepped away from the counter. “I’m going to shower. Want to join me?”
 
   “Hell no.”
 
   “Too bad, because all this”—he indicated his body the way she’d indicated hers—“is available to you.” He turned and headed for the door. “I’m putting out, Terri. Anytime. Anywhere. All you have to do is come and find me.”
 
   In his dreams. He had a nice ass, though. He could walk naked all he wanted, she wasn’t complaining, but she wasn’t biting. She wasn’t that easy.
 
   She finished her meal, rinsed the plate and glass, and placed them in the sink. There was enough daylight for her to find out exactly where she was. She put on sneakers, grabbed a jacket and her phone, and left the house. 
 
   She walked around the house and found a path through a grove of trees heading uphill. The trees gave away to shrubs and rocky terrain. The path veered to the left. A steep bank was to her right and a sloping terrain to her left. She stopped every few minutes and checked for cell phone reception.
 
   Nothing.
 
   She still wasn’t buying Rod’s explanation about a satellite disrupting the signal. For a moment, she walked with her cell phone in the air. Stupid phone. She wanted to throw it on the ground and stomp on it. Served her right for getting cheap disposal phones. Or maybe the fact that the house and the area she trekked through appeared to be on the side of the mountain could be messing with the signal. She looked up and sighed. There was no way she was going to climb up there. There was a neighboring island, but it was some distance away.
 
   Where exactly was this island? She’d lost six hours between the moment she’d drunk the spiked coffee and when she’d woken up on the island. Rod could easily have flown her anywhere on the West Coast.
 
   Resigned to staying until Rod developed a conscience or she found his phone and used it to call for help, she started back. The sun was still up even though her watch said it was after seven. She saw a flash of white by the trees near the house. As she moved closer, she knew it was Rod when the white disappeared.
 
   When she reached the house, he was manning the poolside, stainless steel grill under a pergola. It was actually an outdoor kitchen complete with a granite counter. He had changed into white button down shirt and matching shorts.
 
   “I was debating whether to come and find you,” he said.
 
   She wanted to ignore him and disappear into the house, but sulking wasn’t her style and the steak smelled good. Going by the pair of binoculars on the counter by the grill, he’d also kept an eye on her. No, she definitely was not going to hide inside the house and ignore him. She would find another way to deal with him and the situation he’d dropped in her lap, but he wasn’t going to enjoy it.
 
   “What stopped you?” she asked, her voice calm and easy.
 
   “I knew you could look after yourself.”
 
   What a liar. She took one of the stools. There was a bowl with fresh chunks of zucchini, yellow squash, and baby carrots in front of him, and a tray with a bottle of red wine and cold bottles of beer beside it. She couldn’t see the label on the red, but the beer was Pliny the Elder.
 
   “Something smells good,” she said.
 
   “Steak, roasted vegetables, and garlic bread. Want something to drink?” He indicated the drinks.
 
   “I’ll have a beer,” she said. “No, I’ll get it.” There was an opener on the tray. She removed a lid from one of the bottles and poured the golden liquid into the glass. When she looked up, Rod was studying her. He chugged some of his drink straight from the bottle, his eyes not leaving her. “What?”
 
   “You look beautiful. Red suits you.”
 
   Oh, he thought he could charm her with compliments? Please. “Thank you.”
 
   She brought the drink to her nose and inhaled. She loved the various scents of alcoholic beverages. She wasn’t a beer drinker, but she’d tried the brand a few times and liked its creamy, crisp taste. She sipped and hummed. Hoppy scent with a hint of raisins and pine. Rod watched her like a hawk.
 
   “Like it?” he asked.
 
   “It’s an acquired taste.”
 
   “So does that mean you like it or hate it?”
 
   “Are we engaging in small talk now and ignoring the big elephant in the room?” He grinned, not in the least repentant. In fact, he hadn’t shown any signs of remorse since she woke up, the arrogant bastard.
 
   “We’ve already established that I’m not letting you go, Terri. You are free to do as you please and go wherever you want.” 
 
   “As long as it’s on the island,” she said without a bite.
 
   “You’re catching on fast.” He sounded too chipper, which set her teeth on edge. Just for that… 
 
   “Can I use the pool?”
 
   “Of course. I’ll show you around later, but over there”—he pointed at the far side of the wide patio connecting the living room to the pool deck—“is the doorway to the steam room, sauna, bathrooms, and changing rooms. The water is perfect for a swim.”
 
   She’d packed a couple of swim suits, which she’d used on Andrew’s yacht, but she had no intention of making things easy for Rod. Oh no, sirree. He was about to live in hell. She went back to her beer while Rod studied her with an expectant expression. She leaned back and stretched, knowing he couldn’t keep his eyes off her. 
 
   “You’re wearing a smug smile. What’s cooking in that pretty head of yours?”
 
   “Just wondering how long before the food is ready.” 
 
   “Half an hour. I’m happy you’re no longer angry with me.”
 
   Silly man. Did he really think he could kidnap her and she’d be perfectly okay with it? The sex might have been great, and he’d gotten under her skin and made her imagine the impossible—a relationship—but that was then. Now he had to deal with a woman who hated to be controlled. Once was enough. She continued to chug her drink and plotted.
 
   “I think I’ll take a dip. Nothing like a swim before dinner.” She stood.
 
   “I can find you something to wear. Sloan refuses to extend his line to swim suits. He prefers his women in silk and lace, rather than spandex, but he buys a bunch of suits for his parties.”
 
   “That’s okay. I don’t like swim suits anyway.” She shrugged off the red jacket and pulled off her shirt. She hadn’t bothered with a bra and heard Rod’s sharp intake of breath. “Swimming nude is very therapeutic. Water caressing your skin from head to toes without resistance. You should know. You did it earlier.” She glance at him to see his reaction.
 
   Rod’s eyes were on her breasts, the barbecue forgotten. His eyes slid down her waist as she undid the button of her capris. She was sure he wasn’t breathing anymore. 
 
   She pulled them off and threw them on top of the other clothing items. He swallowed visibly when she straightened. She knew she looked amazing in lacey thongs that left very little to the imagination. She’d refreshed her Brazillian wax before the cruise, so things were neat down under.
 
   “I think you need to flip the steak,” she said, but she doubted that he heard her because his eyes were locked on her like a heat-seeking missile. It felt like a physical caress and her heartbeat shot up. Maybe this wasn’t a good idea. She changed her mind when their eyes met. It was a brilliant idea. The steaks were on fire, and from Rod’s blazing eyes and distorted pants, so was he.
 
   She slid her manicured fingers under the waistband of her silk thong and turned, giving him the back view as she shimmied out of them. She bent over, knowing full well he was getting an eyeful, and took her time pulling her thong off. She was already wet from watching him watch her, and she’d bet all his billions that he could tell. Her thong was soaked. Without looking at him, she dropped it on the lounge, walked to the edge of the pool, and dove in.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 10
 
    
 
   Damn! His mouth was dry, his cock throbbed, and the damn food was burning. Rod lowered the heat and flipped the steaks. They were a little charred, but salvageable. His erection wasn’t. He wanted Terri so much it hurt to breathe.
 
   Somehow he’d known she would make him pay for kidnapping her. After her earlier display, he’d expected her to ignore him, not taunt him with what he couldn’t have. Man, she had looked glorious bending over, her perfectly shaped ass in the air, her glorious pussy glistening and inviting. 
 
   He wiped the sweat from his forehead and turned the vegetables. They were on a higher rack and had escaped the fire. He moved closer to the pool, drawn to her lithe body gliding under the water. She swam the way she made love. Smooth and graceful, yet powerful. Damn, he wanted to join her. 
 
   She flip-turned as she did laps, completely ignoring him. Finally, she rolled over and floated on her back, her stomach and breasts above the water. He imagined licking the water off her skin, taking a nipple into his mouth while caressing her stomach, sliding a finger between her legs to stroke her pussy. He could see her outer labia clearly from his position. She bent her legs, spread her knees, the water flowing between her legs, and kicked. The movement was innocuous, yet sensual. He reached the edge of the pool without realizing it.
 
   She floated closer and smiled, their eyes meeting. “The water is glorious.”
 
   “You swim in the nude.” Way to go, stating the obvious.
 
   “It’s the only way to enjoy a morning or an evening swim when alone on a deserted island with your kidnapper.”
 
   He groaned. She planned to torture him day and night, and he didn’t know how much he’d take before losing it. Tonight, he’d start digging into her background. He planned to keep the questions harmless so she wouldn’t suspect a thing. Exposing her and wanting her were not related, so he wasn’t going to have a problem making love to her before or after he’d learned the truth. 
 
   She reached the shallow end of the pool and stood, the water sliding over her body. She bunched her hair and squeezed out the excess moisture. Sure she’d get out, he waited. Instead, she sat on the semi-circular steps under the water, leaned back on her elbows, and shot him a sweet, innocent grin. Her legs were slightly apart, giving him a clear shot of her clit. 
 
   Damn!
 
   “Is the food ready?” she asked
 
   “What?” Rod asked, dragging his eyes away from the little piece of heaven, his eyes stamping approval over every inch of her before meeting her eyes.
 
   “The food behind you.”
 
   He cursed. Goddamn it. He was the barbecue king, yet this was going to be the worst meal he’d ever cooked. He removed the steak and the vegetables, and put them on plates.
 
   “Need help setting the table?” she called out.
 
   Hell no. She might decide to do it naked.
 
   “I got this. We’ll eat out here.” But he needed space to cool down.
 
   He left for the house to get the bread and took his time. The French bread was already buttered. He swung by the nearest bedroom and grabbed a bathrobe. There was just so much a man could tolerate. Having tasted Terri, the need to drag her to the nearest bedroom was growing. Hell, they didn’t even need to go to the house. Sloan had conveniently added poolside pergolas with comfortable lounges wide enough for amorous lovers. The retractable ceiling covers and curtains ensured privacy. At night, romantic electric lamps and candles added to the intimate settings.
 
   Terri was still in the water when he went back outside. He placed the slices of garlic bread buttered side down and walked to the edge of the pool with the robe. He needed her covered.
 
   “Dinner is ready.”
 
   Her movements graceful, she stood, stretched, then walked out of the pool. Smiling, she slipped an arm through the sleeve while watching him intently. He kept his eyes on her face, but her curves, the shape of her breast, belly button, her captivating mound were etched in his brain. She turned and finished shrugging on the robe. Knowing she was naked under that robe was going to drive him insane.
 
   “Do you need to change?” he asked.
 
   “No.” Her wet hair was trapped by the robe, so she lifted, her movements tagging the edges of the robe. The lapels opened slightly, giving him glimpses of her thighs and cleavage. Desperate, he reached for the belt and tied them, making sure she was covered by tugging the collar and overlapping the sides. It didn’t stop the ache.
 
   “Of course, you don’t have to change,” he said in a husky voice. “You are free to do as you please.”
 
   “You got that right.” She studied his face, probably noticing just how close he was to hauling her into his arms. A smile tagged her lips. “I’ll be back in a few.”
 
   He sighed with relief when she gathered her things and padded to the patio. He watched her until she disappeared inside the house.
 
   This kidnapping might have seemed brilliant before, but it wasn’t going as planned. He didn’t regret it, but at the same time, it was putting him in a precarious position. Instead of feeling wronged by her lies, he felt guilty for bringing her here against her will. Getting her to open up was going to be impossible.
 
   Rod finished at the grill and went inside to get wine glasses and plates. A cabana would have been perfect for a private dinner for two, but he didn’t think Terri would be interested in anything romantic. So he laid out his offerings on the counter by the grill, opened the wine to breathe, and finished his beer.
 
   He was starting on his last beer when the sound of the sliding door reached him and he turned. His heart stopped. She’d changed into a flowing, blue maxi skirt and a black tank top that showed the skin around her waist. As she moved closer, he noticed the slit on the right side of her skirt. It came to her upper thigh. She wore no makeup and her hair was wet from the shower. Even without makeup, she took his breath way.
 
   “You look beautiful,” he said.
 
   Her expression said she wasn’t  sure whether to accept his compliment or not. “I’m not wearing makeup.”
 
   “You don’t need it.”
 
   “Compliments will not win you any points,” she said. 
 
   “I’m just stating a fact.” He pulled out a stool for her, waited until she sat, then took the one beside her. They served each other and dug in. The steak was juicy, despite the charred exterior, and the vegetables were crisp.  He poured the wine.
 
   “Not bad,” Terri said. “A billionaire who can cook.”
 
   “I wasn’t always a billionaire, and I almost burned the food because of you.”
 
   “What did I do?” she asked, trying to sound outraged and failing. Her eyes twinkled.
 
   “You stripped right in front of me, bent over to show me what I couldn’t have, and expected me to be rational. I have a permanent hard-on. It’s a wonder I can have a decent conversation.”
 
   She pretended to look at his crotch and laughed, the sound wrapping around his senses. “I’m sure you’ll survive.”
 
   Silence followed and he was sure she wasn’t going to break it. She didn’t.
 
   “Talk to me. Ask me anything.”
 
   “How soon are we getting off this pile of rock?”
 
   He chuckled. “Sloan would be so insulted by how you describe his island.”
 
   “How soon, Roderick?”
 
   “Ask me anything else. About me? My past, present, or future? What I do for a living? This island?”
 
   She shrugged, slicing a piece off the steak.
 
   “Let’s start with the last. The island has been in Sloan’s family for about a century. They raised sheep, cattle, and even had vineyards decades ago. A couple of hours’ walk from here and you’d reach the old homestead. His father sold off part of the island to the government before he died, leaving most of it to his kids—Sloan and his sister. Sloan bought out his sister’s share and donated most of it to a charitable environmental organization, and kept a small strip for himself. I have a feeling he’s getting bored with it since he spends most of his time with his West Indian tribe. He doesn’t like leaving it empty for long, so I hang out here whenever I want to be alone.”
 
   “Or stash a woman,” she said.
 
   “Or two,” he added and she chuckled. “In my defense, they’re usually willing.”
 
   “I guess they don’t know you like I do,” she shot back, but there was no censure in her voice. They ate for a while, washing the food down with the wine. He liked that she had a healthy appetite and didn’t pick at her food like most women he’d slept with.
 
   “So does Sloan bring his tribe back here? I counted at least eight bedrooms.”
 
   “Twelve if you include the ones in the second hallway by the movie theater. And no, he doesn’t bring back his tribe.” Rod drained his wine glass and swiveled his chair so his back was to the counter. He could see her face properly. “But he likes to throw parties for his close friends and most of us prefer to spend the night rather than fly back to our homes.”
 
   Terri looked around and chuckled. “So this is what a billionaires’ orgy hideout looks like.”
 
   “Who said anything about orgies?”
 
   “Self-contained bedrooms with Macallan on side tables and Cristal in the bathrooms. Private cabanas with romantic lights and lounges wide enough for two.”
 
   She knew her alcohol. After dinner, he was going to show her the cellar. 
 
   “I lost interest in the orgies a little over two weeks ago.”
 
   “Sure you did.” She dipped a finger in her drink and placed it in her mouth. She sucked on it, and he found himself watching with envy as her tongue rolled around her finger. He wanted her tongue dueling with his.
 
   Rod leaned in. “Don’t you want to know why I lost interest in other women? When Sloan threw a going away party last week, I sat right there”—he pointed at the lounge not far from the entrance—“wishing I was back in Vegas. Instead, I received an invitation from you to join a poker game.”
 
   “Me?” She laughed. “I didn’t invite you. I mean, I’m usually in charge of vetting players and issuing invitations, but this time Andrew called and said he’d invited a friend and would vouch for him. That’s you. I invited the other eight players.”
 
   “So you didn’t know I’d be there?”
 
   A frown pulled at her exquisite face. “No. I was surprised to see you. Why would you think I invited you?”
 
   “Because you wanted to see me again,” he said, grinning.
 
   She snorted. “I didn’t.”
 
   She wasn’t a good liar, but Rod took a mental step back. If inviting him wasn’t her doing, could he be mistaken about her motive for being in his room at the Versailles Palace and working with her brother?
 
   He reached out and ran the tip of his finger along her knuckles. “Talk to me, Terri.”
 
   “About?” Wariness entered her voice, but he ignored it.
 
   “You. You said you grew up in San Diego. Where?” Warwick’s family had lived in La Jolla. “Do your mother and your brothers still live there?” His people had checked, so he knew they didn’t.
 
   Terri studied him suspiciously, as though she could see through his bullshit. She leaned away from him, and he knew she was withdrawing.
 
   “Why do you want to know?” she asked, her voice calm.
 
   “I told you, I want to get to know you better.”
 
   She gave him a smile that didn’t reach her eyes.
 
   “And I told you, you have to get me off this island for that to happen.” She drained her glass and stood. “Hold still.” She palmed his cheek, leaned in, her eyes roaming his face before going to his lips.
 
   For one brief second, he was sure she meant to kiss him. She was so unpredictable he never knew what she’d say or do next. Anticipation coursed through him, and his heart thudding. She wiped something from his chin with her thumb, her touch feather-light. Something unfurled in his chest.
 
   “Steak sauce,” she said, her fingers lingering as she let him go. She took a step back and looked toward the house. “I’m kind of tired. Might be the swimming or the air, I don’t know. But I think I’ll head to bed.”
 
   He stood too, his cheek tingling where she’d touched it. He wanted her to touch him again. He wanted her to want him the way he wanted her. To love him the way…  
 
   Whoa. Where the hell did that come from? He didn’t love her.
 
   “I was planning on showing you around,” Rod said. “The cellar has an amazing wine collection.”
 
   She gave him another brief smile. “Show me tomorrow before we leave the island. We are leaving tomorrow, right? Because you won’t get whatever you want from me as long as I’m your hostage. Remember that.” She turned and walked away.
 
   He watched her, helpless in his desire for answers and sexually frustrated. He didn’t regret bringing her to the island, not by a long shot. He would win her over and learn all her secrets.
 
   One thing was for sure, no more asking her questions about her childhood. He’d wait for her to dole out the information. For now, at least, he knew one thing he hadn’t known an hour ago—Terri hadn’t engineered things to bring him to her poker game.
 
   He gathered the utensils and leftovers, then reached for his phone. It was missing. He’d put it right there next to the tray. That sneaky little thief. Steak sauce, indeed. Rod chuckled.
 
   What did she hope to gain by taking his phone? It was locked, but that shouldn’t stop her from using the emergency button to dial 9-1-1. He remembered her annoyance with her disposable phone and grinned. She still believed she could get a signal with a better phone. She was going to be disappointed.
 
   He carried everything inside and dumped them in the sink. The house was quiet, the silence unnerving. Usually, he didn’t mind his own company when he was out here. It was the whole point of taking advantage of Sloan’s generosity instead of hiding in his home on Mulholland Drive. It was different this time. He wanted to hear Terri’s voice. For three days, he’d listened to her. And at night, he’d slept with her in his arms. There was no way he was going to sleep tonight knowing she was in the next room.
 
   Rod locked up and debated what to do. It was too early for bed. He went to his room and poured himself a shot of whisky and sat on his bed, his head angled to catch sounds from next door. There were no movements, but Rod still imagined Terri getting ready for bed, putting on a silk teddy, brushing her teeth. He could knock on her door and ask for his phone back, but seeing her would only make things worse. 
 
   Last night, she’d slept naked in his arms and he’d refused to make love to her, a move he’d regretted once she’d fallen asleep. Terri was a bed hog and tended to drape herself all over him. He wanted her back in his arms, her soft breath on his skin as she nestled under his chin, and the sooner the better.
 
   Rod crawled into bed and stared at the ceiling. For two nights, the poker games had disrupted his sleep pattern. He ought to be tired, yet sleep was the last thing on his mind. He poured himself another drink and tossed it down his throat, then went to brush his teeth.
 
   Two hours later, sleep still eluded him. He was contemplating hitting the gym when a scream ripped through the air and he bolted upright in bed.
 
   Terri.
 
   He shot out of bed and ran in the hallway. When it came again, he burst into her room, expecting to find an assailant in her room, but there was no one. She was kicking and thrashing in her bed. He closed the gap between them, calling her name gently.
 
   “No, don’t touch me,” she screamed. “Get out of my room.”
 
   What the hell? She continued to jerk and buckle, her head whipping from left to right. She was going to fall off the bed or hit her head on the night stand. He pulled her into his arms, but she fought harder.
 
   “No, don’t. Stop or I’ll tell.” 
 
   “It’s okay,” Rod said, stroking her face, her hair. “I’m here. No one is going to hurt you.”
 
   She continued to fight him, kicking and pushing him away. He’d never heard of anyone having nightmares like this. Or maybe it was night terrors. He couldn’t decide whether to calm her down or wake her up. He trapped her legs with his and locked his arms around her, holding her tight.
 
   “You are okay now, sweetheart. Shhh. No one is going to hurt you. I won’t let them. Everything will be fine.” She stopped fighting, though her breathing still hitched, and her face was sweaty. “That’s right, sweetheart. No one is going to get you. They’ll have to go through me first, and I’m big and mean.” She turned her head toward him as though his voice reassured her. He continued to talk, until she burrowed in his chest.
 
   Why would she have nightmares like that? Who would hurt her?
 
   Stop or I’ll tell. That sounded like something a kid would say, not a grown woman. Could someone have hurt her when she was young? Anger slammed though Rod at his thoughts. Who had dared to hurt her?
 
   Her breathing return to normal, but his heart was heavy, thoughts whirling in his head. When her body completely relaxed, he knew it was time to go back to his bed. But when he tried to ease his arm from underneath her head, Terri mumbled and snuggled under his chin, her hand fisting his shirt. 
 
   He stroked her face, her hair, and back, until she sighed and relaxed again. This time, he didn’t try to leave. He was staying, not just for the nightmares, but because he needed to hold her in order to sleep. 
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Terri woke up and stretched. She’d slept like a log. The clock on the nightstand said it was ten-thirty. Her body had needed the rest. Two night of keeping crazy hours, not to mention whatever drug Rod’s people had slipped her, had taken a toll on her.
 
   Just thinking about Rod hiked her heartbeat. She was a levelheaded woman who knew right from wrong, and kidnapping was wrong on so many levels. She should be furious by what Rod had done, yet all she felt was a need to smack him for his arrogance, then kiss him. Last night when she’d leaned closer to him and faked cleaning steak sauce from his chin in order to swipe his phone, she’d almost kissed him.
 
   There was something about him that called to her. She couldn’t explain it and didn’t understand it. She could call it chemistry, but she’d had that with previous men she’d slept with. Whatever was between her and Rod went beyond her understanding of the male-female attractions. 
 
   Terri put on workout shorts and a tank top, pulled on sneakers, and wrapped her jacket around her waist. She pulled back her thick mane in a ponytail and splashed water on her face. The Cristal in her bathroom was exactly where she’d left it last night. She’d been tempted to open it last night and get drunk, but she wasn’t feeling that sorry for herself yet. The boozing often came when she hit rock bottom. She was far from it.
 
   Back in the bedroom, she fished Rod’s phone from where she’d hidden it under her dildo. If he’d come for it, seeing her baby would have stopped him from searching further. She took the phone and tiptoed out of her room. There was not a single solid bar to indicate reception, but that didn’t bother her. She was about to head to a higher elevation.
 
   Rod wasn’t in the kitchen or the living room. She found him on the pool deck, sunbathing. At first, all she saw was his shoulder and arms. He was scribbling on a piece of paper. She caught sight of his masculine legs, then his butt cheeks. She shook her head, not surprised. Sunbathing nude was definitely something he would do.
 
   Instead of bothering him, she swung by the kitchen for bottled water and an apple, then she slipped out the back door and retraced her steps from yesterday. The terrain was really dry and rocky with hardly any trees, except the ones near Sloan’s house. She also noticed something. The billionaire’s home was on the north side of the island, which was rocky. And the second, larger island curved around his side of the island like a bowl to a pestle. It probably shielded him from harsh winds blowing from the north and from the view of anyone approaching the island from the mainland. She’d thought he was nuts to have built closer to the edge of the ridge, but it seemed like the perfect location for a hideaway. Maybe that was why the damn phones weren’t connecting to the nearest cell tower.
 
   It took forever to get to the top of the ridge because she kept stopping to check the phone and drink water. When she finally did, she stopped and smiled. She now knew where they were. She wasn’t a SoCal girl for nothing. These were the islands off the coast of southern California. Geography was never her strong point, so she couldn’t tell which one they were on, but she could see the outline of the mainland and some of the islands to her right.
 
   As for getting a cell phone connection, the entire trip had been a total waste of time. Not even a single bar. She turned to face inland and studied her surroundings. The land sloped down to a valley, where she could see a few houses among a grove of trees, then rose to more ridges. Was that the old homestead Rod had mentioned last night? Could someone else be living here? 
 
   She couldn’t see any movement, but she was too exhausted to go any farther and investigate, and her feet hurt. If only she’d thought to bring the binoculars. She raised the water bottle to her lips. Not a drop remained. Damn. Worse, her stomach started to growl. She wanted to scream. 
 
   “No signal. No food. No water. Way to go, Terri.” Walking back to the house was going to hurt.
 
   “You want some of mine?”
 
   Terri smothered a scream and whipped around. Rod stood a few feet behind her with one thumb hooked around a shoulder satchel. “Jeez, you scared the crap out of me. How did you get here so fast?”
 
   “I was right behind you.” He pulled out a sports water bottle from his satchel. “You don’t think I’d let you walk around the island alone? There are foxes and all sorts of dangerous wildlife around here.”
 
   She never moved so fast to stand beside him. She glanced around frantically. “Are you sure? I haven’t seen anything but rocks, dry shrubs, and a few lizards.”
 
   “Rattlesnakes?”
 
   She glanced down and shuffled even closer to Rod, until she heard him chuckle. She looked up and found him suppressing a grin. Argh, the arrogant man was making fun of her. She smacked his arm, snatched the water bottle from his hand, and started back.
 
   “You are welcome,” he said.
 
   “Considering I’m in this predicament because of you, don’t expect gratitude from me. Anything that happens to me on this pile of rocks is your fault.” She popped the lid of the water bottle and chugged. She sighed blissfully. The water was cold and tasted so good. She chugged some more, then wiped the drips from her chin. She put the lid back and glanced at Rod. “I needed that.”
 
   “You want something to eat? Maybe another one of these?” He pulled out an apple.
 
   Her stomach growled in response. This time she said thank you as she took his offering. 
 
   “Can I have my phone back now?” he asked.
 
   She handed his phone over. How had he known she’d eaten an apple? He must have seen her leave the house and followed her right away. At least he’d stopped long enough to wear swim trunks, a T-shirt, and sandals. How could she not have heard him? He was quiet for such a large man.
 
   “There’s really no signal out here,” she said as they walked back.
 
   “Nope. Sloan pays Rake to disrupt it.”
 
   She tried to remember if a Rake had testified against Paul. “Is Rake another one of your friends?”
 
   “Yep, and a real pain in the ass. He has satellites up there and loves nothing better than to prove his are better than everyone else’s.”
 
   “Are they?”
 
   “Unfortunately, yes. He has a super computer he uses on the island that can get a signal anywhere. I’m sure he could be at the bottom of the ocean and the damn thing would still stay connected. I’m surprised the government hasn’t approached him about his satellites.”
 
   “Would he give his satellites to them?”
 
   Rod laugh. “No way. He’s likely to tell them to get the fuck off his property or go screw themselves. He’s a man of few words. Careful.” He reached out and grabbed her arm. “Stay on the path, city girl. Some of the rocks are lose and you might lose your step and fall, or worse, twist an ankle.” He stayed to her right. “And guess who would be at fault?”
 
   She grinned and munched on the apple. Despite all his faults, Rod was really a protector. One day, he would make some woman happy and some little girl the perfect daddy. She scowled at her thoughts, annoyed with herself for going there.
 
   “Did you sleep okay?” he asked.
 
   “Like a baby.”
 
   “I looked in on you earlier and you were still out. Imagine my surprise when I checked an hour later and found you gone.”
 
   She chugged the water. “I had to know if the phone worked.” 
 
   “You should trust me more.”
 
   She snorted. “Trust is earned, Rod. You kidnapped me, and it’s within my rights to find means to escape instead of acting like a damn damsel in distress. And FYI, Stockholm Syndrome is never going to happen here.”
 
   “Damn, I was counting on that.”
 
   She laughed. 
 
   “But now that you know there’s no way out?”
 
   “Oh, but there is. The helicopter. All I need is the manual and the key.”
 
   “Christ,” he muttered under his breath, going pale.
 
   She was only kidding. She didn’t have a death wish. A part of her felt a little bad for messing with him, but another part figured it was what he deserved. Let him sweat imagining her flying his stupid helicopter. 
 
   “I noticed you went for a morning swim,” Terri said.
 
   For a moment he didn’t answer and continued to scowl.
 
   “In the nude,” she added to pull him out of his funk and got a smile.
 
   “I tried it your way and liked it.”
 
   “Are you saying you’ve never skinny dipped?”
 
   “Never. You’re teaching me some bad habits.”
 
   She didn’t believe him for one second. His tan lines were barely there. Still, she lifted the water bottle and the half-eaten apple as though weighing and comparing them. “Skinny dipping. Kidnapping. Skinny dipping. Kidnapping. You win.”
 
   He clammed up, and they walked the rest of the way in silence. She was sure he was regretting his caveman tactics. Despite being annoyed by what he’d done, she wanted to forgive him, which was different from her feelings toward Paul and the terror he’d put her through. Part of that was because Rod didn’t scare her, while the fear Paul had subjected her to had been paralyzing. Maybe knowing Rod would never hurt her explained her lack of fear and the need to forgive him. Still, a woman had to make an effort to show a man she wasn’t easily manipulated. Even if the man in question made her melt with just a look.
 
   “I’m going to have a quick shower then go for a swim,” she said when they reached the house.
 
   Rod nodded. Yep, he was feeling guilty already. Good. Maybe he would apologize and change his mind about keeping her on the island. The thought fill her with sadness. Grrr, she was a mass of contradictions, and it was annoying.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 11
 
    
 
   Rod watched her walk away, happier that she was back in the house where it was safe. Panic had slammed through him the second he’d realized she was gone. He’d never gotten dressed faster. Finding her hadn’t been hard.
 
   He’d trained his binoculars on her and watched her walk without looking at where she was putting her feet because of the damn phone. This side of the island was made of volcanic rocks and had cliffs and sharp drops to the ocean floor. He’d imagined her losing her footing and rolling down the hill or hurting herself. It had scared the crap out of him.
 
   Damn. The helicopter. He went to his room and retrieved the keys he’d left carelessly on the night stand. The water was running, so he knew she was in the shower. Because the door was open, he could hear her singing off key. He chuckled. No matter what she said or did, he didn’t regret bringing her to the island. 
 
   He headed to the helicopter and removed the manual. Back at the house, he found a place to hide it—in the game room along with the keys. Hopefully, she wouldn’t find them. She was too damn unpredictable; she might actually start the damn thing.
 
   The water was no longer running when he went to the kitchen to make them lunch. Sandwiches again, he decided. Or maybe soup. He could do soup. He was better at grilling than real kitchen cooking. She hadn’t eaten breakfast, so she might need something with substance. He knew he did. Keeping up with her was sucking all his energy.
 
   He hauled burger patties and sesame buns outside and started the grill. Things were going great, until she stepped outside in a sheer white swimsuit cover, except she wasn’t wearing a swimsuit. In her hand was a bottle of sunscreen, a towel, and sunglasses, which she put on.
 
   “Something smells good.” she called out in a carefree voice, shameless in her ability to render him speechless. “I missed breakfast, so I’ll probably need more than one of those.”
 
   He stopped thinking, breathing, and hearing, a ringing starting in his ears. And his ability to speak disappeared. The world blurred as he developed tunnel vision. All he saw was her. When she stopped in front of him, he sucked air into his starved lungs and caught a whiff of her scent. All his senses started working, as though someone threw a switch to turn him on.
 
   “I put sunscreen on the front, but couldn’t reach the back,” she said, lifting the bottle. “Could you, please?”
 
   Rod nodded, blood rushing back to his head and reasoning returning. He was in hell. No, she was testing him to see how much he could put up with before he snapped. Or maybe, this was about trust. If she could trust him with her body, trust him not to attack her when she temped him with every breath she took, she could trust him with her secrets.
 
   If that was the case, he planned to pass with flying colors. His cock might have a mind of its own, but he was the master of everything else, including what to do with a raging libido.
 
   “Rod?” She waved the sunscreen.
 
   He smiled and took the bottle. “It will be my pleasure. Give me a second.” 
 
   This time, he flipped the burgers and lowered the flame before facing her. Just his luck, he turned and caught her pulling the cover off her body, sucking the air from his lungs with one bold move. She spread the towel on the lounge. Since her back was to him, he had the perfect view. His control along with his good intentions slipped a notch and he dry swallowed.
 
   “From my upper back to my toes,” she instructed, pulling hair from her nape and resting her cheek on the towel. Her sunglasses were on the ground and her arms dangled on either sides of her body.
 
   Her body could inspire poetry. The curves and the dips on her back alone should be rendered on canvas for their sheer perfection. Rod approached her as one would a lethal snake and sat on the edge of the lounge. As though to further torment him, she turned her head towards him and smiled.
 
   “You are cruel woman, Terri Randal,” he said, finding his voice. “If I wasn’t crazy about you, I’d punish you.”
 
   She chuckled. “And what would that entail?”
 
   “Cuffs, among other things. I know how much you hate them.” He squirted the sunscreen in his palm and rubbed it to warm it before starting with her shoulders. She was tense. He dug deeper, kneading the muscles.
 
   “Hmm-mmm, that feels good,” she murmured, her eyes closing.
 
   His control slipped another notch. She often said those same words when he was inside her. Grinding his teeth, he tried to tune her out, but her skin was so warm and soft, and his lips wanted to taste it.
 
   “You have magical hands,” Terri said.
 
   “Thank you,” he croaked. He was happy she didn’t comment on that. 
 
   “I’m so tense. Usually, I have a massage after a game, but this time…”
 
   “I’ll take care of you.” The thought of someone else touching her this intimately filled him with insane jealousy, which was unlike him. He’d never been jealous of a woman’s ex-lovers. He needed to get a grip fast. Terri had a life before they met. 
 
   “Thanks. Marie is quite good, but you are better,” she whispered.            
 
   Marie? He was okay with Marie. Smiling, he worked his way down her back, even forgiving her soft sighs and moans that made him even harder than he’d ever been. He didn’t forget the food either.
 
   “Don’t stop,” she wailed when he got up. She often said that during sex too. Same breathless catch in her voice. Like she’d cease to exist if he stopped. His control was in the red. Just a nudge and it would disappear
 
   “The food,” was all he managed to say and got up. He gave himself a moment of relief while adding cheese on the burgers. He even toasted the buns and scooped the patties into them, then turned off the grill. She was watching him when he turned around. He was back in charge of his will. Mind over body was going to prevail.
 
   “Food ready?”
 
   “Yes. But let’s finish your massage first.” He was a sucker for punishment, but damn it, he needed to touch her just a little longer. He pulled off his shirt and went back to sit near her feet. This time, he squirted sunscreen on her lower back and all over her ass.
 
   “That’s cold,” she protested.
 
   “Not for long.” He started with long strokes up the middle of her back, then down to her waist. His fingers swept her sides as he used his thumbs to loosen the knots. His fingertips touched the swell of her breasts when he worked her shoulder blades and she released a shaky breath, a shiver causing her muscles to tense. Knowing his touch affected her too made him feel a lot better. 
 
   Smiling, he worked her waist. Up and down. Side to side. His hands slid under her and his fingers grazed her belly button. She had a sensitive belly button, and he loved to suck on it. Her breathing changed. It grew heavier when he started kneading her butt cheeks.
 
   Getting comfortable, he sat between her legs and worked her muscles in circles, but he soon realized his mistake. His position gave him the view of her glorious mound and every time he pushed against the seat of her ass, the motion pulled on her outer labia and her clit peered at him.
 
   Fuck! She was wet. He scooted lower by her feet and ran his hand along her inner thigh, his control gone. He was stripped of reasoning, just the innate instinct to claim his woman. Worse, she arched her back and pushed her ass in the air as though inviting him to continue and slide a finger or two inside her. 
 
   Rod groaned, his cock ready to explode. He wanted to bite her ass and bury his face between her thighs. He wanted to spread her and… Sanity returned the last second before his fingers touched her and he stopped. If this was a test, he was failing it fast.
 
   Get your shit together.
 
   He swept his hand around her upper thigh and retreated towards her knee. Terri whimpered. Instead of continuing to torture them, he quickly spread the sunscreen on her thighs and calves, and got up. He dove into the pool to cool down. He wasn’t surprised when she joined him. He waited for her at the vanishing end of the pool, where the water spilled into the lower asymmetrical end.
 
   He turned his head and studied her. Her eyes still had the look he associated with arousal and her skin was flushed. When he glanced down, her nipples were pebbled, but that could be the result of the cooler water. 
 
   It took all his effort not to comment or reach out for her. “You hungry?”
 
   “Yes.” The way her eyes drifted to his chest before connecting with his, she meant more than food, but he was staying strong.
 
   “Then race you to the other end of the pool.” He turned and swam away. She was like a fish, easily catching up with him. He would have loved a little play time in the pool, but after that massage and her naked state, he didn’t think he could survive.
 
   He got out first and went for his robe and offered it to her, instead of her towel. She didn’t complain. Lunch was light, conversation focusing on the island and Sloan.
 
   “I’ll show you around the house when you’re ready,” he promised before disappearing indoors. She stayed outside sunbathing. He got them drinks and took a lounge close to her. He shed his trunks too and lay on his stomach.
 
   He must have fallen asleep because when he woke up, the sun was lower in the horizon and Terri had rolled over onto her back. The only cover on her were the sunglasses. Luckily, she was facing away from him.
 
   He rolled over too and reached for the sunscreen. He rubbed some on his chest, crotch, and upper thighs and slipped on his sunglasses.
 
   “That was a pathetic way of putting on sunscreen,” she said in a low, sexy voice.
 
   Rod turned his head and studied her. The gleam in her eyes said she was just messing with him. He decided to play. “Are you offering to help me?”
 
   “Only if you want me to.”
 
   Yes, he did. Especially if she focused around his crotch. On the other hand, he didn’t think he could survive having her hands on him without humiliating himself. He’d learned a painful lesson earlier, namely, he had zero control when it came to her.
 
   “No. I’m good.”
 
   She chuckled. “Doesn’t look it.”
 
   Sure enough, when he looked down, he already had a hard-on. “Look away, woman.”
 
   She laughed.
 
   “I’m serious. Don’t laugh, talk, or even snicker.” She opened her mouth. “Not a word, Terri, or I’m getting the cuffs.”
 
   She must have realized he meant it because she got up, shrugged on the robe, and disappeared inside the house. When she returned, she had changed into a simple flowing dress and carried a tall, cool drink for him.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Rod had enough of her teasing. Terri could see that. The drink was a truce and dinner that evening was a relaxed affair. He grilled chicken and potatoes with various vegetables. She made them martinis and watched him, thoroughly impressed by his skills. He was, simply put, incredible. Near perfect. She couldn’t overlook kidnapping and gambling. After all, her mother had warned her to steer clear of gamblers.
 
   Unlike the night before, she fell asleep fast. But the nightmares returned. Once again, she was ten years old and Paul was in her room, terrorizing her. This time, she didn’t have to threaten him. Someone bigger and meaner walked in and chased him away.
 
   “I’ll never let anyone hurt you again,” her rescuer said, pulling her into his arms, and she believed him. She calmed down, feeling safe and protected. Rod had that effect on her. 
 
   When she woke up, she was alone in her bed, but the dream stayed with her. She turned her head and frowned, pressing her nose into the pillow. Rod’s scent was on it. Of course, Rod had not been there. Her crazy mind had turned him into her hero just because he’d chased her yesterday and acted caringly. Stockholm Syndrome was creeping in. 
 
   She looked at the time and grimaced. She’d overslept again. After she showered, she paused to admire her new tan. Nice. No tan lines. Lucille was going to be envious. She changed and went in search of Rod. The scent of freshly brewed coffee wafted in the air. She followed her nose to the kitchen. 
 
   “Morning, sleepyhead,” Rod said when she entered.
 
   “Morning.” She leaned against the counter and studied him. He must have gone for a morning swim or had just showered because his wavy hair was wet and hung past his shoulders, and he had a towel around his waist. He should be able to make a man bun with that hair.
 
   Terri dragged her focus from him and searched for the source of all morning goodness—coffee. A very modern drip coffeemaker churned behind him, and beside it was a hand-cranked grinder. Nice. She had missed both yesterday.
 
   “I had a dream about you,” Terri said.
 
   Rod walked around the counter, an easy grin on his face. “Was I the hero or the one holding a damsel against her will?”
 
   Terri grinned. “You were my hero. After you rescued me from a really, really evil man, you said you’d never let anyone hurt me again.” She chuckled, but instead of joining her, his expression grew somber. He moved closer, until she had to tilt her head to look into his eyes. He ran his knuckles along her cheek.
 
   “I’ll never let anyone hurt you, Terri. And yes, I know that sounds strange coming from me. Kidnapping you was wrong and I should regret it, but I don’t.”
 
   Terri shook her head. “Rod—”
 
   “I’m not done, baby, so bear with me,” he said, his voice firm, yet gentle. “I don’t regret it because you are here with me. Punish me if you must, but don’t hate me for it. All I ask is a chance to redeem myself.” He pulled out a stool and sat, then took both her hands and threaded their fingers. “I couldn’t let you leave again without knowing whether I’d ever see you again. You’re very good at disappearing.”
 
   “I’ve had years of practice.”
 
   “I’d like to hear about that sometime.” She opened her mouth to comment, but he shook his head. “Allow me to explain first. You don’t have to talk to me unless you want to. You don’t have to explain your past or anything you do unless you are ready. I’m not going to push you for answers or do anything to make your stay here uncomfortable. Just give me a chance to show you who I really am.”
 
   “Why?” she asked, searching his face. What made her so special to him?
 
   “Why?” He chuckled. “Because I’m crazy about you. I didn’t plan on it, but I refuse to fight it. That’s not my style. I don’t play games. When I want something, I go after it. When I like someone, I tell them. I more than like you, Terri Randal. I love the way your mind works even though I don’t understand it. I love your zest for life even though your life is unconventional. I love your appetite for things—wine, food, sex. I love how I feel when I’m with you. Your smile. Your voice. The sound of your laughter. That tongue of yours drives me crazy, but I wouldn’t have it any other way. I love that you get me.”
 
   She could only stare at him, slack-jawed. He was storming through her defenses again and the part of her that loved his caveman tactics was waving pom-poms.
 
   “I love the taste, the feel, and the scent of you. I love holding you while you sleep and listening to you breathe as I fall asleep. The last two nights have been brutal knowing you were in the next room, yet I wasn’t free to touch you.”
 
   Now he was going to make her cry. “You still need to get me off this island.”
 
   He chuckled. “I know. Santiago and Delaney will be back on Friday. I’ll fly you to wherever you want to go. If  you want to report me to the police, I won’t stop you.”
 
   Terri hadn’t expected that. She opened her mouth to tell him that would not be happening, but he pressed a finger on her lips. 
 
   “I’m not done. You said your body was off-limits and indicated from your chest down. I respect that. I will respect your wishes even if it kills me, until you tell me it’s okay. But that means from your neck up is mine.” He let go of her hands and splayed his hand through her hair.
 
   “Neck up?” she asked, trying hard not to laugh.
 
   “A loophole in your gesturing. Knee me if you must. Push me into the pool. I’ll accept anything as long I claim a part of you as mine.”
 
   “Yours?”
 
   “Yes, Terri. Mine.” He lowered his head, taking his time as though giving her a chance to push him away.
 
   She didn’t. She was very much okay with everything he’d just said because she was a little crazy about him, too. Where that would lead was another story. There was so much he didn’t know about her. He might run in the opposite direction once he found out the truth about her.
 
   He brushed his lips along hers and Terri pushed aside her ugly thoughts. She’d expected a hungry possession of her mouth. A display of ravenous anger paralleling his passionate words. Instead, the kiss was a waltz. A walk in the rain on a hot summer afternoon. A scoop of mouth-melting caramel cheesecake ice cream before a meal.
 
   She thought she knew how he tasted. She was wrong. New flavors exploded in her senses, daring her to stop holding back and give in to his demands. She reached for him, gripping his broad shoulders and pulling him closer. Terri gave in.
 
   The gentle exploration continued, his tongue sweeping across her lower lip as though memorizing their shape. Then he kissed one corner of her mouth before moving to the other. Her lips parted, but he nibbled his way along her jaw to her ear. He took her earlobe between his teeth and bit it.
 
   “So sweet. Can you tell how much I want you? I don’t think I’ve ever wanted you more than I do now.” He thumbed her chin, baring her neck, and left a heated trail down her neck before stopping at the base. “You smell so good.”
 
   Terri pressed her body against his and soaked up his hardness, giving in to the temptation that was him. Her hand drifted to his waist and touched the edge of the towel covering him. A part of her wanted to pull it off, but she didn’t want to tease him anymore.
 
   “Do I have permission to go past this?” he asked, his warm breath fanning her skin. Somehow, she’d know he would push boundaries.
 
   Yes! “No,” she croaked. 
 
   “Spoilsport.” He lifted his head to claim her lips again. This time, he ran his tongue along the seam of her mouth and pushed inside to find her tongue. It was an invitation to enjoy each other without the urgency to reach the finish line, despite his erection pressing against her stomach. She loved it.
 
   He eased off the kiss and pressed his lips to her forehead. “Now I can feed you. Coffee?”
 
   Terri took a moment to focus and return to reality. “Yes, please.”
 
   He went to pour her some, adding cream, but no sugar. He handed it to her and watched as she took a sip. “How is it?”
 
   “It’s perfect.” Right now anything he did was perfect.
 
   “Good.” He opened the fridge door and peered inside. “I’m making an omelet. I have bacon and sausages, so any preference?”
 
   “Whatever you make is fine with me. I’m easy to please.”
 
   He snorted, but he got busy at the stove, whipping up eggs until they were frothy. He chopped onions and vegetable like a pro. He winked when he caught her watching him.
 
   “Where did you learn to cook?”
 
   “From Mrs. Baker, no pun intended. She was our neighbor from across the street.” He grinned as though reliving good memories. “I’d spend my afternoons at her place and since her hugs and kisses were free, it was often my go-to place when things became uncomfortable at home.”
 
   Hugs and kisses were free? Had he seduced Mrs. Baker too?
 
   “I was about five when I started hanging out at the Bakers’ and playing with her boys. She’d read for us, bake cookies, and take us to the playground. I probably spent more time at her place than mine. Unfortunately, they moved away a couple of years later.”
 
   The jealousy melted away to be replaced with sadness and questions. And what did he mean by her hugs and kisses were free? Were his mother’s not free?
 
   “It wasn’t until I turned eight when I learned that compliments and being helpful made most of the mothers on our street less resentful of feeding an extra mouth, so I piled on compliments and helped take out garbage and do dishes. By ten, I was memorizing names of famous actresses resembling every woman in our street and eavesdropping on their conversations to learn their likes and dislikes. I paid them attention and I got fed after school.”
 
   Terri’s heart broke for him, and anger at his mother shot up. She recalled what he’d said in Vegas about his mother—she’d resented Rod because he looked like his father.
 
   “Let me guess, you started looking like your father at about age five?”
 
   “Yep. Ages zero to two, I was a baby and adorable. Two to four, I was a menace with cute moments and baby fat. By five, I had shot up and lost the baby fat.” He grinned, not bothered by his past. He dropped slices of bread in the toaster. “And acting like him because I had the ladies eating out of my palm. Then the twins moved in next door and I discovered girls.”
 
   Terri laughed. “Do I need to ask what you put the poor girls through?”
 
   “No, ask what they put me through. Girls are not nice. They’re mean and play games, and they don’t like sharing.”
 
   She was laughing hard by the time he finished.
 
   “I’m a lot happier with women. They know what they want and don’t mind sharing.”
 
   “What does that make me?”
 
   “Impossible. You don’t know how to share, which doesn’t explain why I’m crazy about you.” He scooped the eggs onto a plate, added the toast, and walked around to place it in front of her. “Anything else?”
 
   “Jelly, please. Thank you.” She watched the towel slide low as he reached inside the fridge. He tightened it. He’d done that three times since he started cooking for her. The second she placed the jelly and knife beside her plate, she added, “Oops, butter too.”
 
   He narrowed his eyes, but got the butter. “Anything else?”
 
   “Bend down and touch your toes for me, please.”
 
   He marched around the table, cupped the back of her head, and kissed her hard this time. “Don’t push me, woman.”
 
   This man was a keeper, and he deserved to know more about her before things got too complicated between them. She would tell him a little at a time to see his reaction before going all out.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 12
 
    
 
   She was rinsing breakfast things when Rod returned. He came and stood behind her, boxing her in. He was dressed, but some things about him stayed the same. Poor Rod. She was sure he would have a perpetual hard-on until she put him out of his misery.
 
   “You are a guest, which means no cleaning. You sit back and look pretty.”
 
   “That’s sexist.” She turned around and playfully smacked him on the chest.
 
   “Then walk around naked and tempt me.”
 
   “That I can do.” He grinned, wrapping a hand towel around her hands. Slowly, he dried them. “Can you show me around now? All I’ve seen are the bedrooms, the kitchen, and the living room.”
 
   He grabbed her hand and led her out of the kitchen. The tour was fun. Or at least he made it fun with silly anecdotes. “This used to be Lex’s room. He likes gray, hence the décor. Sloan takes being a host seriously and aims to please.”
 
   “Why past tense? Lex doesn’t sleep here anymore?”
 
   “Nope. He’s married now, so no more orgies. Jillian would blow up this house if he dared, then send her family to finish us off for enabling him. Her uncle makes people sleep with the fishes.” His voice changed when he quoted that line from The Godfather.
 
   She grinned at the reference. “I thought her brothers were daredevils.”
 
   “Her mother’s people were into some crazy underworld stuff.”
 
   They moved to the next bedroom. It was all black and silver, and there was a lounge on one side with comfortable cushions. “He likes to watch before joining the action.”
 
   “Who?” she asked.
 
   “I’m not naming anyone. He likes to share,” he added when they reached the next bedroom.
 
   “How would you know that?”
 
   “Because I used to like to share.” He let her hand go and put his arm around her shoulder. She slipped hers around his waist. “Then I met you and you turned my world upside down.”
 
   “Are you complaining?”
 
   “No, just making a statement.” He sighed. “The things I’m willing to give up for you.”
 
   “I didn’t ask you to,” she retorted, fighting a grin.
 
   “That’s what makes it crazy. It’s like jumping off a damn cliff into a dark, churning sea without a vest and loving every minute of it.” 
 
   She laughed, but on the inside, she worried about her secrets and how he’d receive them. She focused on his anecdotes as they moved from room to room. The owner of the silver and black bedroom wasn’t the only one who liked to watch or had a giant-sized bed because they loved threesomes. 
 
   “Which one? I want to know all their dirty little secrets.”
 
   “Nope. Lex is an open book because he’s a changed man and Jillian loves to hear stories from his past, so she can replace his memories with new ones. Her words, not mine. She’s kind of crazy, but adorable, and the guys would do anything for her, including lay down their lives to protect her.”
 
   Terri wondered what it was like to have Rod’s friends watching her back. It would be awesome. Too bad they’d hate her once they knew who she was. It was obvious these men shared a deep bond that had lasted over twenty years.
 
   “Unlike Lex,” Rod continued, “the others like to keep their little escapades a secret. I’m using an unassigned room because you have mine,” Rod said as they moved past the room she’d slept in. She wondered if that explained his scent on her pillows. 
 
   One of the rooms had mirrors, but once again, he refused to give out the name of his friend who used it. The last room, down a shorter hallway, was done in white, from the carpet to the beddings.
 
   “He’s a germophobe, but I swear he hides balls, chains, and whips in his suitcase. It might explain why he’s never without it.”
 
   “Now you’re making things up.”
 
   “Making educated guesses. Now for the wine cellar. We can choose a few bottles for later.”
 
   “What’s in there?” she asked when they reached the basement. The door had a digital door lock.
 
   “Sloan’s office, but I think it leads to a bunker and probably goes all the way into the mountain. It might explain why he’s attached to the island and won’t sell me a parcel of his land.”
 
   “You’d live out here too?”
 
   “With the right woman, yes. Would you?”
 
   Terri’s heart went off beat. What was he saying? How was she supposed to answer him? With the right man, she would live anywhere, she wanted to say. But she chose to go with, “Wild animals and poisonous snakes are not my thing.”
 
   He chuckled. “I was kidding about the rattlesnakes. The snakes on the island are non-venomous and the only wild animals are fox, spotted skunk, and mice. I’m bigger and meaner than all of them.”
 
   “I’m a city person.” The time was right to share a little bit of her crazy background. “The last time I visited my family, my mother tried to convince me to relocate so I could live closer to her. They live in a tiny, two-stoplight town in the middle of nowhere in Idaho. I love her to death, but I hate the place. We moved there when I was a senior in high school and I hated it then. Not enough people, so I feel exposed. You know, like everyone is watching your every move and knows your secrets. Too much farmland and not enough glass and concrete.”
 
   Rod chuckled. “I thought you were from San Diego.”
 
   “I was born there, but when I was ten, Mom got married and I acquired a stepfather and a stepbrother.” She couldn’t stop the shudder that rocked her body. Hoping Rod didn’t notice, she added, “A couple of years later, we moved from La Jolla to Vegas, where my stepfather died. Mom decided to move us to Idaho after that.” She tried not to think about how she’d felt at the time and more about how her mother must have felt. “I think she just wanted to disappear and leave the bad memories behind. Then there are my brothers. She didn’t want them growing up with the cloud of their father’s death hanging over their heads.” And Paul’s sins shadowing them.
 
   “How old were they when he died?”
 
   “Three, almost four. Of  course, they don’t remember what happened. All they have are the pictures and the version of the story Mom shared with them.” She glanced at Rod and shrugged. “I guess sometimes a less traumatic version of the truth is better.”
 
   “You don’t agree?”
 
   “I think they’re old enough to handle the truth, but it’s not my call.” They’d stopped outside the wine cellar, and she hadn’t even noticed it. She forgot about their discussion. “Holy crap!”
 
   The cellar was like a library, except it had bottles instead of books. And they were shelved according to type—beer, wine, and spirits. Each type was further classified by the raw material—grain, fruit, or vegetables. And finally by vintage.
 
   Some were in regular bottles and others in colorful containers with unique designs. She moved between the rows, reading descriptions. The oldest wine was about thirty-five years old, but some of the whiskies were from the fifties. At the end of the room was a table with ten chairs.
 
   “Is he a collector?” Terri said.
 
   “Yes, but whenever he throws a party, he loves to surprise us with a rare vintage.”
 
   She peered at weird corked bottles grouped together near the table; the name plate had a foreign word. “And these unlabeled bottles?”
 
   “Tribal drinks. Very lethal. Want to try one?”
 
   “No, thanks.” She already felt like they were trespassing, but Rod didn’t seem bothered. Back upstairs, he showed her the movie theater. It had wide, comfortable seats and a bar. But the gaming room was her favorite. It had a pool table, craps, and an oval poker table for eight, too. She ran her hand along the edge, picked up one chip, and rolled it between her fingers.
 
   “Let’s play,” she said.
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Is that your way of saying you think I’m no challenge?” She sat. “Five card draw or Texas Hold’em?”
 
   He grinned, sitting. “Texas Hold’em. Let’s make it interesting.”
 
   She picked up the cards and started to shuffle them. Rod had no idea what was coming his way. “What do you have in mind?”
 
   “Strip poker.”
 
   She laughed. “Confident you can take me?”
 
   He winked. “Hoping you jump me when I’m naked.”
 
   She laughed. He always said the most outrageous things. A fun poker game might get her mind off what she needed to do. Now that she’d decided to tell Rod the truth, she was worried about what he might do. He could kick her off the island, or worse—suspect her of working with Paul the way Estelle and her family did.
 
   Ignoring her churning insides, she focused on the cards. “We need rules. We each start with fifty chips. Small blind one, big blind two. You remove an item after three losses or folds. You can go all in just like in any regular play.”
 
   Rod nodded. “Sounds good.”
 
   “However, the removed clothes should go to the bank, not the winner. That way, if you’re running low on funds, you can borrow from the bank and give up a clothing item to get more funds, and you can buy items from the bank if you have money.”
 
   “Sounds like you’ve done this before.”
 
   “A girl has to have her fun too. I like rules, so there’s no misunderstanding.” 
 
   “Can I add another rule?” He waited until she nodded. “The loser decides whether to give up a piece of clothing or answer a personal question.”
 
   Terri chuckled, but inside she wondered whether she shouldn’t have started this. There were some questions she wasn’t ready to answer yet. “You’re slick.”
 
   “Thank you. But as you can see, the winner doesn’t decide. The loser decides what to give up.”
 
   “It’s like a blend of Strip Poker and Truth or Dare,” she said.
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   Rod was in charge of the bank and he handed out chips, then Terri dealt the cards. She put her game face on and hoped Rod didn’t pick up on her tells. She tended to wiggle in her seat whenever she had a winning hand and bite her upper lip when losing. From what she’d observed, Rod didn’t have any weird poker quirks, which meant he was going to be a challenge.
 
   Rod won the first round, but she got the second. She was the first to lose three games. So sure he’d want her to answer a question, he surprised her by asking for an item. She removed her sandals and placed them on the table.
 
   “Damn, we should have said the winner decides the item of clothing the loser drops,” he grumbled.
 
   She got him to lose his loafers.
 
   “You’re good. Where did you learn to play?” he asked.
 
   “I won, so no questions.” But he got her in the next round and she chose to answer his previous question. “My stepfather taught me. He and his business partner used to hold games at least once a month and I’d watch. When I started asking questions, he decided to teach me. He would challenge me to a game and point out what I did wrong and how to improve. He also taught me how to play chess, Play or Pay, Crazy Eight, Go Fish. He was nice and loving.” Unlike his son.
 
   “You loved him?”
 
   “That’s two questions.”
 
   “It’s just that”—he frowned and appeared to choose his words carefully as he continued—“you seem sad when you talk about him.”
 
   She debated whether to reveal more.
 
   “Okay. You don’t have to answer. My turn to deal.”
 
   He was being such a trooper, she felt like a fraud. He wasn’t asking her about Paul, a subject she wasn’t ready to discuss with him. “My father died before I was born, so Daniel was the only father figure I ever knew. He treated me like his little princess. Unfortunately, he had a serious gambling problem and when he lost his business, he moved us to Vegas and tried to recover his losses in casinos. When he only sunk deeper into debt, he couldn’t take it anymore. He didn’t just die. He committed suicide.” 
 
   Rod frowned. “I had no idea.”
 
   She shot him a weird look. “Why would you? Okay, deal.”
 
   They took a break to get drinks and snacks, then continued playing until their stomach started to growl. Rod was still in his pants while Terri was down to her silkies and bra. He ended the last game with a royal flush twice in a row and beat her again for the fourth time. She’d known he was good, but she’d hoped to hold her own. She only won twice and got his shirt and loafers.
 
   “Hmm, what will it be? Top or bottom, or a question?” Terri asked.
 
   “You know the rules. You decide.” She chose a question and he said, “Tell me about your childhood.”
 
   “That’s too broad.”
 
   “No, it’s not. Were you happier before or after your mother married, uh, Daniel?”
 
   What an odd question. She pulled on her top, her mind racing and sorting what she should tell him and what to leave for later. 
 
   “How about you just tell me what you’re comfortable with,” Rod amended when she continued to stay silent.
 
   “I was happy, but my mother wasn’t. Not really. She sacrificed a lot to keep me, and make everything appear normal. I knew she loved me, but couldn’t spend more time with me because she had to work. What I didn’t know was how hard it was for her to juggle school and being a single parent. I didn’t even know she’d dropped out of college before finishing so she could take care of me.”
 
   “What do you mean by she sacrificed to keep you?”
 
   “My father was an orphan, so there was no one from his side of the family to help her after he died. But my mother was raised by my Uncle Ned and Aunt Tildy, who weren’t thrilled when she got pregnant during her freshman year. They wanted her to give me up for adoption, but she refused.”
 
   Her aunt and uncle had basically disowned her mother after she refused to listen to them. But they’d reconnected with her after she married Warwick and were very supportive when things had gone south with Paul. Terri had even stayed with them during the trial, until Warwick moved them to Vegas. Rod took her hand and she realized she’d stopped talking.
 
   “The few times I found my mother crying, she’d say she missed my father. I didn’t really know him, except for a few pictures she had of the two of them.”
 
   “What happened to him?”
 
   “He was a victim of a hit-and-run on campus. By the time they found his body, he’d died from a brain hemorrhage, leaving her pregnant with me. Then she met Daniel Warwick.”
 
   Crap! She’d used her stepfather’s full name. Her eyes flew to Rod’s, but there was no sign he recognized the name.
 
   “He made her happy. She went back to college, got teaching credentials, and was snatched by a nearby private school.” Paul’s high school. “She changed overnight. Blossomed. She laughed more. We did cool mother and daughter things. We went places as a family. I liked seeing her happy.” Images of Paul flashed in her head. “She deserved it, and I was the perfect little princess.”
 
   Rod studied her intently, his jaw tight. “That’s a sad story.”
 
   “How do you figure? My stepfather was an amazing guy. He made us very happy.” Despite her assertions, Rod still looked like he wanted to punch someone. “What did I say to make you look like that?”
 
   “Plenty.”
 
   “Very cryptic. I’m too hungry to try and figure it out.” She wrapped the skirt around her waist, tied it, and jumped up. She started toward the door, but realized Rod was still seated, a scowl on his face. She walked back, perched her ass on the edge of the table and peered at him. “Okay. Out with it. What’s wrong with you?”
 
   He studied her intently. “It wasn’t your job to make your mother happy, Terri.”
 
   “Of course not, but I liked to see her happy. Are you going to feed me or not?”
 
   He opened his mouth as though to speak, then closed it and smiled. Instead of answering, he looped an arm around her waist and another under her knees and swept her onto his lap. From his expression, something was bothering him.
 
   “What’s wrong with you?”
 
   “I need a hug.”
 
   Terri snorted. “Seriously?”
 
   “And a kiss.”
 
   She cupped his face and studied it. “Why are you acting weird?”
 
   “Damn it, woman. I’m in need here.”
 
   Grinning, she kissed his cheek, wrapped her arms around his shoulders, and rested her head on the side of his neck. He pulled her closer. Terri relaxed and sunk into him. For a moment, they just stayed like that. 
 
   “The last several nights, you’ve had nightmares and woken up screaming, Terri. You sounded terrified, so I went into your room, stayed with you, and calmed you down.”
 
   Terri’s stomach dropped and dismay washed over her. What if… 
 
   “Did I say anything?”
 
   Rod pressed  a kiss on her temple. “Not really. You mumbled things, but I didn’t catch them. I was more worried about you hurting yourself. You kept thrashing around. Do you have them often?”
 
   “No. I used to when I was younger, then they went away. I wonder why they came back.” Of course she knew why. Her heart pounding, she lifted his arms from her waist and got up. “I’m going to find food, then sunbathe.”
 
   Nightmares. How humiliating. She hadn’t had them in years, but she knew why they were back. On a subconscious level, Rod bringing her to the island against her will had triggered dormant fears from the past. Fear of being helpless and under someone’s control. Paul had instilled fear in her with his games.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Rod knew she was running again, but there was not a damn thing he could do about it. If her stepfather hadn’t hurt her, that left Paul Warwick. 
 
   I liked seeing her happy. She deserved it, and I was the perfect little princess.
 
   Three sentences that were loaded with meanings. His take was she was the perfect little princess so her mother could stay happy. What exactly did she have to do? Had Warwick molested her?
 
   I was the perfect little princess.
 
   Rod stood and threw the chips across the room. He wanted to rip that lowlife’s head off. There was so much he didn’t understand. Terri was not the type of woman to work with someone who’d hurt her. Maybe Warwick was forcing her to work for him. Even in college, Paul had a way of getting girls to do things. Rod never found out how he’d done it.
 
   Rod pulled on his shirt and followed humming to the kitchen. Terri was making sandwiches while dancing to something. She had ear buds on. He stood in the doorway and watched her, a smile tugging his lips. She was getting into the music, shaking her hair and treating the knife as a microphone. He moved closer. 
 
   “Ooh, you’re a loaded gun,” she sang. “There’s nowhere to run. The damage is done.” She thrust the knife toward him and said, “Sing. Shot through the heart…”
 
   Laughing, Rod shook his head. She continued to sing off-key. She was awful, but he would not have traded that moment for anything. She looked adorable, and all he wanted to do was tug her into his arms and protect her.
 
   How bad was her past? And how was it tied to the present? He wanted to avenge her and make Warwick suffer for every pain and tear she’d ever shed. The bastard could still be hurting her. Maybe the person following her at the airport in Atlantic City worked for Warwick. What had Delaney said on the yacht? Terri had told him she was done being an ATM, which tied in nicely with what he knew about money from her bank account going to Warwick’s spies. But why had she sounded scared? That could tie in with Warwick forcing her to help him. The questions were driving him nuts.
 
   Oblivious to his thoughts, Terri tugged off the ear buds and gave him a questioning look. “You don’t know the song?”
 
   “I know the song,” Rod said. “But I’m tone deaf.”
 
   “Who cares. I’m tone deaf, too.”
 
   “Really? I would not have guessed it.” She laughed at the lie, the sound filling the room and calming the beast prowling for revenge inside him. He slid behind her and stroked her arms while studying the array of vegetables, cold cuts, and cheeses on the counter. He lowered his head and pressed a kiss on her cheek. “What are we having?”
 
   “Best sandwich ever. Do you have a cheese preference?”
 
   “No.” Usually he slapped meat, a single leaf of lettuce, and tomatoes with mayo between two slices of bread and called it good. “What are those funny looking plants?”
 
   “Alfalfa sprouts. I love them. In fact, Andrew’s chef made sure he bought some just for my sandwiches during the cruise.” She glanced over her shoulder at him. “Please say you like them. It’s important for my special recipe.”
 
   “I don’t know.” She pursed her lips, and he couldn’t help himself. He stole a kiss. It was just a brief brush of lips, yet need pulsed through him. He was sure she could feel his erection. Her smile was a little wobbly, but when she licked her lips as though tasting him, a groan rippled through him.
 
   “You’re driving me crazy, woman,” he said, burying his face in her hair 
 
   “You are the one distracting me. I’m not going to get this done if you don’t stop,” she warned, her voice barely above a whisper. He wasn’t the only one affected by the kiss or their close proximity.
 
   “I’ll always eat whatever you make, Terri.” He pressed a kiss on her temple and stepped away.
 
   He took over a stool and watched her slice tomatoes and put pieces on top of the meat, then alfalfa and mozzarella cheese. Everything she did seemed so effortless. She made several sandwiches, arranged them on the countertop electric grill, and closed the lid. She went back to slicing swirls of carrots then chopped cucumbers.
 
   “What do you want to drink with that?” he asked, getting up.
 
   “Anything cold is good. Let’s eat by the pool.”
 
   He grabbed glasses, water, juice, and headed outside. A soft breeze ruffled the curtains of the cabanas, but the weather was perfect. He arranged everything on the patio table and went back inside for plates. By the time he finished setting the table, she was removing the sandwiches from the grill.
 
   She arranged them nicely on a plate, cut them into halves, and decorated the plate with slices of cucumber, shredded carrots, and cherry tomatoes. Very nice presentation. The food looked good and tasted even better. He ended up eating three of the four sandwiches she’d made.
 
   “That was amazing,” he said.
 
   “Told you,” she said, sipping her juice.
 
   “It’s my turn to ask. Where did you learned to cook like that?”
 
   “I picked up a few tricks here and there from the chefs catering my games. Some clients don’t care what they eat.” She gave him a pointed look. “While others have sophisticated palates.”
 
   He grinned. “Food is food. Give me steak and potatoes and I’m a happy man.”
 
   “And there’s something appealing about a man who’s easy to please,” she said, giving him a naughty look that said she wasn’t talking about food anymore.
 
   She stood and stretched, and Rod found himself following one supple leg to her hip, where the slit ended. His palm itched to stroke her skin and his lips longed to worship every inch of her body.
 
   She kicked off her sandals, lifted her skirt out of the way, and sat on the edge of the pool, her feet in the water. She glanced over her shoulder at him.
 
   “I think I’ll sunbathe for a while.”
 
   “Is that an invitation to be your cabana boy?” 
 
   She grinned. “No, just making conversation, but I wouldn’t mind a cabana boy.”
 
   “Only if you promise to let me put sunscreen on parts you can’t reach again.” 
 
   She grinned. “I’m very flexible.” 
 
   His skin grew tight as images of her flooded his mind. Her body could fold in half during sex or twist so she kissed him while he took her from behind. Damn, he was beginning to sweat already. He should disappear in the nearest bathroom and take care of his needs. It would be the first hand job he’d had in years. Women were often available when he needed to get laid. Right now, he couldn’t imagine touching anyone but Terri. 
 
   “But I can reach parts of you that no one else can,” Rod said
 
   “I hope you’re talking about your fingers, cabana boy.” Her eyes drifted to his mindless cock, which responded. 
 
   He grinned, not bothered by his reaction. “Of course. I’m always ready to serve and cater to all your needs. Would you like something to drink?”
 
   “No, I’m good,” Terri said.
 
   He carried their lunch things back to the house and grabbed bottled water. When he came outside, she wasn’t where he’d left her or inside one of the cabanas. Had she followed him inside? He kept his eyes on the door, until it opened and she came outside wearing another shear swimsuit cover, the only thing holding it together a string around her waist. Like yesterday, she didn’t bother with a swimsuit.
 
   Rod wasn’t sure which one was worse—seeing her magnificent body bared or through the sheer fabric. As she got closer, a naughty gleam entered her eyes.
 
   “If you’re going to be my cabana boy, at least undress.” She stopped in front of him, pulled the string, and shrugged off the cover. Rod’s chest hurt, and a wooziness hit him. He didn’t realize he’d stopped breathing until she settled on the lounge, giving him her back. He sucked air into his starved lungs.
 
   He made it through the rest of the day, barely, and even joined her. She didn’t bring up her past again until that evening. They were making dinner side by side in the kitchen. She was cooking shrimp stir-fry while he tried not to distract her.
 
   “Try this,” she said, blowing on a piece of shrimp before bringing it to his lips. His taste buds exploded with spices she’d used. “Well?”
 
   “You tell me.” He cupped the back of her head and kissed her, taking his time, until she was pliant in his arms. “Was it good for you too?”
 
   “What are you trying to do to me?”
 
   “Honestly?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Hoping to get to third base. But I’ll settle for second tonight.”
 
   She laughed and turn off the stove. While she divided the meal onto two plates, he scooped the salad into bowls. They made a perfect team, two halves of a whole. They carried the food to the patio and ate while watching the sunset.
 
   “This reminds me of our Ocean Beach trips when I was young,” Terri said. “Mom and I would find a spot and stay until sunset, no matter how cold it got. We’d carry jackets and blankets in my wagon and watch surfers.”
 
   “Sounds idyllic.”
 
   “It was. Because she worked crazy hours, we didn’t do it often, but she tried to take me at least once a month.” A smile lit up her face. “Farmers Market on Wednesdays was the best. Even though it was more of a flea market, there were enough food vendors for me to stuff my face. I swear I’d get a stomachache after every visit.”
 
   Listening to her reminded him of his own childhood. Both their mothers had struggled to make ends meet, yet hers had managed to find time to do things with her and give her some wonderful memories. 
 
   “Tell me about your childhood?” Terri asked.  “I know about your mother and your wonderful neighbors, but that’s it.”
 
   “I’m an OC street rat, born and raised,” he said, using the abbreviation for Orange County, California.
 
   “Bet you visited Disneyland every weekend.”
 
   He chuckled. “Nope. I couldn’t afford it. My neighborhood wasn’t very upscale, but there were nearby parks for neighborhood kids to bike and hang out. I remember the summer I finally owned a BMX bike, which was the rage then. All I did was stunts and tricks. I named it Trix. Very original. My previous bikes were salvaged and bought from garage sales, but Trix… ahh.” He chuckled, remembering how he’d saved his lawn mowing and paper route monies to get it. “Mr. Framble kept it for me for almost a year before I paid it off. The rim was royal blue, matching the seat and the handlebars. It was light, yet tough. It only had one gear and no brakes, the first bike you could pedal backwards to slow down. Man, I loved that bike. I did tricks  and jumps. It didn’t hurt that the girls were into guys with rad moves.”
 
   Terri laughed. “So that’s where your love for extreme sports started.”
 
   “Oh yes. I later went on to try everything out there. Bungee jumping. Dirt bikes.”
 
   “Then you graduated to swimming with the sharks.”
 
   “And skydiving.”
 
   She gave him an indulgent smile. “Do you still have the bike? A memento from where it all started.”
 
   “No. One day, a bunch of older boys decided they liked our bikes and roughed us up. I wasn’t giving Trix up without a fight, though. Dumbest move I ever made. Mr. Framble saw me the next day and gave me a long lecture about what was important.” 
 
   “Did you ever get it back?”
 
   “No. I stalked those bastards for months, but they must have sold it.” He’d learned not to put too much stock in possessions. So now, while his friends collected fancy toys—yachts, a fleet of custom-made cars, latest jets—he only bought what he needed.
 
   “I’m sorry they stole something that was very important to you.” Terri squeezed his hand, her expressive eyes showing she empathized with him and soothing past pain.
 
   “It was just a thing. Others lose worse.” He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed her knuckles. He was sure she’d lost something to have the nightmares. “A lot worse.”
 
   “True.” She frowned and her hand tightened around his. For one moment, he was sure she’d talk about Warwick. “Could you stay with me tonight? Just to hold me.”
 
   Yes! He was on the last stretch home. That was what she was to him. His home. His refuge. The place he felt most at peace and happiest. Everything would be perfect once she opened up about the past.
 
   They cleaned up their food and locked up, even though it wasn’t necessary. He went to his room to shower and get ready for bed. Wearing only his plaid bottoms, he left his room for hers.
 
   She was already in bed when he entered her room. When she crawled into his arms, Rod was sure he wouldn’t sleep. The thought of having her in his arms had been enough to arouse him. A cold shower had only been a temporary fix.
 
   Rod circled her waist and brought her back flush with his front for the perfect spooning position. He was sure she could feel his cock jerking, but she didn’t tease him. She threaded her fingers with his and brought their joined hands to her chest.
 
   Terri fell asleep first. Inhaling her scent, his body relaxed. When she turned and faced him, he knew what was coming. He rolled on his back to accommodate her. As always, she rested her head on his chest, right under his chin, and draped her leg across his hip. Rod smiled as sleep claimed him.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 13
 
    
 
   Terri woke up to a pair of honey-brown eyes caressing her face. Rod was propped up on one elbow, a sexy smile on his lips. That smile turned her insides into goo. Usually, she had something to say for every moment. Not this morning.
 
   Her hand went to her hair. She was sure it looked like a bird’s nest and her eyes were puffy, while he was sheer perfection. The stubble on his chin made him look sexier than usual, and his shaggy hair was mussed as though a lover had run her fingers through it. The sheet only covered him to his waist, showcasing his endless wide chest and ripped abs. He looked sinfully tempting, and she was an idiot for denying herself the joy and the pleasure of him the last several days. 
 
   “Did I have nightmares?” she asked, sure she sounded desperate. She was hanging onto her dignity by a thread. Just a little nudge and she would jump him.
 
   “You slept like a baby.” He reached out and stroked her cheek. “I want to make love to you, Terri. Right now. No, not want. I need to touch you, and kiss you, and breathe you, or go crazy.” His honey-brown eyes became molten orbs of churning emotions. “Will you let me make love to you today?”
 
   Thank goodness. She covered his lips with her fingers. “Only if I get to make love to you too.”
 
   Terri wasn’t sure who moved first. She reached for him as he growled and pushed her back onto the bed, his mouth covering hers in a searing kiss. He didn’t just claim her. She surrendered to him. He angled his head for a deeper penetration of his tongue  and explored her mouth. Then he was on her jaw and neck, his mouth branding her. He  straddled her body and ripped her cami off.
 
   Holy shit! Five days without sex had turned him into a manic lover and she was the lucky woman to be at the receiving end of all his passion.
 
   “That was my favorite cami,” she protested.
 
   “You don’t need it,” he mumbled, his eyes heavy-lidded with passion. “Not when you are with me.”
 
   He lowered his head to nuzzle the swell of her breasts. The bristles on his chin scraped her skin adding to the sensations. Terri gasped as he took a nipple into his mouth and teased it with his tongue and his teeth, blowing on it only to let cold air replace the warmth as he moved to the other. It was erotic and sensual.
 
   She gripped his head and arched her back to get closer, sensations rippling through her body and pooling between her legs. She was wet and ready and desperately wanted him to stroke her and make her come. Instead, he slid his hands under her, and pulled her close as he feasted on her nipples. She reached down to find him, but he evaded her touch.
 
   Rod was a dirty talker during sex, but not a single word left his mouth this time. He was greedily making up for lost time and her senses hummed with approval. He nipped his way down her body to her belly button, his large hands following and cupping her butt cheeks. Terri lifted her hips, silently begging him to touch her. Her muscles trembled as he nuzzled her labia and his warm breath fanned her throbbing flesh.
 
   “Please,” she gasped.
 
   He scooted lower, lifted her legs onto his broad shoulders, and lowered his head. She cried out at the first sweep of his tongue along her folds as though tasting her. Then his mouth closed on her, his wicked, talented tongue flickering and his powerful mouth sucking on her clit.
 
   Terri grabbed his hair and hung on as he used every part of his face to pleasure her. He bathed his face with her juices while she writhed and bucked. She wanted him to go deeper. She ground her pussy into whatever part of him he was using. His tongue, his lips. His teeth. His nose. The room disappeared, until all she could see was his head moving between her legs.
 
   “Rod. Yesss,” Terri cried, her legs trembling. 
 
   He sucked harder on her engorged clit and pushed her to a screaming orgasm. His name escaped her lips and echoed around the room. He pushed his long, thick finger into her core, stroking her inner walls and heightening the sensations, but it wasn’t enough. She needed more of him.
 
   “You. Inside. Please,” Terri begged, tugging on his hair. He didn’t deny her.
 
   Her body quivered as he made his way back to her lips. She stroked his corded, muscled arms and his hair as though to sooth the scalp she’d just abused. Their lips met in a hungry kiss. She reached for him and he lifted his head. His eyes were hypnotic, an open window to his selfless soul. 
 
   “Look at me as we join,” he whispered in a rough voice. He took over, gripped his cock, and positioned himself at the entrance of her pussy.
 
   God, he was glorious. His hand gripping the steely erection, his body arched over her, that powerful body looming over her. Just for a moment, she felt small and insignificant against his magnificence.
 
   He lifted his head, his eyes snaring hers. Searching for answers. Terri knew he was inviting her to open her heart and soul to him. All she had to do was accept. She felt both powerful and exhilarated, yet vulnerable and scared. Trust was not something she gave easily, but she knew Rod would never betray her. 
 
   She reached up and cupped his cheek, her eyes not leaving his. “Yes.”
 
   He pushed inside her, just a little, his expression a blend of pain and pleasure. He let go of his cock to cradle her ass while propping his large body on his other elbow. He pulled her closer, entering her slowly, stretching and filling her so exquisitely tears sprang into her eyes. She’d forgotten how long and wide he was. Her inner muscles adjusted, her juice flowing to ease their joining, until he was buried to the hilt. 
 
   Ohmigod! It felt like the first time. She couldn’t explain it. It just did.
 
   “Terri,” he rasped out, concern in his voice. Tears were racing down her face.
 
   “I’m okay,” she reassured him, pulling his head down and raining kisses all over his face. “It’s perfect. Happy tears.”
 
   “You’re tight,” he whispered, moving out of her slowly and then sinking in.
 
   “You are a large man, but I’m not going to break,” she said, pushing up to meet him and gasping at the sensation.
 
   “Don’t rush me, baby. It’s been days, and I need to savor this.” He maintained a steady, slow pace, his hips rotating in a sensual dance. He kissed her, making it languid to match his rhythm. Terri let him set the pace, stroking his face, his body. A sheen of sweat covered their bodies. 
 
   “God, I missed you,” he rasped, his voice thick with passion. “The feel of you. Your scent.”
 
   He picked up speed, giving Terri enough time to match it before changing the tempo. Sometimes fast and sometimes slow. He angled the penetration, touching a part of her inner wall that made her gasp. He did it again, sensation bursting through her body. He’d teasingly said he could touch parts of her no one had ever touched before, and he was right.
 
   “How are you doing that?” she whispered, lifting her legs higher and wrapping them around his waist, wanting more.
 
   “I’m making love to you,” he whispered in her ear, then took the shell of her ear and sucked on it. He angled his hips again and lunged faster. He lifted her legs over his shoulder, gripped her waist, and pushed deeper. Her body hummed, her muscles clenching around his cock.
 
   “Yes. Oh God, Rod,” she cried out again. “I’m going to come again.”
 
   “I’m with you, baby.” He pounded into her, their bodies slick with sweat, their breathing labored. “Fly with me, Terri. Let go and join me.”
 
   Every muscle in her body trembled with pre-orgasm, her inner muscles tightening. He continued to ground into her, his neck muscles corded with tension as he held back, his face wreathed with pleasure. She didn’t want him to hold back. The wave was coming and she wanted him riding it with her. She lifted her hips and met his thrusts. He threw his head back, his body stiffening. 
 
   “Rod,” she wailed as sensations exploded through her. 
 
   “Fuck! Terri,” he bellowed, his body jerking. 
 
   She was free falling and so was he, and it was beautiful watching him let go. His cock pulsed against her inner walls, his heat and the sensation of his release prolonging her orgasm. It seemed to go on forever. She floated, never wanting to come back to Earth.
 
   He released her legs, rolled while still inside her, and pulled her close. He stroked her back and kissed her forehead. They were both drenched, and the smell of sex hung heavy in the air.
 
   Terri listened to his heartbeat slow down. She was so satiated she wanted to go back to sleep, but she could feel him awakening inside her. 
 
   “I can feel you,” she said, lifting her head to look at his face.
 
   “We have some making up to do. You game?”
 
   “Oh yes. I have no problem staying in this room.” She squeezed her nether muscles and felt him respond, until he filled her again. She sat up, straddling him. A groan rippled through his chest. “I’m going to ride you, then go down on you to play with your balls.”
 
   He laughed. “You love them that much?”
 
   “I love that you love it when I suck on them.” She slowly rose off him until his cock almost left her pussy, then slowly sank. He growled. “No complaining. You gave it to me slow, and I’m keeping the same pace. Just lay there and enjoy the ride.”
 
   “That’s torture, not a ride,” he said, grinning.
 
   “I know.” She rotated her hips and tightened her nether muscles. He moaned.
 
   “Do that again,” he rasped.
 
   She rocked on his lap while squeezing him, his sighs and moans of passion telling her what he liked. He reached for her breasts and brushed her nipples with his thumbs. He was making her hot again. She arched her back, moved her hands behind her, and braced herself against his thighs. She picked up speed, loving every second of the ride. His hands drifted down, stroking her waist. Then he slid a hand between them and found her swollen clit.
 
   Dang it, he was going to make her come again.
 
   She moved faster, feeling his body tense up. He was getting close. She wasn’t surprised when his large hands closed on her hips, lifting her up and down his shaft. Somehow, she’d known he would take over. She didn’t mind. She leaned forward and gripped his chest, her nails digging into his muscles. He growled, his face flushed with pleasure.
 
   “Harder,” he said. “Show me how you love riding me, baby.”
 
   She kissed him, taking his lower lip between her teeth and bearing down hard. Sex with him would always be explosive. She loved how he couldn’t get enough of her body because she sure as hell couldn’t get enough of him. He got her. Body and soul.
 
   Her body started to vibrate again, as the sensations built to fever pitch. Her pussy throbbed. She rolled and ground her pelvis against his in a frenzy. When he let go and reached to play with her clit again, he pushed her over the edge. Her muscles convulsed around him and she cried out, pleasure shooting through her and turning every muscle in her body to liquid, but she couldn’t stop until he joined her.
 
   She kept riding him, grinding, and squeezing, until he yelled her name, pulled her down to him and curled into her as tremors shot through him. He held her tight as though she was his anchor in the storm. She stroked his back, quieting the aftershock of his orgasm. 
 
   When his arms eased, she kissed him. His eyes opened and her heart damn near stopped. The reverence in them eloquently expressed his feelings for her.
 
   “You are mine, Terri Randal.” He searched her face while her heart trembled at his words. “You’re probably not ready to hear it or accept it, but that’s okay. You and I belong together. I don’t care about the past because nothing else matters but you and me moving forward. I don’t want you to say anything. Just think about us as a couple. A team. Partners.” He kissed her. It was slow, savoring. “Do you want something to drink? I’m thirsty.”
 
   “I’ll come with you.” She didn’t want to be left with her thoughts. A team. Partners. A couple. She loved the sound of all that. There was just a small hitch—her past. He might say the past didn’t matter, but hers did. It was going to pop the happy bubble they were living in. She was going to hurt him. 
 
   They made breakfast and ate in the kitchen, then headed outside to sunbathe. Just before lunch, he threw her in the pool and they tried to outswim each other. Rod caught her easily every time.
 
   “You have an unfair advantage,” Terri protested, pushing the wet strands from his face. They were near the shallow end of the pool where the water came to his waist but was to her mid back. She reached up and kissed him. “If I were tall and big like you, you wouldn’t stand a chance.”
 
   “But then I wouldn’t do this with such ease.” He lifted her and pinned her against the pool wall. Terri wrapped her legs around his mid-section and her arms circled his neck. She could feel his erection along the crack of her ass. “This is one of my fantasies.”
 
   “What? Making love to me after beating me in freestyle?”
 
   “No, sweetheart. Fucking you in the pool. Big difference.” 
 
   She laughed. “Where’s the man who said he wanted to make love to me?”
 
   He grinned. “I’m mixing it up. Making love is what we do in the bedroom, a couch, or a cabana. Making love is not about sex. It’s about exploring and discovering what you like and finding ways to make it more intense. It’s about savoring the feel of your skin against mine, your breath on my face, and your moans in my ears. It’s about breathing in your essence, connecting with your soul, and finding peace in your arms.”
 
   “Oh, Rod.” Tears filled her eyes and, for once, she didn’t duck her head to hide them. She wasn’t afraid to show her vulnerabilities with him. She knew he wouldn’t laugh or mock her and think she was weak. Rod was her anchor. She could see that now. He completed her.
 
   He kissed her tears. “No, crying, baby. I’m not done.” A wicked gleam entered his eyes. “Fucking, on the other hand, is all about making you come fast and hard and hearing you scream my name. It’s about boosting my ego and making me feel like I fucking own the universe.”
 
   She laughed through the tears. “Your ego does not need boosting. It’s huge.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   She shook her head. “You are crazy and amazing, and wonderful, and I don’t deserve you.”
 
   “Hey!” He used his hips and a leg to stop her from sliding. Cupping her face, he peered at her. “None of that. I’ve done some crazy shit in my life and guess what? I deserve you. You are my fucking gold at the end of the rainbow. And I plan to love and spoil you, but I also plan to fuck you whenever we feel like it. Like now.” He kissed her and entered her so smoothly she gasped. “Did that hurt?”
 
   “Never.” Her arms tightened around his neck. “Now show me the difference.”
 
   And he did, pounding into her as though he wanted to touch her womb, until her cries echoed around them. When he eased out of her, he carried her to the middle of the wide stairs on the shallow end of the pool. Terri draped herself on his chest and studied his beautiful face while stroking his side.
 
   She was in love with this man. There, she’d admitted it. She adored him and couldn’t imagine a day without him in her life, yet she knew her secret would destroy everything. Not wanting to go there, she let her hands memorize the texture of his skin. She found uneven areas on his side and sat up to look, intrigued. 
 
   “What is this?” she asked, running her fingers along the bumps. He lifted his arms and she noticed the scars.
 
   “They’re nothing.”
 
   They were many and on both sides of his rib cage. Why hadn’t she noticed them in Vegas? She’d had sex on her mind, or maybe, now that he had a tan, the lighter scars stood out.
 
   “Who did this to you?” she asked.
 
   He chuckled at the anger in her voice. “You sound like you are ready to kill someone. They’re part of my past, but like I said, the past no longer matters.”
 
   She glared at him. She was overreacting but didn’t care. “Who, Rod?”
 
   He leaned up and kissed her, an attempt to distract her, but she wasn’t having it. She placed her hand between them. He sighed.
 
   “Remember the boys who stole my bike?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “These are the memento from that encounter.”
 
   “The bastards.” Her heart broke for him. He must have curled up on the ground, protecting his head, while they kicked him on the ribs. 
 
   “Don’t feel bad for me, sweetheart. Once I healed, Mr. Framble introduced me to this guy who owned a boxing gym not far from his shop. The guy gave me a job to clean up the place, and in exchange, I used the facility whenever I wanted. He even trained me for free.”
 
   Rod was a fighter. He had worked his ass off to leave the streets of Anaheim and now owned a billion dollar company and the perks that came with it. She couldn’t help but look at him with awe. She ran her fingers over some scars on his shoulder. They looked like fingernail marks. A woman’s? She didn’t really want to know, yet she couldn’t stop herself.
 
   “And these?”
 
   “Ah, now those are not worth mentioning.”
 
   “Come on, you can tell me anything.” Of course, she was being a hypocrite, but now that he was being evasive again, she just had to know. “They were obviously made by finger nails.”
 
   “You’re not going to let this go, are you?”
 
   “No.” She draped herself on his chest and studied his beautiful face. That scruff on him was something.
 
   “If you must know, my scholarship in college covered only tuition and housing, so I had to work to get pocket change. I found what I was good at and worked it. Can I stop there?”
 
   “No-ooo. This sounds good.”
 
   A cocky smile tagged his lips. “There are a lot of lonely ladies out there who are willing to pay anything for the right companion, and I can be a very charming companion. I could be, even then. One of my friends had connections and made sure we weren’t scammed. By the time I graduated, I had saved enough to pool my money with my frat brothers in a joint venture. Lucky for me, some of them have brilliant minds, and here we are.”
 
   “That’s an amazing story,” Terri said, stroking his scars.
 
   He lifted her chin and studied her face. “I sold my body to the highest bidder, Terri. Most women would be repulsed by that.”
 
   She snickered. “That’s because they don’t know about the sexy librarian.”
 
   He laughed.
 
   “The way I see it, you were an adult in college and what you did was your business. I think it’s an amazing story because you didn’t let life and your circumstances slow you down.” She couldn’t even be jealous of the women he’d slept with. His past, including the women he’d slept with along the way, helped shape the man he was today. “I wish I’d known you when I was young.”
 
   He sat up and kissed her shoulder. “I would have protected you. Punched noses and hauled ass on anyone who hurt you.”
 
   Chances were he might not have even noticed her. She’d been a quiet mouse of a kid, happy being in the background and scurrying away when there was trouble. That was why she hadn’t stood up to Paul.
 
   “I would have probably insisted you teach me how to do tricks with your bike,” she said, imagining herself in his world.
 
   “Ah, you were that girl.”
 
   Terri smacked him on the chest. “I don’t like the way you said that. What girl?”
 
   “You know, the tomboy who did stunts as good as us, played computer games better than us, and called us dude while we imagined her in a dress.” He lifted her off him and stood. “Lunch time. I need my strength to keep up with you.” He smacked her ass and got out of the pool.
 
   “That’s sexist.” She followed him, picking up the swimsuit cover she’d dropped on the lounge and shrugged it on.
 
   “No, it’s not.” He wrapped a towel around his waist and turned to face her. “I love to dress a woman in pretty dresses and gowns. Deck them with jewelry that showcases their femininity.” He wiggled his eyebrows. “That way, I can undress them later. They can kick my ass at anything any day, and I’d not cut them slack. But a woman looking feminine and mysterious in a gorgeous gown unmans me.” He scooped her up. “You, on the other hand, should never wear anything.”
 
   She kept the information for later. Despite his assertions, she would have no problem dressing up for him.
 
   Lunch was fun and simple, but for dinner, Rod set the table inside one of the cabanas, lowered the curtains, and lit up the electric candles and lamps. It was the most romantic meal Terri had ever eaten. She reached a decision as she watched the light flicker on his face. She was going to tell him everything. No more doling out information about her past. All she needed was the perfect moment. 
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Rod studied Terri as she slept. For two days, he’d tasted what life with her would be like. Of course, they couldn’t stay on the island indefinitely or live on love alone. They both had businesses to run, but he’d make sure they took off often to be alone and just focus on each other.
 
   He hadn’t been kidding about belonging together. He loved the way her mind worked and had even discussed some of his business goals with her. She’d shared hers. She loved running private poker games, the flexible hours she maintained, and had no plans of stopping. Not that he’d want her to. She was damn good at it. As his wife, she should be able to finance the games herself. If she wanted a yacht to use as her base of operations, he’d get her one. She could use it, until they had kids and needed it for vacation. Kids. Little girls who looked like Terri would be adorable. A future with her would be blissful.
 
   The one thing she’d steered clear of was the past, which worried him. He wanted her to trust him. Without it, she would not discuss Warwick.  He still refused to believe she’d worked with that bastard. The woman who’d imagined his past pain and gotten angry with his attackers, touched him with so much gentleness the scars from the past were fading away, and cried when he made love to her could not have helped Warwick willingly. There had to be another explanation and he wanted to hear it. Not for him. For his friends. They’d need answers once they learned her identity. 
 
   Rod left the bedroom and went to check on coffee. He poured some in two mugs and went back to wake her up. Her eyelids lifted and those gorgeous green eyes smiled before the corners of her lips moved. He leaned in and stole a kiss. A soft moan vibrated through her chest and his body responded.
 
   He lifted his head. “Morning, sweetheart. You overslept again while I sat here wondering what to do with myself. I don’t like playing by, or with, myself.”
 
   Her gorgeous smile spread, and his breath caught. The effect of her smile would never grow old.
 
   “I love the way you wake me,” she said.
 
   “That makes two of us, but you must be sore. I haven’t eased up on you for two days.”
 
   “Yet look at me. I’m alive. Thanks for the coffee.” She sat up and took the mug, but she didn’t drink it. “What do you have planned for today? ”
 
   “I want to show you something.” He stood. “Delaney is returning the yacht today, so we can either head to the mainland, or spend the weekend here and head out on Sunday.”
 
   “Stay the weekend,” she said without missing a beat.
 
   That was perfect. “Good. I’m going to make us breakfast. Join me when you’re ready. I want us to leave soon.”
 
   “Leave for where?”
 
   “It’s a surprise.” He headed for the door. “Wear walking shoes and comfortable clothes. Swim suit is optional.”
 
   “Are we trekking across the island?”
 
   He laughed at her voice. “Trust me to protect you, love. Always.”
 
   She didn’t argue or ask questions. When she joined him, she had changed into shorts and a fitted red T-shirt. Once again, she didn’t ask where they were headed. Even when he grabbed an umbrella, a backpack, and a cooler, she just offered to carry one of them.
 
   “No, I’m good. You watch for snakes and foxes.”
 
   She chuckled as they headed downstairs toward the beach. Confusion flashed on her face when he led her toward the helicopter. He put his load down and fished out the keys.
 
   “We’re taking the helicopter?” Terri asked.
 
   “Yep.” He opened the back door and stashed everything in the seat.
 
   “Wait. Are you saying you can fly this damn thing?”
 
   He grinned. “Yep. I never buy anything I can’t control.”
 
   “All this time I actually thought we were trapped here…” She shook her head.
 
   “Do you really think I’d stay on an island with the most precious person in my life without means of transport or communication? What if you’d gotten hurt and needed medical attention?”
 
   She covered her face, and her shoulders began to shake. At first, he thought she was crying, then laughter escaped her mouth. Laughter was good. It meant she wasn’t pissed. She snatched the keys from his hand, studied them, and laughed harder. 
 
   He shook his head. “What’s funny?”
 
   “I saw these keys on your nightstand the day I went searching for your phone. If I’d known they were for the helicopter, I would have forced you to take me home.”
 
   “And you would have failed, woman. I was a man on a mission and nothing would have stood in my way.”
 
   She backhanded his chest. “One day… I swear, I’m going to make you pay for kidnapping me and making me feel helpless. If you haven’t figured it out, Einstein, keeping me here against my will brought back my nightmares. I hate feeling helpless.” She took his hand and slapped the keys in his palm. “Yep. I’ll definitely get you for this.”
 
   From her words, she was thinking long term. That was progress. He didn’t like knowing that kidnapping her had reminded her of whatever she might have endured as a child. Every time he thought about it, he imagined the worst.
 
   Rod made sure she was settled in her seat before he inserted the key and turned on the electrical system. Once again, she didn’t ask where they were going when they took off. He continued toward the south end of the island. Five minutes later, he landed the helicopter on a sandy private beach. It would have taken them a couple of hours to walk there.
 
   “What do you think?” he asked.
 
   “It’s beautiful.” Terri stepped down and turned around, studying the alcove. She walked toward the water. “Are you sure we’re on the same island?”
 
   “Yep. According to Sloan, the north end has the volcanic rocks and perfect water for ships and scuba diving while the south end is made up of sedimentary rocks, so sandy beaches for swimming and making love. Come on. I want to show you a cave where smugglers and bootleggers used to hide their goods. When we come back, we’ll get the stuff from the chopper and have a picnic. It’s not Ocean Beach and there are no surfers, but it’s not bad.”
 
   She stared at him with a deer-caught-in-the-lights eyes, and he wondered what was going through her head, then she smiled and took his hand. They left the sandy beach behind and picked their way along the rocks, until they reached the entrance of the cave.
 
   Terri peered inside and hugged his arm. “You will not let a bear or a giant snake get me, right?”
 
   Rod grinned. “Since I have a lot to live for, I will slay anything that crosses our path.” He cupped his mouth and yelled, “Did you hear that rats?” His voice echoed. “Scurry away, you cowards.”
 
   Terri shook her head at him. They entered the cave. It was wide with large cracks on the walls and striations. He showed her the lines indicating receding water levels over the centuries.
 
   “It was once submerged and boats would sail right in. The other caves are on the north side of the island and are still only accessible by boat. We’ll visit tomorrow or Sunday before we leave.”
 
   “Have you visited them all?” Terri asked.
 
   “Nope. I was waiting for a city damsel to cling to my arm as I showed her around.” She pinched him. “When Sloan finished building his hideaway, he gave us a grand tour of the entire island. We stayed for a week, partied, and explored. Can you imagine bootleggers hauling crates of liquor in here?”
 
   “No, but I can imagine you and your friends reliving it,” she said.
 
   She loved listening to their escapades, so he regaled her with stories. She stopped being scared and let go of his arm. He didn’t care that she was a city girl. As long as she would wait for him at the nearest resort while he and his friends were out on one of their adventures, he’d be happy.
 
   They reached the end of the cave and doubled back to the beach. He got the blanket from the bag and spread out their picnic, added an umbrella in case the sun got to be too much, and then they stripped for a swim. The day couldn’t have been more perfect.
 
   A few boats drifted between the mainland and the islands, but none came toward them. Terri came back from another dip in the ocean and shook her hair, spraying him with water. He jumped up to chase her. She laughed and ran, but he caught her and carried her back to the blanket.
 
   “We could stay here the whole day and watch the sunset if you’d like,” Rod said, lowering her. “It’s spectacular.”
 
   “Like Ocean Beach?” Terri asked.
 
   “No, you’ll always have Ocean Beach. We’re creating our own memories.”
 
   A stricken expression crossed her face. Maybe he shouldn’t have said that. He didn’t want to replace all her childhood memories. He wanted to show her he understood what mattered to her.
 
   He stroked her arms and peered at her. “What is it?”
 
   “There are things I haven’t told you about me,” she whispered. “Things that could…”
 
   “Could what?”
 
   She dropped on the blanket, wrapped her arms protectively around her legs, and rested her chin on her knees. Her shoulders were hunched as though she was bracing herself for a blow.
 
   Rod sat and scooted close so one of his legs was behind her and the other under her lifted knees. He was ready to pull her onto his lap if she needed him. Her face was pale and her eyes were unfocused, even though she stared straight ahead at the sea. He pushed the wet strands away from her face and rubbed her neck before gently nudging her to face him.
 
   “I’m here, sweetheart. I’m not going anywhere and nothing you say could ever change how I feel about you.”
 
   She searched his face, then released a shaky breath. “Do you remember I told you my mother married Daniel Warwick when I was ten?” She didn’t wait for him to respond before adding, “What I didn’t mention was Daniel’s seventeen year old son. After the wedding, everything was perfect for six months. Paul was the perfect older brother. He didn’t resent my mother. In fact, he enjoyed talking to her about school because she’d gone back to finish her degree. She’d help him with homework and he was great with me. He’d call me his little sister and share his comics, give me rides to school, to the beach, and even to my friends’ houses. Then he changed.”
 
   Cold fingers gripped Rod’s chest. He inched closer, dreading what she was about to say next. If that bastard had touched her, he was a dead man.
 
   “It was very gradual. It started with the spy cameras I found in my bathroom and my bedroom. He’d been watching me.”
 
   “The asshole,” Rod ground out.
 
   “At first, I had no idea what they were or who they belonged to, but he did. He came to my room and asked for them. He claimed they were his, and I’d stolen them from his room and put them in my room, so he could see me naked. He dragged me to his room and showed me footage of me undressing in my room, in the bathroom, shower…” She shook her head while Rod’s anger rose. “It was horrible. He called me a naughty girl who deserved to be locked up. He had handcuffs and threatened to use them on me as part of my punishment.”
 
   Rod frowned. Was that why she hated cuffs?
 
   “I told him I didn’t take his cameras, but he showed me boxes of the cameras in my backpack. I’d never seen them before. Paul insisted my friend, Jenny, had helped me steal them and set them up. Jenny had just moved, and she had a huge crush on him. He threatened to tell my mom and his father and said they’d send me away because only a naughty, sick girl did things like that around her brother. I was petrified and begged him not to.” She rubbed her eyes. “And like all sick fucks out there, he convinced me it was my fault. I actually thought Jenny had put them there. He said we must keep it a secret, or his father would send me away or worse, divorce my mother.” She sighed. “God, I was so naïve. I believed every thing he told me. Then he started coming to my room.”
 
   Did he touch you? Rod wanted to ask, but he didn’t want to push her. There was anger and pain in her eyes, but she looked him straight in the eye. It was obvious she still blamed herself.
 
   “The first time he did, I woke up and found him standing over my bed, cuffs in his hand. I hated those things. They became a symbol of what I thought I deserved. I didn’t even have to look into his eyes to know what he was thinking. Every time I saw the cuffs, I knew what was going on in his head. He’d bring them to the kitchen, play with them, and smirk whenever our eyes met.”
 
   The bastard. No wonder she hated cuffs. Rod rubbed her back and rested his chin on her shoulder. “I’ll never ask you to use cuffs again.”
 
   “No, it’s different with you. I trust you. I wasn’t even eleven and he had these horrible fantasies about me.” She shook her head, anger entering her voice as she continued. “That first time I found him standing over my bed, he explained that the reason I had put the cameras in my rooms was because I was in love with him. I wasn’t. To me, he was my big brother, nothing else, but he kept saying I was in love with him. He told me it was okay, because he liked the idea.”
 
   “Christ! The asshole was priming you.”
 
   “I know. During the day, he’d act normal. He still drove me to school and offered me his comics if he could touch my hair or if I could give him my hair pin or a bracelet. I always said no. To punish me, he’d pick up his friends on our way and insist I sit in the back with them. Some of them were creepy. I didn’t like the way they looked at me. And at night, it was the same nonstop mind games. Cornering me. Sneaking into my room and telling me how we would have fun together. Play games. Since I was so young, there were things we wouldn’t do, but he had cool ideas about what we could do. Every night, I was convinced I’d wake up and find him on top of me or my wrists cuffed to the bed. It was mentally and emotionally draining. Sometimes, I’d lock my door and barricade it. I’d even sleep on a couch in my parents’ room and claim I’d had a nightmare. He’d go for weeks without doing anything, and I’d think he’d stopped and lower my guard. Then he’d start again. When he left for college, I was relieved. I thought it was over. But then he came home for vacation and picked up where he’d left. No, things got worse.”
 
   She reached up to rub her eyes and Rod noticed her hand shaking. He wanted to punch something. That bastard deserved more than a lethal injection. 
 
   “My body was changing and he’d get personal. How beautiful I was. What the changes meant. It was so bad, I’d shower at my friends’ houses rather than at home, have sleepovers even during the week. I couldn’t sleep out of fear that he would act on the things he told me.” Terri looked at Rod, reached for his hand, and pressed it against her cheek. “He didn’t. He continued to make it seem like I started it with my infatuation. Then, the police came for him. He’d raped some girls in college.”
 
   And, if they hadn’t stopped him, he would have raped Terri too. 
 
   “Rod, my stepbrother is Paul Warwick, the guy you and your friends put behind bars.” She waited, fear in her eyes. He lifted her onto his lap and just held her. She was shaking, and he knew it wasn’t only from reliving the past. She was scared of how he’d react.
 
   “I know, sweetheart,” Rod whispered. “I’ve known since the cruise, and it doesn’t matter.” He knew the moment his words registered because she frowned and wiggled out of his arms.
 
   “You knew?” she asked, confusion in her eyes.
 
   “That you are Paul Warwick’s sister, Teresa. Yes.”
 
   “Stepsister,” she corrected.
 
   “Stepsister. And I’d hoped you’d tell me about the truth when you were ready. Paul deserves to be hanged by his balls for what he put you through. Emotional and mental abuse is just as bad as physical.” He rubbed her arms and planted a kiss on her shoulder. “Thank you for telling me.”
 
   “There’s more.”
 
   He heard her, but a sound had him looking up. A familiar helicopter was approaching. The last person he wanted to deal with right now was one of his friends. Maybe if Dom noticed his helicopter missing, he’d leave. Knowing the man, he might decide to land his chopper on the beach if he noticed Rod’s. 
 
   “We have a guest.”
 
   Terri turned and stared at the approaching helicopter, then grabbed a towel and tucked it under her armpits.
 
   “Let’s get rid of him, then finish talking.” 
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 14
 
    
 
   Rod landed first, then grabbed Terri’s hand. They hurried up the steps, away from the helipad. Sloan had made sure there were enough marked landing spots for all his friends. Just like his pier could accommodate several yachts. For now, only he and Cade owned boats.
 
   The second the chopper landed on the furthest spot, Dom stepped down and yelled something to the pilot. The passenger door opened and Rake hopped down. What the hell? What did they want?
 
   “Who are they?” Terri asked.
 
   Rod glanced down at Terri. Her arm was around his waist, her thumb hooked on one of the belt hoops on his shorts. 
 
   “The one wearing a man bun and a scowl is Dom Manos. The walking ad for tribal tats is Rake Ashworth.”
 
   “The oilman and the satellite guy. Now I see why Samantha wanted to meet them. They are something. Are they married?”
 
   He chuckled. “Nope. Dom is holding a candle for someone and doesn’t think anyone knows, and Rake has issues.” He couldn’t tell her about the woman Rake had loved in college. She had cheated on him with Warwick. Rod was convinced his friend still nursed a heartache. “Who is Samantha?”
 
   “The newbie hostess on the yacht. She did a thorough online research on you guys after she met you.”
 
   “You should invite them to your next game. Most of them play.” As the men drew closer, their focus shifted to Terri. Her shorts and tank top showed her tanned limbs, and the sun had given her auburn hair natural highlights. She looked amazing.
 
   Rod didn’t trust Dom not to do something to rile him up. Dom went out of his way to be an ass. Rake didn’t. He had no filter and talked to everyone the same way. He was a hard ass with no sense of humor. Rod’s hand tightened around Terri’s shoulder.
 
   “How about you just turn around, hop on that flying scrap of metal, and get out of here,” Rod said. 
 
   “Manners, Thorne. Introduce us to the lovely lady first,” Dom said, stopping in front of them. Terri let go of Rod, pushed her sunglasses into her hair, and offered Dom her hand. When Dom kissed her knuckles and lingered, Rod was tempted to pull her back to his side. Not only was Dom acting like an ass, the glance he shot Rod said it was deliberate. “I’m Dominic Manos.”
 
   “Terri Randal.”
 
   Dom’s eyebrows shot up. “From Vegas?”
 
   Terri glanced at Rod as though to say, You’ve been talking about me. He winked at her. He was nuts about her and didn’t care who knew it.
 
   “Yes, I’m from Vegas.”
 
   “My favorite city. Call me Dom. Thorne, stop being possessive. I’m not going to steal her.”
 
   Terri laughed while Rod glowered, his arm tightening around her waist. One look from her, and he reluctantly let her go. Dom flashed a smile that didn’t reach his eyes as he placed her hand on the crook of his arm and led her towards the house.
 
   What game was he playing now? He thrived on pissing off people. Terri glanced back at Rod and grinned. The gorgeous temptress was enjoying his display of jealousy.
 
   “It’s nice to finally meet you, Terri,” Dom said, not bothering to lower his voice. “Don’t worry about Rake. He grunts everything, and it’s next to impossible to understand him. Thorne will look after him while you and I get to know each other better.” He added something Rod didn’t catch, and Terri’s laughter filled the air.
 
   Rod watched them walk away, hating that he was jealous of his friend making his woman laugh. Rake’s eyes were on Terri too, and they weren’t filled with their usual annoyance. He was actually smiling.
 
   “What’s so damn funny?” Rod asked.
 
   “We thought we were bringing you good news, but instead you beat us to her.”
 
   Rod frowned. “Beat you to who?”
 
   “Terri Randal. Warwick’s sister. Our investigators just found out, so we hurried over here to share the good news, but you’ve already found her. Have you interrogated her yet, or is making her fall in love with you part of an elaborate plan to make her suffer for what she put us through?”
 
   Rod looked at the house, then Rake. He’d developed selective listening the second Rake mentioned Terri’s full name. “Dom knows she’s Warwick’s sister?”
 
   “Of course. He cannot wait to get some answers, but I’m sure he’ll be nice about it.”
 
   “No, he won’t. Damn it.” Rod took off at a run. He entered the house to find Terri behind the bar, pouring shots. She and Dom were laughing. He joined them, his eyes flying from her smiling face to Dom’s. 
 
   “I’m mixing Dom a flaming balls, my specialty.” She lit the two drinks and said, “I dare you.” They raised the glasses at the same time, blew off the flame, and drank.
 
   “Another,” Dom said.
 
   Terri glanced at  Rake. “How about you, Mr. Ashworth.”
 
   Rake grabbed a stool. “The name is Rake, and I’d love some.”
 
   “We need to talk,” Rod said at the same time.
 
   “Oh, come on, Thorne,” Dom protested. “What’s the fun in that? Shots for all of us. You too, Terri.”
 
   While Terri made more flaming balls, Rod stared down Dom. What the hell game was he playing? “We. Need. To. Talk.”
 
   “Why? We came to meet Terri, not talk to you. I’m interested in what she has to say.”
 
   “Damn it, Manos,” Rod snarled through clenched teeth.
 
   “Rod, don’t be rude,” Terri warned and his head whipped toward her. Some of his apprehension must have shown on his face because she stopped smiling. “Is everything okay?”
 
   He focused on the concern in her voice and forced himself to calm down. “No. I’m sorry, sweetheart, but they’re here on business. Once we are done, you can make them anything you like. Guys.” He didn’t look at them before he started for the movie theater room, their designated meeting room. The two men followed him. The second Rake entered, Rod turned on them.
 
   “I got this, guys, so back off.”
 
   “You have shit, Thorne,” Dom shot back. “You are busy banging her instead of getting answers.”
 
   Rage washed over Rod. He didn’t realize he’d moved, until Rake jumped between him and Dom. “No fighting. She’s not worth it.”
 
   Terri would be worth every pain he got from beating Dom’s ass. “You don’t know anything about her, Dom. And no, I’m not banging her. That’s insulting.”
 
   “Really? Every sentence out of her mouth starts with you and her face lights up like a fucking Christmas tree. I hope making her fall for you is part of your plan and not the other way round because her ass belongs in jail.”
 
   “Like hell it does,” Rod shot back.
 
   “Enough,” Rake roared, pushing Rod back. “You sit your ass down over there,” Rake pointed at the farthest seat. “And you”—he indicated Dom and then the opposite side of the room—“over there. Looks like I have to fucking mediate this meeting.”
 
   “You don’t know her like I do,” Rod said, not bothering to hide his annoyance or to sit. Neither did Dom.
 
   “We know what matters,” Dom snapped. “She funded her psycho brother’s operation. Or are you forgetting the spies he planted in our companies? I lost a billion-dollar contract last week because of one of them.” 
 
   Damn! Now Rod understood Dom’s rage. Rod took a mental step back. “Sorry, man. I had no idea. We’ve all lost deals because of Warwick, and we’re all being vigilant, but it doesn’t mean we go after Terri.” 
 
   “Why not?” Dom asked. “She funded the little fuck. Have you at least asked her how many more people are still on her payroll? How many are in our companies just waiting to fuck us up again? I need answers now before I haul her ass to the nearest police station.”
 
   “You’ll have to go through me,” Rod threatened in a calm, deadly voice. He didn’t stand a chance in hell of taking down Dom, but he would do some serious damage. He might not have been trained in secret combat moves by some government organization like Dom did, but he’d learned from the streets of Anaheim, and they didn’t have rules. “You touch her and I’ll fuck you up, Manos.” 
 
   Silence followed.
 
   “Okay,” Rake said. “Both of you sit the fuck down and discuss this calmly.”
 
   “I’m calm, and there’s nothing to discuss,” Rod said. “No one is calling the police or taking Terri anywhere. I’ll get answers when she’s ready to talk. Now leave.”
 
   Dom threw up his arms in frustration and went to pour himself a drink at the mini bar inside the theater. “He’s too whipped to be objective,” he threw over his shoulder, directing the comment at Rake. “That means we take over.”
 
   “You can fucking look at me when addressing me, Manos.”
 
   “You’re screwing her, Thorne,” Dom said, laughing. “And not thinking straight. Considering everything Warwick put us through, I’m surprised you can stand to look at her, let alone touch her.” He drained his drink and slammed the glass on the table. “Stand down, Thorne. I’m taking over the interrogation.”
 
   “Fuck you, Manos. I’m not one of your soldiers.”
 
   “I’m taking charge now because I’m not leaving the island without answers. Five minutes with her is all I need, and she’ll be singing like a canary.”
 
   Dom was stubborn and a man of his word. If he said he wasn’t leaving, he meant exactly that. So Rod wasn’t surprised when he started for the door. Rod ducked past Rake to intercept him.
 
   “You’re not going anywhere near her or going to ask her a damn thing—” The door swung open and Terri entered with a tray. They froze. Rod wondered how much she’d heard.
 
   “I thought I’d bring you guys a special cocktail,” she said, smiling. Dom was nearest to the door, so she paused and offered him a glass. “Take it,” she urged and waited until he did before adding, “Please, sit down. We need to talk.”
 
   Rod hurried to take the tray from her. “How much did you hear?”
 
   “Everything, but it’s okay. Take one.” She lifted the remaining glass and carried it to Rake, who was on his feet. Instead of sitting, she stood in front of the screen and studied the three men. The tortured look in her eyes almost brought Rod to his knees. There was so much pain in them.
 
   “You don’t have to say anything, sweetheart,” Rod said. He placed the tray on one of the chairs and closed the gap between them.
 
   “Yes, she does,” Dom said from behind.
 
   Rod whipped around, hand clenched, but Terri caught his arm.
 
   “Don’t,” she said. “He lost a billion-dollar contract because of Paul’s men and has a right to be angry. You would be too. Give me a chance to explain everything to all of you.”
 
   The plea in her voice did it for him. He couldn’t refuse. He palmed her nape and pressed his forehead against hers. “Okay, we’ll do this your way. But if he says anything I deem disrespectful or hurtful to you, I will not hold back.”
 
   She gave him a overly bright smile, but he saw past it to the fear she was trying to hide. That alone made him want to punch Dom. 
 
   “Sit, please,” Terri urged them.
 
   Rod dragged the nearest chair for her, then sat on the arm, showing whose side he was on. He could also see his friends’ faces. One nasty look or comment, and the meeting would be cut short.
 
   Rake was seated in the front row, his fingers steepled, his expression unreadable. He’d shown a lot of restraint since he arrived, which was unlike him. Dom sat way back, not masking his annoyance. Rod didn’t give a shit about him and his issues right now. People lost money and contracts all the time; it didn’t stop the world from moving. A lost love crippled. Rake was the perfect example of someone who’d loved hard and lost, and he’d never recovered. Terri was shaking his world. If they hurt her, or gave her a reason to run again, he would lose two friends today. 
 
   Teri leaned forward and rested against his thigh. Rod felt the tension tightening her body. He was wound tight, rage shimmering underneath the surface of his psyche every time he  thought about Warwick and what he’d put Terri through. The last thing she needed to deal with was his friends. He wanted to scoop her up and tell them to get lost, but it wouldn’t be fair to all of them. She needed to get everything off her chest, and they needed to hear it.
 
   “Tell them, sweetheart,” Rod urged. He no longer wanted answers for himself because his gut told him Terri would never work with Warwick. Not after what he’d put her through.
 
   “I hope you don’t mind, but I have to go way back to when it started.” Her eyes begged for understanding when they met Dom’s. The smile she threw Rake was tentative. “After you testified against Paul and they locked him up, I thought I’d never hear from him again. But five years ago, a man approached me and said he worked for Paul. He told me his name was Bennett something or the other. I don’t remember now. According to Bennett, Paul needed money to buy protection in prison. I wanted nothing to do with Paul, so I told the guy no. I told him I didn’t have the money, and even if I had, I would never give Paul a dime.” She shook her head and sighed. “Bennett came back a week later with two of his friends and said they had a brilliant idea to get Paul some money, but needed my help. I was working at the Versailles Palace at the time. They wanted to hit the casino and needed schematics of the hotel, the surveillance system, and the security protocols. Somehow they knew I was there when the VP opened and had access to both the hotel and the casino. I laughed in their faces and told them to get lost or I was calling the police. They threatened to find my mother and force her to send Paul money. My mother had moved to protect me and my brothers…” Her voice shook to a stop.
 
   Rod reached for her hand and threaded their fingers. He could feel the tremors rippling through her. He hated watching her relive her past.
 
   “Do you want me to get you water?” She nodded, and he left the room. When he returned with a bottle of water, Dom was seated beside Rake. Rod opened the drink and handed it to her. “If you want something stronger or need to take a break, let me know.”
 
   “Thank you.” Her attention shifted to the others. “My mother wanted to raise my brothers free from Paul’s shadow and their father’s suicide, so she disappeared in a small town in the middle of nowhere.”
 
   “Idaho,” Dom said and Terri stared at him with wide eyes.
 
   “How do you know?” she asked.
 
   “That’s how my people located you. They followed you to Tremonton, Idaho.”
 
   Panic flashed in her eyes.
 
   “Don’t worry, my people are discreet,” Dom said and Rod wanted to punch him. Couldn’t he see his interruption had changed things?
 
   Terri’s eyes flew to Rod before going back to Dom. “You don’t understand. No one can know where she is. I made sure of that. If your people followed me to her, Paul’s people could too. My brothers don’t even know about Paul.”
 
   Rod cursed and turned to Rake. “Give me your phone.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because you disrupted the signal to the island, but I know your phone is receiving one.” Rod didn’t bother to leave the room once Rake handed over his custom phone. He thumbed in numbers and brought the phone to his ear. “Get the jet ready and file a flight plan for Boise, Idaho.” The next call was to Delaney. “Where are you?”
 
   “We are bringing the yacht in.”
 
   “Good. We’ll be leaving for mainland in the next”—he glanced at Terri—“hour or so, then we’re heading to Idaho. We’ll need transportation from Boise. You know my preference.”
 
   “I found the man from Atlantic City,” Delaney said. “His name Zack Bennett.”
 
   The same man who’d visited Terri five years ago. “Good work. Where’s he?”
 
   “Saxton’s keeping an eye on him at a hotel in Marina Del Ray. I think he followed Ms. Randal to the yacht. He’s been asking questions about her.”
 
   “That’s great. We’ll pick him up. Start packing once you dock.” Rod hung up, but his eyes were locked with Dom. “Did your people follow Terri from Atlantic City to Vegas two weeks ago?”
 
   Dom frowned. “No. They followed her from Lucky Barrel. What’s going on?”
 
   Rod glanced at Rake and cocked his eyebrows in question. 
 
   “My contact was Estelle,” Rake said. “We were discussing IA business last night when Terri’s name came up. She made an impression on her at a cruise she took.”
 
   “Have you all been looking for me?” Terri asked, her eyes sweeping them.
 
   “Yes, since we learned Warwick planted spies to sabotage our businesses and relationships,” Dom said. Rake nodded. “We did a background check on all our employees, but my people missed one of his spies.”
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that. They’re tenacious. How did you know I was in Atlantic City?” she asked, glancing at Rod.
 
   “My PI followed you from your last game and saw a man taking pictures of you at the airport in Atlantic City. He followed you to Vegas and is presently searching for you in Marina Del Ray. Delaney just told me his name. It’s Zack Bennett.”
 
   “That’s the same guy,” Terri whispered. Her eyes flew to Rake. “I promise to finish explaining about Paul, but right now, I need to call home. May I borrow your phone?” Rod gave her the phone before Rake responded. She made the call, but no one picked up. She mumbled, “She’s probably in the shower or something.”
 
   Despite her nonchalant reaction, Rod saw the worry in her eyes. She made one more call and spoke briefly with someone called Shawn then hung up.
 
   “What happened? Did you lose the signal?”
 
   “No, my brother has a short fuse. He’s pissed off about something.” Once again, she tried to sound calm and failed. There was fear in her voice.
 
   “Don’t worry, we’ll head to Idaho as soon as we leave the island,” Rod reassured her.
 
   “Okay, can someone tell me what’s going on?” Dom asked again. “Why is this Bennett guy searching for her if she works for Warwick.”
 
   “Because she doesn’t work with Warwick,” Rod snapped. “That son of a bitch terrorized her when she was a child and is still doing it.” That got their attentions now. His friends might come down hard on anyone trying to destroy their businesses, but they’d never ignore a woman in distress. Rod squeezed Terri’s hand. “Sorry for hijacking your story, sweetheart. Go on.”
 
   “Bennett and his friends threatened to extort money from my mother if I didn’t help them rob the Versailles Palace casino. Paul believed his father had left all his fortune to my mother.” She spoke faster as though she wanted the retelling over with. “There was no money. Paul’s father lost his fortune after his trial and gambled whatever little he had left. When they continued to hound me about a casino heist, I quit working at the VP and disappeared.”
 
   “We’re dealing with fanatics,” Dom said, frowning. “Why the hell does he have fans when he’s a psychopath.”
 
   “They are all hackers,” Terri said. “That’s what Bennett said. They revere him because he broke into high-level security sites without getting caught years ago. The guy bragged how Paul started an online group for hackers.”
 
   “Prometheus,” Rake said. “Warwick developed a reputation when we were freshmen in college. Now, only second rate hackers still believe he’s unique.”
 
   “I thought the group ceased to exist after you and Cade erased them from the internet years ago,” Rod said.
 
   “They must have gone underground and continued to stay true to Prometheus.”
 
   “And they stayed in communication with Paul,” Terri continued. “Bennett bragged that Paul continued to guide them from behind bars. I don’t know who they’ve hacked, but they got into my accounts and stole all my money.” She paused to drink water. “I do online banking and didn’t realize they were slowly draining my savings. They sent me bogus statements I assumed came from my bank. They were smart not to touch my checking account, or I would have noticed. By the time I realized I had very little money in them, it was tax season.” 
 
   “Damn,” Dom murmured.
 
   “I didn’t know Paul was behind it, so I reported the theft to the police. They got nowhere because, according to the bank records, I did all the transactions. I left those accounts untouched to fool them and created a limited liability company to hide my money, but they found it too. They are very good at what they do. They made it seem like the government had frozen my accounts. That was six months ago. I’ve lost everything because of Paul. All my savings. The money I made while on the run.” Anger crept into her voice, and Rod winced. Across from them, Dom and Rake exchanged glances. Rod shook his head, warning them not to say anything yet. He would explain to her about the frozen accounts later. 
 
   “How have you survived?” Dom asked, his thirst for revenge no longer directed at Terri. In fact, they’d contributed to her problems by freezing her accounts.
 
   “I run private poker games for select clientele. I’ve been doing it since I left the VP.” Terri studied their faces. “I was busy running and hiding from Paul I didn’t know he was targeting you guys too. I only learned about the poisoning and the kidnapping at Lex’s wedding from Estelle Fitzgerald last weekend. And all I know about the spies in your companies came from what I heard in this room. I had no idea what Paul did with my money, or that you guys thought I financed him. I would never work with that sick bastard. Not in a million years.”
 
   No one spoke.
 
   “Do you have any questions for me?” she asked, her eyes volleying between Dom and Rake.
 
   Rod made eye contact with the two men and shook his head. There would be no Q&A. He wanted Terri off the island. The sooner this mess with Warwick was behind them, the better. He wanted to move on with their lives.
 
   “If you have no questions, I’ll go pack,” she said, standing. 
 
   Rod and the men got to their feet too. She walked to Dom and stuck out her hand. He frowned, but took it. “Thank you for testifying against Paul and putting him behind bars. I’m sorry it started his vendetta against you, but your actions saved me. I’d vowed to one day thank you.”
 
   “Saved you?”
 
   “Yes, it did.” She didn’t elaborate. “And I’ve become very good at staying under the radar of anyone after me. So, please, don’t ever talk to Rod the way you did earlier or you’ll end up in an unmarked grave and I’ll be gone again.”
 
   Dom grinned. “Yes, ma’am. I like her,” he added, glancing at Rod.
 
   Terri moved to Rake who was already offering his hand. She ignored it, went on her toes, and planted a kiss on his cheek. “Thank you. If you ever need anything, just call.”
 
   Rod was trying hard not to laugh at his friends’ expressions. She’d surprised them. He escorted her to the door and pressed a kiss on her temple. Sounds reached them from the front of the house.
 
   “Delaney is here. Tell him to take our things to the helicopter. We’ll leave as soon as I’m done here.”
 
   “Do you think Rake will mind if I borrowed his phone again. I want to try my mother’s number again.”
 
   “I don’t mind,” Rake called out from inside the theater.
 
   Rod waited until she left the hallway, then stepped back inside the room. Dom and Rake were talking in low voices and stopped when he joined them. 
 
   “We want to help,” Dom said.
 
   “Paul’s man, Zack Bennett, is holed up in some hotel in Marina Del Ray. Delaney can give you his location. He might lead you to the others. I’m flying with Terri to Idaho to check on her family. Rake, find out where he keeps his money. He owes Terri ten years’ worth of salary with interest for all her suffering. Unfreeze her accounts too.”
 
   Rake nodded. “Done. I know that this is a somewhat delicate subject, but I need to know so I can know how pissed off I should be,” Rake said. “She just thanked us for saving her and you said Warwick made her life a living hell when she was a child. Did that son of a bitch touch her?” Rake asked, his jaw tense. Dom’s eyes narrowed as though bracing himself for Rod’s answer.
 
   “No, but he would have raped her if we hadn’t stopped him. He was priming her.”
 
   Rake shook his head. “How old was she when we threw his ass in jail?”
 
   “About twelve.”
 
   Rake cursed. Dom didn’t speak, but he wore an expression that said he was plotting something dastardly. When he spoke, Rod wasn’t surprised to hear, “I know someone who can take him out. A guard. I was going to wait until after we caught Terri, but she’s no longer our target. He has to go.”
 
   Dom could be one scary dude, but this was one time Rod agreed with him. “I don’t care who takes him out as long as he’s no longer a threat.” 
 
   “We’ll need him in general pop first, Ashworth. Can you make that happen?” Dom asked.
 
   “Oh yes. Tell me when your man will act, and I’ll hack the prison system and make sure he’s moved from isolation.”
 
   Rod studied the two men. Rake wore a diabolical grin while Dom looked smug. “You guys are serious about this?”
 
   “Hell yeah,” Dom said.
 
   “Fuck yes,” Rake said at the same time.
 
   Rod led the way out of the room, but at the back of his mind, he wondered whether they would actually go through with it. They were not in the business of murdering people. On the other hand, Warwick was not going to stop coming after them until he was executed. Because of Terri, they now knew just how many whack jobs were willing to do his bidding. The need to stop him was even greater.
 
   Delaney was rolling suitcases out of the house when they reached the living room. Rod exchanged man hugs with his friends, clasping hands and bumping shoulders.
 
   “Ask Delaney about Zack Bennett,” Rod reminded them.
 
   “We plan to. Maybe I’ll redeem myself in your woman’s eyes once Warwick is gone,” Dom grumbled. “Rake got a kiss while I had a handshake and a warning to treat you right or else. Do you think she meant it?”
 
   “Oh yes, she did.” Rod grinned. He’d loved listening to Terri defend him. “But she’ll forgive you once you agree to be my groomsman.”
 
   “Groomsman? Are you serious?” Dom asked. Even Rake who’d started for the door heard Rod and came back.
 
   “I hope you’re shocked that I asked your ugly mug, and not because I’m serious about her. She’s the one, guys.” The shock on their faces was comical. Did they really believe he’d never settle down? “Wipe that stupid look off your faces. When the right woman comes along, both of you will not hesitate to claim her.” They were still staring at him in disbelief. “Get out of here. And stay in touch. I need to know when you catch up with Bennett.”
 
   “I can’t leave yet. Your woman has my phone,” Rake said.
 
   His woman. No, Terri was more than his woman. She was his salvation. Rod left to find her.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 15
 
    
 
   Terri piled her things by the door and tried calling her mother’s phone again, then her brothers’. No one was picking up, not even Shawn. Earlier in the theater, he’d growled, “You should have told us about Paul,” and hung up on her. She left more messages. She was seriously beginning to panic.
 
   A sound had her looking up. Rod stood in the door, studying her. “I’m done.”
 
   “Rake wants his phone back. Did you reach your mother?”
 
   “No. She’s not picking up and neither is Pete. Thank Rake for me,” she said, giving him the phone.
 
   “I’ll take this too.” He reached for her suitcase. She took her garment bag and followed him. Dom and Rake were waiting on the patio, and the moment she crossed the threshold, Rake came to give her a hug, surprising her. Rod had told her he was standoffish. He was anything but. With his dark wavy hair, tattoos, a nicely trimmed goatee, and gorgeous light-green eyes, he was allowed to brood. Women must fight for his attention.
 
   “We’ll meet again under better circumstances,” he said, stepping back.
 
   “I hope so.”
 
   Dom nudged Rake out of the way. “Will you forgive my earlier behavior and start over? I don’t want to be buried in an unmarked grave.”
 
   Terri made a face. “I don’t think Rod would have allowed me to gut you. He treasures your friendship too much.”
 
   “Not that much,” Rod called out. He was halfway down the poolside with her bags.
 
   “Can I have a kiss and a hug too?” Dom asked. “Or Rake will never let me live this down.” 
 
   Dom was a charmer, but she had a feeling he could be intimidating. Everything about him screamed danger. Terri smiled and wiggled her fingers. When Dom leaned down, she planted one on his cheek.
 
   “You’re not as bad as Rod claims.”
 
   “Damn! I knew he was badmouthing me. Don’t believe anything he says. I’m a pussy cat.” He hugged her. “Welcome to the family.” She wasn’t sure what he meant by that, and she had no time to ask because Rake handed her his phone.
 
   “He says he’s your brother,” he explained.
 
   “What do you want?” a sulky voice asked from the other side and Terri sighed with relief. She fell behind to talk to him while the men headed towards the helipad.
 
   “Talk to me, Shawn,” she begged. “How did you find out about Paul?”
 
   Silence.
 
   “Listen, there’s so much about the past you don’t know or understand.”
 
   “No shit. Why did you and Mom hide things from us? Our brother is in jail for something he didn’t do and you two didn’t think we needed to know?”
 
   Damn it! “Who told you he’s innocent?”
 
   “The man who came to our house yesterday to talk to Mom. She didn’t know Pete was at home and overheard them. We went to his hotel last night and he told us everything. How Paul was framed by his friends out of jealousy. At least you use to send him money. Mom just pretends he doesn’t exist.”
 
   “Please, do not believe anything this person told you. He’s fabricating things.”
 
   “Are you saying you believe our brother is a rapist?”
 
   Yes. Terri sighed. She couldn’t tell him that. Not yet. She’d reached the stairs and could see Rod, Rake, and Dom talking by the choppers. They were probably waiting for her. She couldn’t explain things to her brothers over the phone. She had to do it in person. From Shawn’s voice alone, he was already pissed. He was such a hothead.
 
   “I’m coming home, Shawn. We’ll sit down and discuss this as a family.”
 
   “Are we a family, Terri? After all the lies and the secrets?”
 
   Terri’s throat closed. “Yes, Shawn. No matter what anyone says or does, we’ll always be a family. Is Mom there?”
 
   “No. She went to find Pete. He took off this morning, but didn’t go to school. I’m searching for him too.”
 
   Terri winced. This was worse than she’d thought. “Tell Mom I’m coming home. She’s not answering her phone and neither is Pete, and that worries me.”
 
   “They probably think you are a reporter. The man told us reporters will be camping outside our home once the story breaks. I’ll contact them.”
 
   Blowing a breath, Terri hung up and went to join the three men. The blades of Dom and Rake’s helicopter started to spin before she reached them. Rod left them to meet her.
 
   “Is everything okay?” he asked, searching her face.
 
   “No. One of Paul’s people is in Tremonton spreading lies and threatening Mom with exposure. And that’s just for starters. My brothers think she betrayed them by not telling them about Paul. When they hear about their father, I’m sure things will only go downhill from there.”
 
   The men’s helicopter took off, then Terri and Rod followed in his. She rested her head on his shoulder and watched the island grow smaller. 
 
   “I’m going to miss that pile of rocks,” she said on a sigh, forgetting that Santiago and Delaney were in front and could hear her.
 
   Rod chuckled. “We’ll be back, or we can get our own island.”
 
   Terri smiled. The things the man said. They hadn’t really discussed the future, but he kept talking like it was a done deal. She was still trying to wrap her head around the fact that they were together. He’d known she was Paul’s sister and hadn’t pushed her for answers. His patience with her just made her fall deeper in love with him.
 
   “And you can’t continue calling it a pile of rocks or you’ll hurt Sloan’s feelings. He’s a sensitive guy.”
 
   “I can’t wait to meet him.” And his other friends, especially Jillian. After her conversation with Estelle, Jillian fascinated her. “You think I was too hard on Dom?”
 
   Rod snickered. “Nope. He needed to hear that. Women don’t threaten him often enough.” He rubbed his cheek against her hair and whispered, “Next time I’m negotiating a deal, I want you by my side. You can shield me from mean people.”
 
   She smiled at his silliness, but on the inside, she was worried. He seemed to assume she’d be with him all the time. She had to go back to Vegas. “As long as you bring all your friends to the grand opening of the new and improved Lucky Barrel. I told you I was part owner, but I forgot to mention I’ll be in Vegas renovating it over the next three months.”
 
   “Thank God. The inside is ostentatious.”
 
   She elbowed him. “That’s so mean.”
 
   He shifted and partially faced her, his expression serious. “I plan to court you, Terri Randal, and it won’t matter whether you are in Idaho, Vegas, or here in California. We’ll make it work, so stop worrying.”
 
   “I wasn’t worried about that.”
 
   “Then what is it? Talk to me.”
 
   She glanced at the backs of the two men in the front seats and decided she didn’t care whether they heard her or not. “I’ve never really been close to my brothers and this Paul situation might tear our family apart.”
 
   “Why are you not close to them?”
 
   Twenty years of hiding her feelings about Paul  and his effect on her just came tumbling out. Pete was the quiet, computer geek. Brilliant. He’d been offered an academic scholarship by three different schools, but he chose to stay in Idaho with his twin. He’d known Shawn needed him. Despite being Mr. Popular Jock and getting a full football scholarship, Shawn didn’t focus very well. Of course, these are things Terri had gleaned from observing them, not talking to them.
 
   “I used to think that the age gap and the fact that I rarely go home is the reason I’m not close to my brothers, but now I wonder.” She couldn’t even bring herself to voice the idea that had crept into her head and mushroomed into guilt and shame.
 
   “What is it?” Rod asked.
 
   She glanced at the back of the two guards and lowered her voice. “What if I subconsciously erected a barrier between us because they look like Paul? I’d be just as bad as your mother.”
 
   “Hey, no. Never. You’re nothing like her.”
 
   “You don’t know that.”
 
   “Did they ever come to you for help and you pushed them away? Did you refuse to hug and kiss them when they needed it? Tell them to leave you alone? Refuse to feed them?”
 
   Terri frowned, remembering how the boys would follow her around and the way she’d read to them and play games. They’d often preferred her reading bedtime stories before they went to sleep. She loved those boys and worried about them. And now she had Rod to worry about too. His mother held the world’s record for the worst mother ever.
 
   Terri slipped her arms around his waist. “No, I never did. And FYI, I hate your mother.”
 
   “She’s dead.”
 
   “I don’t care. I would have hated her, and I hate the memory of her.” The bitch hadn’t deserved a son like him.
 
   Rod chuckled. “She wasn’t worth hating. Some people just love differently.”
 
   He called what his mother gave him love? Terri planned to show him what real love was like. And she vowed to be a better older sister, starting with telling her brothers the whole truth about Paul.
 
   “About your brothers, I think they’ll understand about Paul,” Rod said.
 
   “I don’t know. Shawn is already angry, and Pete feels things deeper. It’s hard to predict how he’ll react.” 
 
   “I’ll be there with you, so if you need me to talk to them and explain everything from someone who was there on campus, let me know.”
 
   That might help or make things worse. Terri could only make the decision to accept Rod’s offer after she spoke with her brothers. She pulled out her phone to check on her mother, but the battery was dead.
 
   “Use mine.” Rod handed her his phone and her thumb hit the photo button and a picture of her popped up. It was taken the night she’d met Rod.
 
   “Those are the pictures the PI sent me. The last one is Zack Bennett.”
 
   She studied her pictures. Whoever had photographed her had been close. The familiar face of Paul’s man annoyed her. She just wanted him and everyone associated with Paul to go away.
 
   She tried her mother again and the phone went unanswered. Next, she tried Lucille. “Sweetie, call home. Someone told your mother you’ve been sending Paul money.”
 
   “I’m headed home to deal with it.” 
 
   “Good, because I hated lying to your mother. She wanted to know whether you’ve visited Paul. I almost blurted out the truth.”
 
   Terri quickly explained what was going on while Lucille cursed. 
 
   “Don’t worry about the renovations. I’m lining up contractors, so take your time. Give the twins hugs and kisses from me.”
 
   By the time Terri turned off the phone, they were approaching Rod’s home on Mulholland Drive. She caught a glimpse of a winding drive from the gate lined by a meandering rose garden to the villa’s motor court and stately entrance. Terri tried not to gawk as the helicopter landed. 
 
   “Welcome home,” Rod said, helping her down. “Delaney, call me when the jet is ready.” Rod escorted her to the house. “I’ll give you a brief tour, but first, I want you to meet Helen, my amazing housekeeper, and her husband, Lukas. He’s in charge of the grounds while the inside is her domain, except the kitchen. That’s Alejandro’s.”
 
   The double doors were opened before they reached them by a silver-haired distinguished-looking man. He looked like he could be anything from a chauffeur to a butler.
 
   “Welcome home, Mr. Roderick,” he said.
 
   “Terri, meet Lukas Baker. Lukas, Teresa Randal, my future bride.”
 
   Terri tugged her hand free of Rod’s and shook the man’s hand. “Don’t listen to him. He hasn’t asked me to marry him yet.”
 
   Rod sighed. “She’s still fighting the inevitable. Vouch for me, Lukas. Or do I need Helen to convince her I’m a good guy.”
 
   “He is a good catch, Miss,” the man said dutifully.
 
   Terri fell in love with the grand foyer with its wooden floor, soaring, vaulted ceiling, and wooden surfaces with stunning finishes. The living room opened to a wide loggia with comfortable chairs and stone fireplaces, pillars, and arches. It overlooked the park-like gardens and expansive mountain vista.
 
   “Three bedrooms, the dining room, the kitchen, and the living room on this floor open to the loggia, which wraps around the house,” Rod explained, and she tried to stay in the moment. Her mind kept drifting to her mother and her brothers. “Two more bedrooms and a game room are in the basement. You’ll love my favorite room.”
 
   “The bedroom?” she teased.
 
   He laughed, wrapped his hands around her waist, and lifted her up. For a beat, he studied her face. “You wound me, my love. The family room slash bar slash game room with a one-of-a-kind poker table. It connects to the wine cellar. Not to brag, but my wine cellar is a vintner’s dream.”
 
   She laughed. He had no modesty. “I’m sure it is. I love your home. It’s warm with a lot of wooden surfaces and all that light flowing indoors.”
 
   “Thank you.” He lowered her slowly and kissed her. “I know you are worried. Let me see what’s keeping Walden.”
 
   “Walden?”
 
   “Our pilot.” He speed dialed a number and asked, “What’s the hold up, my friend?” He listened briefly, then hung up. “They’ll be ready to take off in half an hour.” He directed her towards a set of stairs. “You can meet Alejandro when we come back. He’s very territorial, but he’ll give you a long-winded tour of his kitchen and insist you try his latest creations.”
 
   “Yet you’re always in the kitchen begging for more,” a woman said from behind them and Terri turned to find a tall, handsome woman with twinkling hazel eyes. “I’m Helen Baker, the housekeeper.”
 
   “Helen! Never sneak up on me like that. You might hear me say how you rule this household with an iron fist and how everyone shakes at the sound of your voice.” The woman’s face grew pink, but the expression on her face said she liked the compliment. Rod planted a kiss on her cheek. “This is Terri Randal, my—”
 
   “Future bride,” Mrs. Baker finished. “Lukas told me. It’s nice to meet you, my dear. Delaney says you should be heading to the airport, but your suitcases and bags are already upstairs. Would you like me to unpack them or bring them back downstairs?”
 
   “Unpack,” Rod said.
 
   “I’ll need my overnight things,” Terri reminded him. “And you don’t need to unpack for me, Mrs. Baker.”
 
   “I don’t mind, dear. How long will you two be gone?”
 
   “We don’t know, but I’ll call you,” Rod said, directing Terri toward a set of stairs, the gleam in his eyes saying he wanted a private moment. “But I promise to bring her back, so you two can sit down and get to know each other.” The second they entered his room, he picked her up.
 
   “Rod, we have to leave,” Terri protested.
 
   “I know.” He threw her on the bed and joined her. “We’re testing the bed first. I want to know whether you like it or not.” He didn’t give her a chance to respond. Instead, he kissed her. For a moment, Terri forgot her problems. When he lifted his head, he gave her a boyish grin. “Well?”
 
   “I love it.”
 
   He frowned. “You haven’t tried it. You’re supposed to bounce on it, sleep on your side, your back, and your stomach.”
 
   She chuckled and stroked his cheek. “It’s not about the bed, honey. It’s about who you share it with, and I happen to be crazy about the man I’ll be sharing it with.” She kissed him. “I love it and the room.” The bedroom took up an entire wing, and had a living room area, a lounge, and a dining table for two. The doors opened to a balcony. The room was bland, the décor masculine—black and gray. The things she could do with it were endless. She focused on Rod. “I like it.”
 
   He laughed. “Liar. Fix it. I can hear the wheels turning in there.” He tapped her head.
 
   She didn’t respond to that. Instead, she asked, “Are Helen and Lukas Baker the same next door neighbors who used to feed you when you were little?”
 
   Rod nodded. “Yeah. They’d both lost their jobs, and I’d just bought this house and needed help. Everything worked out in the end.”
 
   “And their boys? The ones you used to play with?”
 
   He frowned. “They joined the military, got deployed, and never made it back. Anymore questions? I can always ask Walden to file a new flight plan.”
 
   He was such a good man, and she was the lucky woman to have caught his eyes and captured his heart.
 
   “What’s that smile for?” he asked.
 
   “Where are our bags?”
 
   “Yours are over here.” Rod slid off the bed, pulled her up, and led her to a wall that turned out to be a door to a walk-in closet. Inside had empty white-painted maple wood racks, drawers, and shelves, including a corner Lazy Susan shoe rack. Her suitcase sat on top of the chest of drawers, and her bags were on the white lounge by an ottoman. 
 
   “If you want to change, remove or add anything, feel free to do it,” Rod said.
 
   “I’m not going to mess with perfection. Come on, we don’t want to keep Waldon waiting.”
 
   Once he left, Terri transferred clean clothes and underwear into her overnight bag and added her makeup case. She looked around and tried to imagine the room packed with her clothes, shoes, and bags. There were even cupboards for jewelry. Most of her personal belongings were in Lucille’s spare bedroom, but they couldn’t fill half of this closet.
 
   Male voices reached her the second she left the closet and entered the bedroom. She followed the sounds to a second closet. It was as large as the white one, but was made of maple walnut wood. Rod wasn’t alone.
 
   “They got him, sir,” Delaney said. “Saxton said they’re transferring him to Mr. Manos’ rig for interrogation. He keeps telling them they’re too late.”
 
   What did that mean? She couldn’t deal with any more bad news.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   They’re too late.
 
   Too late for what? Neither Delaney nor Rod could explain. Maybe the man had meant his friend was already in Idaho terrorizing her mother.
 
   The pilot, the copilot, and the private flight attendant were already on board when their helicopter landed in Van Nuys. Rod introduced them, but the only name that stuck was Walden. He announced their ETA. One and a half hours to Boise would be a record. Terri kept drifting to what Delaney had said.
 
   The two guards were the last to settle in their seats before they took off. Terri was in such a dark place she couldn’t even appreciate the luxurious interior of Rod’s jet. She turned down the offer for something to eat and drink, closed her eyes, and slouched in her seat, until fingers brushed hair from her temple.
 
   She opened her eyes to find Rod studying her with concern. “You want to lie down?”
 
   Delaney and Santiago were talking in low tones ahead of them while sipping drinks. All the seats were wide with enough legroom. She gave him a reassuring smile. “This is perfect.”
 
   “Come with me.”
 
   Unsure about what he was up to, she unbuckled her seatbelt and allowed him to pull her up and lead her toward the back. They passed a doorway and entered a more private cabin area with a couch and credenza across from it. He closed the partition. The couch was inviting, but he kept walking to the next doorway, which led to a private stateroom with a full-size bed.
 
   “Lie down. The bathroom is there.” He waved toward the rear end of the room. He opened a cupboard and removed a throw blanket. Once she settled on the bed, he covered her. “I’ll be in the next room if you need me.”
 
   She caught his hand. “Stay with me.”
 
   “Of course.” He removed his phone from his pocket and dropped it on the chair, then laid down beside her and wrapped an arm around her waist. “Do you want to talk?”
 
   “No.” She closed her eyes, but after a few minutes, she sighed. “Maybe a little. Did I tell you my brother doesn’t believe Paul was guilty?”
 
   “Yes, and I offered to talk to them.”
 
   “It may come to that. They’re going to be devastated. Imagine discovering a brother you never knew existed, and then that he been incarcerated for rape. I may have to tell them about what he did to me.”
 
   “It explains your lifestyle. You said your mother complains you never visit.”
 
   She sighed. Her mother was going to be devastated. “Have you heard from Dom and Rake?”
 
   “No, but I want you to close your eyes and try to rest, okay?”
 
   “My mind is restless. I keep going over the conversation Delaney had with your PI.” She turned and faced him. “What do you think the man meant by, ‘They’re too late’?”
 
   He chuckled. “I don’t know, sweetheart. It might mean…” He frowned.
 
   “What?”
 
   He reached for his phone and dialed. “Lex, is Warwick still in the hole?” Rod listened for a few minutes, then hung up. “Warwick is still in a segregated unit, where he has no contact with other prisoners. He doesn’t leave his cell except a few times a week.”
 
   That was a relief. “And when he does?”
 
   “He showers and then he’s escorted back into his cell. Sweetheart, that man is never coming out.”
 
   “But—”
 
   He kissed her and distracted her for the rest of the flight. A helicopter awaited them when they landed. The body was painted red and royal blue with white stripes, and it had the words Skyhawk near its tail. Santiago disappeared toward the terminal to pick up a car rental while Delaney took the seat beside the pilot, an older man with salt and pepper hair. Terri had no idea whether the jet’s crew would check into a hotel or stay on board.
 
   “Where are you folks from?” the pilot asked, adjusting his helmet. He glanced in the back at Rod and Terri and smiled. 
 
   “L.A.,” Delaney answered.
 
   “Are you film people? We get a lot of Hollywood types around here and they always charter from us.”
 
   Terri didn’t catch Delaney’s response, but for the rest of the flight, the two kept a conversation going. The flight to Tremonton was less than ten minutes, but it seemed like forever. No one had asked for her mother’s address, but the chopper landed in front of the house. Neighbors poured out of their houses to stare, but Terri didn’t let them slow her down. The second Rod helped her down, she hurried to the house.
 
   Shawn opened the door. “Terri, what’s going—?”
 
   She cut him off with a hug and didn’t ease up, until he complained. She leaned back and studied his face. “I came as fast as I could. How are you feeling? Are Mom and Pete back?”
 
   He looked behind her, and Terri remembered she wasn’t alone. Rod stood behind her and Delaney had their bags. The helicopter was still on the street, where it had landed, the propellers slowing down.
 
   “Shawn, Roderick Thorne and Delaney.” She didn’t know Delaney’s first name. Her mother appeared behind Shawn, and Terri searched her face. The strain had aged her over night.
 
   “Shawn, stop blocking the doorway and let your sister and her guests come inside,” their mother scolded, and Shawn stepped aside. Terri hugged her mother. She was happy to see her, yet she was scared for her.
 
   “Are you okay?” Terri asked, leaning back.
 
   “Oh, honey, why didn’t you tell me about Paul?” she asked and Terri’s stomach hollowed out. Tell her which part?
 
   Her stomach churning, she introduced Rod and Delaney. Once the bodyguard placed their bags, he left to talk to the pilot. Her mother ushered them into the living room. After Rod’s villa, her mother’s house seemed puny by comparison. Or maybe it was having Rod there. He tended to dwarf everything. Shawn had followed them inside and was studying Rod. Her mother also studied Rod. Hopefully, Paul’s man hadn’t mentioned names.
 
   “Where’s Pete?” Terri asked.
 
   “He was in the library going through old newspapers,” their mother said. “Shawn, get your brother.” But Shawn continued to scrutinize Rod.
 
   “Who are you and why is your name familiar?” Shawn asked rudely.
 
   “Shawn,” their mother scolded. “Get your brother.”
 
   Terri jumped up, needing to escape. “I’ll get him.” Somehow, she knew her meeting with Pete would be different. She went down the hallway to the boys’ bedrooms and knocked on the closed door.
 
   “That’s Shawn’s room,” Pete said from behind her.
 
   She turned and her chest tightened at the hurt and the pain reflected in his green eyes. Unlike Shawn, who’d inherited the blue Warwick eyes, Pete’s were like hers and their mother’s. But his were more expressive, and looking into them sent regret through her. She should have pushed her mother to tell them the truth.
 
   She closed the gap between them and hugged him. At first, he didn’t respond. Terri didn’t let go. Even as a child, he’d needed extra hugs because Shawn had tended to be the center of attention.
 
   “I’m sorry, Pete,” she whispered.
 
   “We look just like him,” he said softly, his voice breaking.
 
   “Don’t.” She wiggled out of his arms and searched his face. He didn’t believe her. Worse, he was tearing up. She cupped his face. “And so what? It doesn’t make you him. I want you to remember a few things. I love you guys and that’s why I never wanted you to find out the truth. Mom also wanted to protect you, until you were old enough to handle everything. And yes, you do resemble Paul.”
 
   “But?” he asked, his eyes begging for answers.
 
   “You’re nothing like him. Not in a million years.” Anger crept in her voice. Terri let go of Pete. “There’s a lot more going on here than whatever lies that man told you.”
 
   “Then tell us the truth. Make us understand. For years, we thought you were angry with Mom and that was why you never liked to visit. But then I saw his pictures and I wondered if it was us driving you away.”
 
   “It was me and the ugly past. Come.” She took his hand and led him back to the living room. She had no idea what had transpired while she was talking to Pete, but the tension in the room was thick. Her eyes flew to Rod. His jaw was clenched, and Shawn looked like he wanted to punch someone. Her mother wore a look Terri had only ever seen on her face once before, after Paul’s father committed suicide. It was helplessness mixed with anger.
 
   “Sit down, Pete.” Terri went to sit beside Rod. Her eyes bounced between her brothers and her mother. “Mom, what did Paul’s man tell you?”
 
   “No, I’ll tell you what he told Pete and me,” Shawn interrupted. “Our brother was brilliant and had a bright future. He was hacking into systems in high school and no one could catch him. As a freshman in college, he was the top of his class and every teacher’s favorite. All the girls wanted him, but he was not interested in them because he was in love with someone he couldn’t date, so he pushed them away. Even the girlfriends of his so called friends”—Shawn indicated Rod with a wave of his hand—“chased him. When he turned them down, they claimed he raped them. Then they conspired during spring break in Mexico—”
 
   “What a crock of shit,” Terri snapped.
 
   Shawn glared at her. “Why? Because you were in love with him too and you both knew it was wrong—”
 
   “Shut up, Shawn,” Pete snapped. “And listen to her.”
 
   Terri wasn’t surprised when Shawn clammed up. He always listened to Pete. “No, let him finish. I want to hear what lies that bastard told you.”
 
   No one spoke.
 
   Shawn glance at Pete, fuming. “Paul knew it was wrong, but he was going to wait until you were eighteen then talk to Mom and Dad. That is why you sent him money when he was in jail. You always believed in his innocence.”
 
   Rod growled, and Terri could feel the rage building inside him. She reached for his hand and encountered a fist. She didn’t let go until he relaxed and opened his hand to her.
 
   “First, I was ten when Mom married your father and twelve when Paul went to jail. Think about that, guys. I was a child. How could I have fallen in love with him? Would you believe you are in love with some fifth grader, Shawn? That she’s in love with you?”
 
   Silence followed. Shawn scowled while Pete’s eyes didn’t leave hers.
 
   “When your dad and Mom married, it made me the happiest girl on earth. I had a father, who doted on me, and an attentive, popular brother. Six months after we moved into our new house, I found spy cameras in my bedroom…”
 
   Terri watched their expression as she explained the torture Paul had put her through. Her mother had tears racing down her face, so Terri went to sit with her and put her arms around her. Shawn went from anger to disbelief, and back to anger again. Terri wasn’t sure whether he was angry with her or not. Pete stared at her with so much pain, she couldn’t look at him for long.
 
   “Oh, honey,” her mother whispered. “Why didn’t you come to me? I’m your mother.”
 
   “You were happy, Mom. For the first time since I could remember, you were happy and I didn’t want to see you cry again. Paul already told me they’d take me away or his father would divorce you.”
 
   “I would not have cared. Your safety would have come first.” She sighed. “I should have known something was wrong. You were always smiling, yet you’d have nightmares and sleep on the couch in our room.”
 
   “I’d do that after he came into my room.” She continued with what happened with her job and how she had to hide from Paul’s men, how they stole from her, and how she learned to survive. Shawn jumped to his feet and started for the door, but Rod blocked him.
 
   “No, you can’t confront him,” Rod said.
 
   “Like hell I can’t. They’ve terrorized our sister for years and he dared come here with a fake story to extort money from Mom.” He glanced at their mother and added, “That’s what he wanted, isn’t it?”
 
   “Yes. He said Paul was being released early because his sentence was overturned and he needed help,” their mother said.
 
   “Exactly,” Shawn snarled. “So now we’re going to show him what we Warwicks are made of. We’re not rapists. We protect our women. Come on, Pete. Get out of my way, man,” he snarled at Rod.
 
   Rod’s eyes connected with Terri’s and he read her correctly. “I can’t do that. I’ll deal with Paul and his minions.”
 
   “You’re not a part of this family, so this is not your battle.” Shawn tried to push past him, but Rod was taller and bigger. “Dude, get the hell out of my way.”
 
   Terri squeezed her mother’s hand and stood.
 
   “Shawn, please.” She walked past her brother and went to stand beside Rod. “As far as I’m concerned, Rod is a part of this family and this is his battle because I love him. He knows how Paul thinks and, if this man is following Paul’s direction, he can deal with him.”
 
   Shawn frowned. “What do you do? He said you and your friends stole Paul’s idea and are now rich.”
 
   Rod’s glanced swept the room before coming back to Shawn. “I could tell you a story of how we started and then you decide what to believe. Then if you think you are up to it, we can pay this man a visit.”
 
   “He’s probably gone,” Pete said. He hadn’t spoken since Terri finished explaining the past. “Weasels like him never stick around.”
 
   “No, my men have him.” Rod glanced at Terri as he continued. “Santiago arrived while you were talking and picked up Delaney. Paul’s man is not going anywhere.”
 
   While Rod talked to the twins, Terri’s mother led her to the kitchen. She still had a lot of questions and regret. “I’m so sorry, baby. It just breaks my heart to learn what you’ve gone through.”
 
   “Don’t, Mom. I should have told you, but I was too scared and naïve. I thought, if you didn’t know the truth, everything would be okay. You’d still be happy.”
 
   Her mother hugged her again. “It’s not your job to make me happy or protect me. That’s my job, and I failed you.”
 
   “Now you sound like Rod, and you didn’t fail me. You just didn’t know.”
 
   “But I should have known something was off when you’d have so many sleepovers with your friend, even on school nights. The hyper one who’d talk a mile a minute.”
 
   “Jenny,” Terri said, smiling. “Interestingly, she had a crush on Paul.”
 
   Her mother hugged her again and apologized. Finally, she leaned back to study Terri’s face. “This man, Thorne, why didn’t I hear about him when you were here two weeks ago? What does he do? Do you really love him?”
 
   “With every breath I take. He is amazing, Mom.”
 
   “Does he love you?”
 
   Terri grinned. “Yes. He says he’s crazy about me and wants to court me, and he’s introduced me to his housekeeper and her husband as his future bride…” Her mother cupped her face and Terri stopped talking.
 
   “He hasn’t said he loves you, has he?”
 
   Terri shook her head. “But I know he does.”
 
   “Tell me more about him. What does he do for a living? Does he gamble? How old is he?”
 
   Her mother just had to bring up the two things she believed could make a man an unsuitable suitor. Terri didn’t sugar coat who Rod was.
 
   “Think carefully about the future and what you want, sweetheart. Daniel was older and established, and nothing I did changed him. I hope Mr. Thorne is not like him. Then there’s his history with Paul, which is worrisome.”
 
   “That’s a nonissue, Mom.”
 
   Her mother smiled. “I’m happy to hear that. I want you to follow your heart, sweetheart. I really do. But, at the same time, I don’t want to see you hurt. Okay?”
 
   Terri nodded. “Rod would never hurt me.”
 
   “Not deliberately. He does not look like the type.” Terri heard “but” hovering silently in the air between them, even though her mother stepped back, looked around the kitchen, and said, “I need to start dinner. Do you think he’ll want to eat here? How many men does he have?”
 
   “Rod will eat anything and there are only two—Delaney and Santiago. The helicopter was a rental, so the pilot is gone.” But at the back of her mind, the conversation with her mother replayed.
 
   Her mother smiled. “Three extra mouths to feed is not bad.”
 
   They went back to the living room to find the three men talking with ease. Or rather, Rod was talking while her brothers hung on to his words. They all looked up when Terri and her mother entered the room. When Rod stood, the boys stared at him curiously.
 
   “When a lady enters a room, you stand,” he whispered, but Terri heard him. There was no way this man could ever hurt her. Just like she knew there was no way her brothers would always stand up every time their mother entered their rooms.
 
   “I’m about to start dinner. Would you and your men like to join us, Mr. Thorne?” their mother asked.
 
   “It would be our pleasure, ma’am. And my name is Roderick. Is it okay with you if the boys and I headed to the hotel to talk to Warwick… to Paul’s man? They’d like to explain a few things to him. I promise there won’t be fighting.”
 
   Their mother chuckled. “My Shawn not fight? That’s like saying the sky is not blue.”
 
   “Mom,” Shawn protested.
 
   “Just bring him back in one piece, Roderick. Dinner should be ready by seven.”
 
   “Before we leave, may I borrow Terri, ma’am?”
 
   Terri was by his side before her mother spoke. He led her to the porch. The chopper was gone and only a few neighbors remained outside. They stared at them, some nodding when their eyes met, but Rod seemed oblivious.
 
   He wrapped his arms around her waist and brought her flush with him. “You told your family you loved me.”
 
   “Yes, I did.”
 
   “Is that true, or were you trying to diffuse the situation?”
 
   How could he not know how she felt? Not only that, he looked worried. She looped her arms around his neck and went on her toes, since she wore flats, and planted a kiss on his lips.
 
   “I love you, Roderick Thorne. I wasn’t planning on falling in love with you, but you are kind of unstoppable. You stormed right through my defenses.”
 
   He picked her up, laughing. “I’m crazy about you, too, Terri Randal. I think you just cut our courtship by three months because I want you to make an honest man out of me.”
 
   She grinned. “Sounds like a plan.”
 
   “Now kiss me properly.”
 
   She did, but at the back of her head, she wondered if he had a problem with the word love. Or maybe she was nitpicking. When they stopped kissing, they had an audience. Her brothers, impatient to leave, had opened the door. Her mother watched from behind them, and there were a few nosy neighbors openly staring. Reluctantly, Rod lowered her to the ground.
 
   “You sure you don’t want to join us?
 
   “No, she doesn’t,” Shawn interjected from the doorway. “We’ve got this. And aren’t you guys, like, too old to be going at it like that?” he added, walking past them. Terri laughed at the annoyed look on Rod’s face.
 
   “Now I know which brother is going to be a pain in my ass,” he whispered, kissed her temple, and bounded off the porch. 
 
   Terri paused and patted Pete’s chest, detaining him. “Keep an eye on them.”
 
   “Thorne too?” he murmured. 
 
   “Yep. You are the sensible one.” She closed the door and watched them enter the SUV Santiago was driving. Delaney had to be with Paul’s man. Terri waited until they pulled away before entering the house. She went to join her mother in the kitchen. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 16
 
    
 
   Rod called Dom the second they got inside the SUV. “How are things going?”
 
   “The shithead won’t talk. I’ve rearranged his face, but it didn’t work. I’m thinking about feeding him to the sharks. Any luck on your side?”
 
   “Heading there. Hold off feeding him to the sharks until I have some time with mine. I want to try something.” He hung up.
 
   “Feed who to the sharks?” Pete asked from the backseat, and Rod turned to face the twins. It was uncanny how much they resembled Warwick. They had the same dirty blond hair, the same features, and build. 
 
   “That was my friend, Dom.”
 
   “Manos, the oil guy?” Pete asked. “I did research on all of you earlier today.”
 
   “Yes, he’s the oil guy. He’s questioning the mastermind behind all this. Zack Bennett. Bennett is Paul’s main contact, and the same man who hounded Terri. Dom says he’s not talking.”
 
   “Can we beat the truth out of Wilson?” Shawn asked.
 
   Rod frowned. “Wilson?”
 
   “That’s his name,” Pete said. “Paul’s man here.”
 
   “No beating Wilson, Shawn. In fact, once we get inside, I’m doing the talking.”
 
   “I don’t understand why we can’t smack him around,” Shawn insisted. “Not after everything he’s done to our sister.”
 
   Rod had no intention of teaching these impressionable teens that torture was okay. He pretended to think about it, his eyes meeting Santiago’s in the rearview mirror. The man didn’t crack a smile. He used to, but after ten years of working for Rod, he’d learned to keep a straight face and only contribute when asked.
 
   “You’ve got a point. She is your sister, and you have every right to avenge her. However, as her future husband, my rights trump yours.” He winked at Shawn. “You’ll get your chance when you find your own woman.” Rod stepped out of the SUV and the twins followed. Santiago went to park the car and rejoined them.
 
   “Dude, that’s not fair,” Shawn said.
 
   “Life never is.” Rod followed Santiago. An older, balding man and a young woman manned the front desk, but the guy hurried forward with a big smile on his face.
 
   “Mr. Thorne, it’s an honor to have you as our guest.” He pumped Rod’s hand. “If there’s anything else you need, don’t hesitate to ask for me. I’m the manager.”
 
   “I’ll keep that in mind,”—he read his tag—“Anderson. I do not wish to be disturbed, unless my girlfriend, Terri Randal, or her mother, Leslie Warwick shows up.”
 
   “Of course, sir. No interruption, except by Ms. Randal and Mrs. Warwick,” the manager repeated.
 
   Rod continued to the elevator as the man followed them smiling. Shawn and Pete stared at him strangely when the door closed. “Out with it.”
 
   “Do people do that around you all the time?” Shawn asked.
 
   “Do what?”
 
   “Grovel and snivel. I swear, Mr. Anderson was close to dropping to his knees to kiss your ass. Right?” He elbowed his brother, who just smiled.
 
   Rod didn’t answer him because the elevator opened on the top floor. Santiago led him along the hallway and used his keycard to open one of the doors. He went in first, and made sure it was safe before stepping aside for Rod and the twins to enter.
 
   The man tied to the chair was your typical scruffy, scrawny, pale-from-being-indoors-all-the-time, living-in-the-basement-of-his-mother’s-house slacker. His head lolled to the side, and sweat drenched the front of his black T-shirt and under his armpits. Duct tape covered his mouth.
 
   Rod grabbed a chair and planted it in front of Wilson none too gently. Wilson’s head snapped up. He stared at Rod with rounded eyes. A bruise on his cheekbone said there had been a struggle when Delaney nabbed him.
 
   “I’m going to remove the gag, Wilson. Don’t bother screaming for help because no one will hear you. I took over the entire floor. Do we understand each other?”
 
   Wilson bobbed his head.
 
   “Good.” Rod yanked off the duct tape. “Okay, start talking.”
 
   “I’ll never talk to you, you capitalist pig. Prometheus will expose you and your lies. He will reveal secret deals your secret organization made, the laws you’ve broken, and those you have on your payroll across the globe. You will no longer hide behind your corporate jets and mansions, fancy cars and yachts, because your money will not protect you. He will—”
 
   Rod slapped the duct tape back on. He hated self-righteous pricks like this one. They hated capitalism and wanted to bring it down, yet they mooched off their parents and tax-payers. They followed weasels like Warwick, hurting people along the way and refusing to accept responsibility. 
 
   “I’d be shaking in my boots if I hadn’t been threatened by more powerful adversaries, who actually had the clout to see it through if they had anything on me.” They’d bent a few rules and defied foreign countries’ laws to help victims across the globe, but their lawyers would tie anyone who dared go against them in court for decades.
 
   “Water.” Rod lifted a hand and Delaney placed bottled water in his hand. He popped the lid. The man’s eyes followed the water bottle. Rod squirted water in his mouth but didn’t offer him any. “Let me see. You are guilty of stalking, harassment, extortion, fraud, identity theft, embezzling, and being a follower of a rapist, pedophile. And that’s just for starters.” Rod guzzled more water while punching numbers on his phone. He turned on the speakers. “Manos. I have my weasel over here, nicely tied up and ready to squeal. I’m sending a picture.” He took a picture of the guy and pressed send. “I have you on speaker. How’s yours doing?”
 
   “Dangling on the end of my rig, begging for his life. The sharks are hungry today.” Dom chuckled. 
 
   The picture he sent showed a man dangling at the end of a crane off a rig in the middle of the ocean. Rod showed it to Wilson.
 
   “As you can see, the sharks are circling below him, drawn to the blood dripping from his wounds,” Dom added. “You should fly your weasel over here so we can interrogate him too.”
 
   Rod glanced at Wilson, who appeared to be trying to say something, his eyes filled with hate. Rod angled his head.
 
   “Did you say something?” Wilson mumbled. Rod removed a part of the duct tape. “What?”
 
   “Bennett will never talk and neither will I. Prometheus—”
 
   Rod cut him off again by slapping the duct tape back on. “Looks like this one refuses to talk too.” Rod unbuttoned his cuffs and rolled up his sleeves. Wilson watched him with loathing. Rod had to give it to Warwick. His fanatical followers had really bought his act. “Do it, Manos. Feed the son of a bitch to the sharks.”
 
   “Just a sec. Live feed coming your way.”
 
   Rod’s phone dinged. He opened the mail and clicked on the link. He made sure Wilson didn’t miss a thing. Terri’s brothers tried to walk around to watch, but Rod shook his head. Wilson went pale as Dom lowered Bennett to the water where fins were visible. Screams from the man were clearly audible. He wiggled and tried to get away from the sharks, but he lacked core strength to pull himself up. The man’s words were jumbled, so they couldn’t hear what he said.
 
   “Thorne, he said Wilson was the mastermind,” Dom said. “Who the fuck is Wilson?”
 
   Wilson made mewling sounds, his eyes bulging and his skin waxing as he continued to watch the video. Rod didn’t need to look at the screen to see what happened. He’d watched Dom do the exact same thing to one of his employees who’d stolen from him and tried to deny it.
 
   “Damn, he dropped him,” Shawn said, wincing. “That’s cold.”
 
   “And premeditated murder,” Pete mumbled. 
 
   “Dom is a law unto himself,” Rod said, enjoying their reaction. “Did he slip or did you drop him, Manos?”
 
   “Dropped the son of a bitch. I don’t like weasels who terrorize women. Can you fly Wilson down here, or do we come and get him?”
 
   Wilson shook his head and mumbled frantically, his eyes volleying between the phone and Rod’s face.
 
   “Looks like Wilson is ready to talk. Will call you in a few.” He hung up and put the phone back in his pocket. “This is your last chance, Wilson. Spew anymore anti-capitalism or Prometheus crap, and I’m flying you to California.”
 
   Wilson nodded frantically and said, “Don’t send me to California,” the second Rod removed the gag. “I don’t want to die. I’ll tell you everything. Bennett is the one who bribed the guards and arranged everything.”
 
   Rod frowned. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “Breaking Paul out of jail. It was all Bennett’s idea. Please, don’t send me to that man. He’s crazy.” Wilson swallowed.
 
   Something cold settled in the core of Rod’s gut. “Are you saying Paul escaped?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   The cold spread. “When?” Rod barked.
 
   “Two days ago.”
 
   “Where is he?” Rod snarled, wanting to rearrange the man’s face.
 
   Wilson cringed away from him. “I don’t know, but Bennett does. I mean, he did. And now he’s dead. He’s the one who bribed the guards and arranged for transportation. Vaughn helped him.” Rod was already speed-dialing Dom before the man finished speaking.
 
   “Warwick escaped,” Rod snarled into the phone.
 
   “No way,” Dom shot back. “I spoke with Lex earlier and he’s never wrong.”
 
   “Wilson just admitted it. Your shark bait arranged it. Find out what’s going on. Contact Lex and the others. I’m going to find out what the hell happened.” He disconnected the phone and studied Wilson as he would a worm. “Start from the beginning.”
 
   “Can I have some water, please?”
 
   Rod squirted water in his mouth. “You want more? Talk.”
 
   “Can you free my arms? The angle is cutting off circulation to my fingers.”
 
   “Talk,” Rod roared, leaning forward with his fist raised.
 
   Wilson recoiled from Rod. “Okay, okay, I’ll talk. Three weeks ago Bennett saw the Warwick woman in Atlantic City. We hadn’t seen her in over six months because Warwick stopped asking for photographs of her.”
 
   Rage rolled through Rod. “You were stealing from her and sending pictures of her to that sick fuck?” he roared.
 
   “Not me,” he yelled. “Bennett. He runs… ran Prometheus and worked directly with Warwick. I just helped with, you know, the hacking. He’s been taking pictures of Ms. Randal for years and sending them to Warwick. He said he tried to see Warwick, but couldn’t.”
 
   Rod couldn’t believe the bastard was out there. “He’s been in the hole for six months, which is a lot less than he deserved.” 
 
   “We didn’t know. Bennett bribed a guard. He has… had limitless funds stolen over the years from people’s bank accounts. He also knew how Warwick would react to his woman with one of you.”
 
   Rod grabbed the man’s neck. “Listen, you piece of shit. Terri is not, and will never be, Warwick’s woman.” Whatever the bastard was, Rod hoped he’d put an ocean between them. He let go when Wilson started turning blue. “Keep talking.”
 
   Wilson cleared his throat and continued. “Bennett sent pictures of the Randal woman and you taken in Vegas. A week later, we received a message with special instructions. Paul wanted us to wire money into two guards’ accounts and to arrange for transportation. The same day, we received a call from one of the guards. I wasn’t there when Bennett and Vaughn picked up Warwick. I was given instructions to come here and pay Mrs. Warwick a visit.” 
 
   Rod tried to put pieces together. “You aren’t here to extort money from Mrs. Warwick, are you?”
 
   Wilson shook his head. “I was sent here to draw out Miss Randal. Bennett said she would come running if she thought her mother was in danger. We didn’t expect you—”
 
   “Son of a bitch.” Rod jumped to his feet. They’d walked into Warwick’s trap, which meant he wasn’t far. “Warwick is here.”
 
   Wilson shook his head. “I don’t know. I just told you everything I know. The last message I received from Bennett said Warwick was safe. He’s traveling with Vaughn.”
 
   Rod reached for his phone and remembered Terri didn’t have a functioning phone. “Call your mother,” he barked at the twins. “Delaney, come with me. Santiago… Where the hell is Santiago?”
 
   “He went to get the car,” Delaney said. As usual, his people had anticipated his needs.
 
   “Call the local PD and tell them what’s going on. Santiago stays with him”—Rod pointed at Wilson—“until they get here. And I want a picture of Warwick in the police’s hands.” He was already yanking the door open when he finished barking instructions. Then he remembered that no one knew what Warwick looked like now. “We need a description of the guy Warwick is traveling with too.”
 
   “He’s a ginger,” Wilson yelled, but Rod was already racing along the hallway with the twins.
 
   “She’s not picking up her cell phone,” Shawn said before the elevator opened downstairs.
 
   “Or the house phone,” Pete chimed in.
 
   “Keep trying.” The cold had spread until it hurt to breathe. If the son of a bitch was anywhere near Terri, he was dead.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   The phone started to ring as Terri hurried to the door, her mother following her.
 
   “Are you sure you’ll be fine finishing dinner alone?” Terri asked, lifting her hair from her nape. She already changed into one of her favorite dresses and added a light sweater.
 
   “Everything is either ready to go in the oven or is already cooked. Go. Just remember, dinner is at seven and I want both of you back here.” Her mother shook her head when Terri opened the door to reveal the helicopter. “Is he always this extravagant? He could easily have sent the SUV to pick you up.”
 
   The helicopter had landed five minutes ago, and the pilot came to their door to give her a message from “her boyfriend.” She had no idea what Rod had planned, but she couldn’t wait to find out what he learned from Paul’s man.
 
   “Maybe I’m not meeting him at the hotel, Mom. And he’s not extravagant.”
 
   “But he’s impulsive and a gambler,” her mother said, following her to the porch. There was still a lick of worry in her voice despite everything Terri had told her about Rod.
 
   “Spontaneous,” Terri corrected her, laughing. “And yes, he gambles and he’s older than me, everything you warned me against in a man, but it doesn’t matter, Mom, because it doesn’t change one thing. The most important thing. I love him. And if he says he has something special planned for me before dinner, I have to go.”
 
   “Maybe he plans to propose.” Her mother didn’t sound so thrilled.
 
   Terri hoped so, but she refused to argue with her mother anymore or defend her choices. She loved Rod, and that was the end of the story.
 
   “We’ll try to make it back by seven, Mom. Promise.” She kissed her mother’s cheek and raced to the helicopter. 
 
   “This way, Ms. Randal,” the pilot said, opening the front passenger door. He made sure she was seated and hurried around to his seat.
 
   They took off. Terri waved to her mother, who stood on the lawn, frowning. She was such a worrywart.
 
   “Where are we going?” Terri asked when she realized they were leaving the town behind. 
 
   “Somewhere special, ma’am. A house he rented for this occasion. I’m supposed to deliver you there.”
 
   Why would Rod rent a house when there was a perfectly decent hotel in town? He was so unpredictable. On the other hand, the local hotel was really a glorified motel, and he was used to certain standards. Maybe he rented a place in Boise for the night and wanted to show her.
 
   Fifteen minutes into flying, and Terri started to worry. Earlier, their flight from Boise had only taken less than ten minutes. “How far is it?”
 
   “Five more minutes, miss. Just sit back and relax.”
 
   Terri glanced at her watch. It was six-fifteen. If it took half an hour to get to where they were going, they’d need half an hour to fly back home for dinner. There was no way they were going to make the seven o’clock dinner. Terri wished she had a phone to call her mother.
 
   Ten minutes later, they were still flying.
 
   She glanced at the man on the sly, trying to see past the helmet and the aviator sunglasses, the same ones he’d worn during their flight from Boise. She never understood why pilots used head gears when they flew helicopters but not regular airplanes. Sandy red hair was visible underneath the guy’s helmet. Did Rod switch helicopters or just pilots? The helicopter had the same red and blue with the word Skyhawk on the side, but their first pilot had been older with dark hair sprinkled with grey. 
 
   “Are we lost?” Terri asked, noticing how the man kept looking down as though searching for something. Below was nothing but pine trees and a river meandering across it. Behind them was a lake and some houses. It looked like a small town. There didn’t seem to be any homes where they were headed.
 
   “No, almost there. The GPS is acting up again.” He tapped on it. It was mounted on a base separate from the avionics dashboard, which meant the helicopter was old.
 
   “Do you have a phone I could use to call my family?” Terri, asked, trying not to panic. The pilot had told her that her boyfriend had sent him to pick her up. He hadn’t mentioned Rod by his name. He could be one of Paul’s foot soldiers.
 
   “We are about to land, miss.” He started to descent. “I don’t have a phone, but I’m sure your boyfriend has one.”
 
   There was that word again. Boyfriend. He landed the chopper on the lawn of a two-story log house with a front porch. It was quaint and isolated. There were trees everywhere. She shivered, imagining all sorts of wild creatures out there.
 
   “Where are we?”
 
   “Outside Smithfield, ma’am.” The pilot helped her down. “Go on inside. He said he’d be waiting. I’ll come back to take you home.”
 
   Terri had no idea where Smithfield was, but at least he was coming back for her. She glanced at her watch. Six-forty. They’d flown for forty minutes and could be anywhere. She had to call her mother and tell her they’d be late.
 
   The pilot was already taking off. Why couldn’t he just wait for them? She had no idea why Rod pulled this latest stunt. Didn’t he realize he’d make a bad impression on her mother if they arrived hours late for dinner? Despite her thoughts, curiosity had Terri hurrying to the front entrance of the cabin. The door open before she reached it. She peered inside, taking note of the wooden furniture and the stone fireplace. It dominated the room but not in a bad way. He’d lit the fire.
 
   “Rod, I don’t know what you think you’re doing, but this had better be good. Mother expects us back by seven.” She entered the house. It was beautiful with wooden surfaces everywhere—walls, floor, furniture, including the cushioned sofa and loveseat. After his home in Mulholland Drive, she wasn’t surprised he’d be drawn to a log house. “Where are you? I hope you didn’t buy this cabin.” She wouldn’t put it past him to buy the place so they could be close to her mother and brothers. “I don’t know what you’re playing at, mister, but I’m going to make you sorry.” The door closed and she whipped around. He’d been hiding behind the door. “Jeez! Don’t scare me…”
 
   But the man smiling at her wasn’t Rod. The face was gaunt and the dirty blond hair thinner, but the blue eyes and leering smile were unmistakable. Paul. Cold fingers crawled up Terri’s arm. She tried to scream, but fear dried her mouth and closed up her throat.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 17
 
    
 
   “Rake, give me some good news. The longer it takes, the less chance we have of finding her. They could be anywhere.” It hurt to think of Terri out there under that sick bastard’s thumb. Every time he thought of what Warwick could do to her, his chest hurt.
 
   “I’m going through feeds and hijacking what I can from other satellites that passed around Idaho and surrounding states in the last hour. I will find the fucking helicopter if it’s the last thing I do, Rod. Dom wants to talk.”
 
   “She’ll be fine, Thorne. She’s a tough one. Remember, the ass wipe was in the SHU and is weak. Besides, she evaded his people for years and would not take any crap from him.”
 
   “Dom, find something else to do and get off the phone.”
 
   “I’m trying to make you feel better, brother.”
 
   “It’s not working. Tell me something I don’t already know.” He’d already tried the same Terri-was-tough pep talk and it hadn’t helped.
 
   “Lex made phone calls, so expect both the state police and US Marshals to flock there. He’s pissed. You should have heard him with the governor and the conference call with the prison chief. He’s still on the phone. Cade and Lucien are helping Rake sort through the feed while Aiden is talking to Skyhawk people. He’s trying to find out what GPS tracking systems and ELTs are in their helicopters and whether or not they can e-mail him their readouts. Skyhawk people have been very cagey, so he’s cursing up a storm, but the impact is lost because he’s not doing it right.” Dom’s voice grew faint, but Rod heard him say, “No one knows what “bloody wankers” or “a twat” is, Aiden. Speak American.” His voice grew stronger as he added, “Lex is sending Boise PD to pay them a visit.”
 
   Without a GPS tracking system in place, they wouldn’t know where the helicopter was. “Skyhawk people were cagey with me too. What are ELTs?”
 
   “Emergency Locator Transmitters. When a helicopter… No, you don’t need to bother your head with the details. Update coming up. Lex just ordered Boise PD to arrest the owners of Skyhawk and shut them down if they don’t hand over their GPS records for the missing helicopter. What’s happening over there?”
 
   “The local sheriff called the deputies in the surrounding counties and dispatched them to do a house-to-house search. The SAR should be on the ground and in the air too.” He knew that SAR stood for Search and Rescue because the pudgy sheriff kept bragging about them. “What the hell is an ELT?”
 
   “Nothing important, Thorne. Will keep you posted.” The line went dead.
 
   Jackass. Rod wanted to throw the phone across the room. He felt useless. He should be out there searching, but his hands were tied because of the sheriff.
 
   Sheriff Larsen was not only incompetent, he was whiny and territorial. He didn’t like that the state police, the FBI, and the US Marshalls were on their way to help with the search. The man blamed Rod, even though he hadn’t contacted other law agencies. With a fugitive like Paul on the loose, catching him and hauling his ass back to California was the US Marshals’ job. Apparently, the governor of California had called the governor of Idaho, who’d set the ball rolling. Lex’s reach never failed to amaze Rod.
 
   The sheriff had also insisted that Rod could not have a private helicopter in the air in case it hindered the SAR team from doing their job. The man just wanted him where he could keep an eye on him, which only made Rod want to thwart his efforts. 
 
   “ELT stands for Emergency Locator Transmitter,” Pete said, and Rod glanced over his shoulder at the teenager. Rod didn’t know how long he’d been in the room. “When a helicopter senses a hard impact, like in an accident,” Pete continued, his voice breaking, “it sends out a distress signal.”
 
   Rod’s stomach dropped. The thought that the helicopter might have crashed never crossed his mind. Christ, if anything like that were to happen to Terri, he’d be royally fucked. Life without her wouldn’t be worth living.
 
   “The police and the SAR team haven’t received a signal, so it’s okay,” Pete reassured him and relief coursed through Rod.
 
   Man, he’d hit an all time low when he was being reassured by an eighteen-year-old. He needed to get out of here and stay busy. He turned to leave and almost bumped into Terri’s mother.
 
   Her face was wreathed with concern, her eyes red as though she had been crying. He knew she blamed herself for not picking up the phone when they’d called. By the time they spoke, the helicopter had already taken off. 
 
   “Will you eat something while you wait, Rod?” Mrs. Warwick asked.
 
   The thought of food made him want to gag.
 
   “I’m okay, Mrs. Warwick. I need to talk to the sheriff.” He started to leave the room, then stopped and turned. The woman was suffering. He took her hands and stared into eyes like Terri’s. God, she better be okay. “She’ll be okay. Wherever she is, she will fight him until we find her and bring her home.”
 
   Mrs. Warwick nodded, her chin trembling.
 
   “You raised a fighter, ma’am, so Paul will not win. The Pauls of this world never win. Not when you have people willing to stop him. And I plan to stop him.”
 
   “You’re right. Thank you. I needed to hear that.” She eased her hands from Rod’s and gripped them together. “Now, about food. We are making sandwiches in the kitchen and neighbors are bringing more as volunteers pour in. If you need anything, send the boys to find me. Pete, where’s your brother?”
 
   It was weird, but he felt better after talking to her. Outside, neighbors stood in groups, most of them women and children. Their men already took off in their cars to search surrounding farms. Terri might hate small towns, but they banded together in time of crisis. This kind of teamwork would be next to impossible in a big city. 
 
   Sheriff Larsen smiled briefly when Rod joined them at his makeshift command station—a metal table Terri’s mother had brought out from her backyard. Three female dispatchers were busy communicating with deputies and volunteers. 
 
   “Any news?” Rod asked, not expecting any positive feedback.
 
   “The deputies around the county are still doing door-to-door searches in their towns and the surrounding rural homes. Some people remembered a helicopter passing, but didn’t see it return. Others claim it headed east. Some say west. Eyewitnesses are never reliable, so we are concentrating our search in the north.”
 
   “Any word from Skyhawk? If they monitor their helicopters, they should have tracked it and known when they lost the signal.”
 
   Sheriff Larsen pinched his nose. “Yeah, well, the owner of the company said he was sending a printout, but I’m not holding my breath. The company has been cited numerous times for not updating their helicopters. Last time one of them went down, we didn’t catch the ELT signal until two hours after the crash because it was operating at a very low frequency. By the time we found it, the pilot had bled out.”
 
   Rod didn’t want to hear that shit. As though he realized who he was talking to, Sheriff  Larsen went red and pinched his nose repeatedly.
 
   “Sorry, I’m sure that’s not what you want to hear now,” the sheriff said. “What I’m trying to say is we are better off with the door-to-door searches and whatever help the SAR can give us from the air.”
 
   “Did you get anything else from Wilson?”
 
   “Other than the fact that this Vaughn fellow was with Paul Warwick, no. Unfortunately, we can only hold him for twenty-four hours because he hasn’t committed a crime in this state. The FBI will take him back with them. I’m not sure why the state police are involved. We have everything under control.” Censure crept into his voice, but Rod ignored it and called Delaney and Santiago for an update. The two were out searching.
 
   Fifteen minutes later, state police arrived with blazing sirens and parked along the curb. Behind them were black SUVs with tinted windows—the FBI and US Marshals. The FBI didn’t muscle their way into the case as the sheriff had thought. They took Wilson into custody and stayed in the background. The state police, on the other hand, were there because the helicopter had flown over several counties, the captain explained to Rod. His words or having them assist the sheriffs didn’t make Rod feel better. Paul could be anywhere.
 
   Rod went back inside and found Pete on his computer, the speakers on. He’d hacked into the police system and was listening to the police channel.
 
   “Where’s Shawn?”
 
   “He left with Delaney and Santiago. They had no choice, sir. Once he makes up his mind, there’s no stopping him. Is there a way your friend with the rig can just feed Paul to the sharks once you catch him?”
 
   He liked the boy’s faith in him, but there were some laws they didn’t break. “Those were fake sharks. The contraption is something Dom made because”—Rod didn’t need to scare the boy with Dom’s past—“he’s an engineer with a sick sense of humor. With a push of a button, he can add fake blood and make one of the sharks open its jaws.”
 
   “So that man is alive?” Pete sounded disappointed.
 
   “I’m afraid so, but he’s going to join Paul in jail.” Once they caught him. There was no question about it. He would find the bastard.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   “Teresa,” Paul Warwick said. “You have no idea how long I’ve waited for this moment. You look even more beautiful in person than in your pictures.”
 
   What pictures? She wanted to retreat as he closed the gap between them, but she couldn’t. Worse, he was holding the damn handcuffs. Oh God. He was finally going to use them on her. Her knees shook and her stomach churned, nausea threatening to push out the fruit she’d eaten in her mother’s kitchen. The past superimposed onto the present as she mentally went back to the blind corners he used to trap her in.
 
   He stopped in front of her, and her breath got lodged in her chest, her heart pounding painfully. His leering grew, vines of cold creeping up her spine.
 
   “You still get tongue-tied around me. I used to find that cute. Now I find it exciting.”
 
   He reached out and touched her hair. He used to do that. God, how had she forgotten his obsession with her hair? She wanted to slap his hand and call out for help, but her tongue was glued to the roof of her mouth. Dizziness washed over her and a ringing started in her ears.
 
   “I’ve watched you grow into a beautiful woman. I missed out on your last year of high school, but…”
 
   The rest of his words faded as the ringing in her ears grew louder. His mouth continued to open and close as he talked. When darkness licked the corners of her eyes, Terri realized why. Her lungs and brain were starved of air. She sucked in air, easing the ache in her chest and clearing the sounds in her head. 
 
   Sanity slowly crept in. She had no reason to fear this man. He was a sick piece of shit. A man who could only get it up if he dominated and terrorized a woman. She’d survived him, despite what he’d put her through. She’d survived, which made her the winner. The dizziness disappeared and the ringing stopped. His words came to her as though from afar, until they were loud and clear. 
 
   “…then I saw pictures of you and Thorne, and I knew I had to find you and stop him. He’s not the person for you, Teresa.” His hand shifted to her cheek. “None of them is worthy of you. Thorne hops from one woman to another and claims to be crazy about them. He’s incapable of loving anyone.”
 
   Her skin crawled and anger took root in her core. Who did he think he was to judge Rod? And how dare he touch her. He wasn’t fit to breathe the same air as she. Years of running and hiding, the terror and pain she’d hidden fueled her anger. It unfurled like the tendrils of a fireball, pulsing, spreading and gaining momentum as it crept to every corner of her body.
 
   “That’s why I escaped. For you, my Teresa. So we can finally be together.” His thumb touched the corner of her mouth, his overpowering aftershave cloying. “I’ve waited twenty years to claim you as mine.”
 
   The anger, now a full-blown rage, exploded through her. She turned into the weapon she’d trained so hard to become in her self-defense class. Her mouth opened. 
 
   “Yours? Yours?! You piece of shit.”
 
   Her hands shot up and slapped his ears, sending a blast of air into his ear canal and creating high pressure. If she wasn’t mistaken, she’d just popped his eardrums. Stunned, Paul cried out and reached up for his head.
 
   “Rapist pig! Pedophile filth!”
 
   She brought up her knee and caught him in the groin while unleashing a battle cry. He doubled over, his hands shifting organs, a keening sound escaping his lips.
 
   “You’ve waited twenty years to claim me? I’ve waited my lifetime to kick. Your. Ass.” She caught him by his hair and pushed his head down, and at the same, jerked her knees upwards again, connecting with his face. The crunch of a broken nose filled the air, the force of the final move knocking him backwards. He fell and hit one of the side tables, blood spewing all over his shirt. He was out cold before he hit the floor.
 
   She stared down at him, her breath coming out hard. “That’s for thinking you have the right to touch me.” She pushed him with her foot and smirked. “Just in case you didn’t get that, it means you don’t. You disgust me.” 
 
   Damn, what was she doing? She was yelling at an unconscious man, who might wake up any minute. Frantically, she looked around for something to tie him up with. She saw the cuffs under the table. He’d dropped them.
 
   Still running on adrenaline and the success of her self-defense moves, she grabbed one of his hands, rolled him over to his stomach, and twisted it behind him while pressing her knee on his back just in case he regained consciousness and tried to grab her. She cuffed his hands together. 
 
   She went looking for a phone, but there was no landline to the house. She found a bedroom with a suitcase with new clothes. Expensive clothes. His goons must have shopped for him. Surely they’d also gotten him a cell phone. She searched the suit case and under it.
 
   Nothing. 
 
   Damn it! She was jinxed. Every freaking time someone kidnapped her, she always ended up with no way to call for help. No, this was not an isolated island. The pilot had said the house was outside Smithfield, which meant there was a town nearby. She was about to leave the room when she noticed the duct tape on the floor.
 
   “Now why did you buy a duct tape, Paul? To tie me up with if the cuffs didn’t do the trick?” she murmured, grabbing it.
 
   Back in the living room, she wrapped them around his legs like a mummy. She didn’t stop until his arms were tightly bound to his body. “Better you than me, asshole.” 
 
   She went to the bathroom and washed her face and mouth with hot water to remove his touch from her skin. The stench of his aftershave still clung to her clothes. She didn’t think she’d feel clean again until she scrubbed every surface of her skin and burned her clothes.
 
   It was time to wake up the slime ball.
 
   Terri found a large pot in the kitchen and filled it with cold water. Back in the living room, she stared down at him and wanted to laugh. He was a pathetic excuse of  a human being and didn’t deserve any emotion from her. No pity or hatred. He was nothing. A slime at the bottom of her feet she needed to nudge off.
 
   She splashed him with the entire contents of the pot and watched as he coughed, sputtered, and shook his head. His eyelids opened, and for a beat, he stared at her in confusion. 
 
   She sat on the chair and leaned down. “Looks like you’ll live, asshole. Too bad.”
 
   He spat and looked at his bound body. “Why?”
 
   “Why what? Why did I beat you up? Because you are a sick fuck that dared to kidnap me. Because I never wanted you twenty years ago and I still don’t. Because you are a pedophile, Paul, and a rapist. And because you don’t deserve to touch me in any form whatsoever. The very thought of you nauseates me.”
 
   “Don’t say things like that, Teresa,” he whined.
 
   “Really? Can’t handle the truth?”
 
   “You sent me money while I was in jail,” he mumbled. “You love me.”
 
   She sneered. “I despise you, Paul. I did when I was ten and I do now. You’re nothing to me, you weak, pathetic excuse of a man. I would never send you a dime of my hard-earned money. Your goons stole my money and sent it to you. They lied that the money was from me, so by the time I finish with them, they will be your cell mates. They’re all you’ll ever have.”
 
   “That’s a lie. Bennett said you sent me the money and the pictures.”
 
   “Bennett deserves to rot in the hole with you. I never sent you anything. In fact, I tried not to think about you at all. You’re nothing to me. A nobody. Because of you, your father lost everything. Because of you, he killed himself. Without him, you have no one. My brothers didn’t even know you existed, until yesterday, and they already loathe you.”
 
   “Brothers?” He tried to sit up, his face twitching. “I have brothers?”
 
   His goons hadn’t told him? Shit. “No, Paul. You don’t have brothers. I do.”
 
   “I want to meet them. They have a right to know the truth. I didn’t mean to hurt those girls. They forced themselves onto me when all I ever wanted was you.”
 
   Terri ripped off a piece of duct tape and covered his mouth. “I don’t want to hear your sniveling voice spout more lies. It offends my senses. Before I leave, I want to make a few things clear. My brothers will never have anything to do with you. Not as long as I live. You are going back to jail because that’s where pedophiles and rapists belong, and that is if Rod doesn’t kill you first. You see, I belong to him. Not you. Him. Body and soul.” Paul looked ready to cry. “And while you rot in jail, Paul, we are going to be happy. I’m going to marry him and have enough kids to form a basketball team. But before that, I’m going to do what I’ve been doing since he and I met. I’m going to love him, make love to him, and sometimes, just fuck his brain out. Did I mention what an amazing lover he is? He’s the best, and he’s all mine just like I’m his. Chew on that, you piece of filth.” She stood and smiled. “Don’t go anywhere. I’ll be right back with the police.”
 
   He mumbled stuff and wiggled as though trying to break free. Shaking her head, Terri walked to the door. She stepped out of the house and looked around. The sun was setting and all she could see were trees. Damn. She had to find a way through this nightmare to civilization. To Rod. She pulled her sweater close and stepped off the porch. For Rod, she’d brave the elements. He must be crazy not knowing she was okay.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   “Excuse me,” a female dispatcher said, sticking her head into the living room. “They found the helicopter, Mr. Thorne.”
 
   Both Rod and Pete raced outside. The Captain and the state police were already pulling away. The US Marshalls followed them. The FBI were long gone.
 
   “The GPS and the ELT were smashed,” Sheriff Larsen explained. “From the tire marks, there was a car waiting for them. The body of the original pilot was found in the cockpit. They tried to make it seem like the pilot had an accident. There’s a big dent on the passenger side of the helicopter and blood.”
 
   Rod was on autopilot. One dead body behind. How many more to follow? He pulled out his phone. “Where’s the helicopter?”
 
   “Grizzly Creek. It’s a small town near the border of Idaho and Oregon. It’s a crime scene, Mr. Thorne. Civilians are not to go anywhere near it and that includes you. The state police already left to secure the scene and collect evidence. They will let me know what they find.”
 
   Rod wanted to strangle the man. “I need to know if some of the blood is Terri’s.”
 
   “It takes days to get blood test results from the crime lab and we can’t discuss the results with a civilian.”
 
   “Listen to me, you sanctimonious piece of shit. The woman I love is out there in the hands of a psychopath your system failed to keep under lock and key. If I have to break every goddamn law to make sure she is fine, I’ll do it. I’m hiring every fucking bounty hunter in this country to hunt down that son of a bitch.”
 
   The sheriff grew red in the face. “Listen here, Mr. Thorne. You Hollywood people need to stop coming here and acting like you are above the law. We will analyze the blood and follow due process—”
 
   Rod stopped listening to the man and speed-dialed a number. The phone was picked after one ring. “They found the helicopter near a place called Grizzly Creek.” He explained what the sheriff had said while the man glared at him. 
 
   “I’ll tell the geek squad,” Dom said.
 
   The next call Rod made was to Delaney. “Head back. They found the helicopter. The search is over.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   How far off the beaten track was this place? Terri felt like she’d been walking for hours yet there was still no sign of civilization. Her feet hurt, and her stomach growled. The night had fallen, and night creatures crept out to feed. The sounds were creepy, and every few feet, she heard the thicket and trees rustle as though something was following her.
 
   Terri shivered and pulled her sweater tighter, but it offered little protection. Cold had crept under her skin eons ago. She’d lost the heel of one of her sandals and had broken the second one to match it. The result was weirdly shaped soles that made each step she took shoot needles of pain up her calves. Maybe she had a blister or fire ants boring holes into her body.
 
   She’d contemplated walking barefoot and ditched the idea before it took root. No way in hell was she making it easy for bugs and creepy crawlies to take a chunk out of her. She slapped her arm, sure something had landed on it. The owner of that cabin ought to be thrown in jail for not paving the road  and adding street lights. 
 
   She stopped and angled her head. A helicopter was coming towards her. Terri hobbled to the middle of the road and frantically waved her arms to catch their attention. 
 
   “Over here! Down here! Hey!”
 
   She cursed when it veered to the left, the light sweeping the trees had totally missed her. It turned as though retracing its route. Frustrated, Terri sat in the middle of the road and screamed with frustration.
 
   She was not moving. Ever.
 
   Cold seeped through her thin dress to her butt. Damn, she could die of frostbite out here. Or worse, get eaten by some wild animal as she lay there too frozen to move. 
 
   Weird sounds came from her right and she turned to look, her heart pounding. The shuffling came closer. She swallowed her panic. She had too much to live for to be some bear’s main course. As she watched, something big separated from the trees and moved toward her.
 
   Terri jumped up and broke into a run. The one thing they’d taught her in her self-defense class was the power of running. It wasn’t cool or empowering, but it got you where you wanted to go—away from danger. Number two was unleashing your inner banshee and hoped it came out like a battle cry and scared off your attacker. She opened her mouth and screamed.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Three helicopters landed outside the house, one after the other, but Rod didn’t pay them attention. He didn’t have time to chat with the SAR air team. He continued to search the road for the SUV. The second Delaney and Santiago arrived, they were heading to Grizzly Creek. He hadn’t been kidding about mobilizing every bounty hunter to catch Warwick. He would pour all his resources into this because, without Terri, he was nothing.
 
   The sheriff was hanging around until the local volunteers returned. Rod gave the man kudos for caring about his people. His problem appeared to be outsiders with money.
 
   “You cannot land your helicopter on a public street,” he barked.
 
   “Ticket us,” a familiar voice said and Rod turned. For the first time in hours, he had a reason to smile.
 
   Dom reached him first. The hug between them was heartfelt. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “Did you think we’d let you to face this alone? Your woman is out there and you want her back; that means pooling our resources. And there’s that piece of shit we need to put back in the hole. If we have our way, they’ll move up his execution date.”
 
   Rake appeared behind him, carrying his special computer. He made eye contact with a questioning raise of his eyebrows as though to say, “You good?” then pushed the communication devices off the sheriff’s command table and replaced them with his computer.
 
   “You can’t do that,” one of the female dispatchers complained, but Rake ignored her.
 
   “Who are these people?” the sheriff asked.
 
   “Lex Fitzgerald, Sheriff Larsen.” Rod hadn’t noticed Lex until he spoke. Ever the diplomat, he shook the man’s hand. “Thank you for working tirelessly to rescue our friend.” He glanced around, not missing a thing. “Where’s Captain Gardner?”
 
   “He and his team left for the crash site,” the sheriff said. “But I’m still here. What can I do for you?”
 
   “We know where the helicopter landed first before it conveniently had an accident. We’re heading there after picking up Thorne. Feel free to come with us if you want to make the arrest.” He left the sheriff and closed the gap between him and Rod. The hug was equally genuine. “How are you holding up?” Lex asked.
 
   “Feeling less murderous now that you guys are here.” Rod glared at the sheriff. “What did you say about the helicopter landing somewhere else first?”
 
   “Rake will explain. I need to make a call.”
 
   Cade, Lucien, and Aiden arrived on the porch from the second helicopter. Rod appreciated the support, and he wasn’t surprised. Having each other’s back came with the territory. They were tight like that.
 
   Rake showed the sheriff the helicopter as it left the Warwicks’ home and where it landed, then the flight to Grizzly Creek. He didn’t miss a thing, including the man dressing up the pilot and creating the fake crime scene.
 
   “That’s Wendell’s ski lodge in Donnelly,” the sheriff said.
 
   “Do we notify Captain Gardner, sir?” one dispatcher asked.
 
   “No, Becky. Call Sheriff Glen instead and tell him to head up there.” Sheriff Larsen rubbed his hands. “We are going to find that fugitive and hand him over to the US Marshals ourselves. We’ll show them there’s nothing the state can do that we can’t do better. Where did you find this evidence, young man?” the sheriff asked Rake.
 
   “My satellites.” Rake removed a thumb drive from a USB port and handed it to the sheriff. “All the evidence you need to nail these assholes.” Then he closed his computer and looked at Rod. “What are we waiting for? Let’s go and get the piece of shit who started this.” He headed for the chopper.
 
   The sheriff hurried after him while yelling to Becky to contact him with any developments. For once, he didn’t complain about civilians at crime scenes. Rake, Cade, Aiden, and Lucien left in the first chopper while Rod followed with Lex, Dom, and the sheriff in the second one.
 
   Rod sat with his elbows on his knees, his jaws tight. His insides were encased in ice, yet he could feel beads of sweat forming on his forehead. He didn’t know what to expect. His mind kept playing one scenario after another, all of them fucked up. Terri had better be okay. If the bastard touched her, he was dead. Dom and Rake had talked about having some guard kill him. He would double the man’s pay to make it slow and painful.
 
   Rod’s eyes met Dom’s across the sheriff’s head. For once, Dom didn’t speak. He understood the gravity of the situation. 
 
   “What is the governor going to do about Warwick’s escape?” Rod asked.
 
   “Two guards are going to jail and the warden lost his job,” Lex said from the front seat. “I’m pushing to have Warwick’s execution expedited.”
 
   “You can do that?” the sheriff asked, but he didn’t get an answer because his walkie-talkie crackled.
 
   “Sheriff, are you there?” a female dispatcher asked.
 
   The sheriff brought the walkie-talkie to his lips. “I’m here, Becky. What’s going on?”
 
   “They found Ms. Randal, sir. Except for a few bruises on her feet from walking, she’s okay. Deputy, uh, Carmichael was searching the area and saw her. His torch ran out of battery, and it was dark, so she thought he was a bear.” The dispatcher chuckled. “She was running from him when he yelled her name. She’s fine, sir.”
 
   The relief that coursed through Rod was sweet. He traded grins with Dom. He reached forward and slapped Lex’s shoulder. He would not have found her this fast without his friends. Rod chuckled at the idea of Terri thinking the deputy was a bear. The smile disappeared from his face. A bear in the woods in Idaho was no laughing matter. She could have easily met one. She must have been really scared. Where was Warwick? 
 
   “That’s great news, Becky.” The sheriff grinned as though he had solved the case. “Where’s Ms. Randal now?”
 
   “At Wendell’s with Deputy Carmichael, sir. Sheriff Glen is on his way there.”
 
   “And the fugitive?” the sheriff asked.
 
   “She’d already subdued him, sir. She broke his nose, cuffed him, and tied him up with duct tape.” The dispatcher chuckled. “That’s one tough woman.”
 
   Rod grinned. No, that was his woman.
 
   “Where the hell did she get cuffs?” Dom asked, and the sheriff repeated the question.
 
   “Apparently, the fugitive had them with him,” Becky said.
 
   Rod’s anger surged again. He knew what those cuffs meant. The bastard had terrorized Terri with them and had probably planned to use them on her. He wanted a moment alone with Warwick. The sheriff owed him that much.
 
   The flight seemed to take forever. An ambulance and two police cars was parked outside the cabin. The second the helicopter landed, Rod ran towards the ambulance. Terri was seated in the back, her feet bandaged, yet she jumped down and flew into his arms.
 
   “I thought I lost you, baby. I thought…” He leaned back. “Did he touch you?”
 
   “No. But I got him. I kicked his ass, Rod.”
 
   Rod laughed and kissed her. The feel of her in his arms, safe and sound melted the cold that had resided inside him. He eased off the kiss and pressed his forehead against hers.
 
   “I love you, Terri Randal. You amaze me and humble me, and I’m never letting you out of my sight as long as that bastard is alive. You’re going to have protection around the clock. I’m opening a temporary office in Vegas until you finish your renovation, then we’re getting married, and I’m chaining you to my side.” He winced at his choice of words. “No cuffs.”
 
   She laughed and kissed him. “I won’t mind the cuffs, but 24/7 protection will cramp our style, unless you don’t want us to make love.”
 
   “Let’s go home.” He cradled her in his arms and started for the helicopter.
 
   “Don’t you want to see Paul?”
 
   “Nope. Let Lex and the others appreciate your awesomeness. I already know.”
 
   “They’re here?”
 
   He chuckled. He loved the way she could only focus on him and everyone else ceased to matter. They walked right past them. “The whole gang. I’m sure some of them are taking pictures of Warwick and smirking.”
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
   Terri studied the men gathered in her mother’s dining room, stuffing their faces with her lasagna, and smiled. She liked Rod’s friends. Even Dom. They were silly but entertaining. Her brothers openly stared at them in awe. They were big men, but she didn’t think that was why Shawn and Pete were star struck. Knowing Pete, he’d researched the men and shared the information with Shawn. Each of the men had more money than most developing countries, yet they were acting like a bunch of regular Joes, teasing each other, asking for second helpings, openly flirting with her mother, except Lex. He wore a tiny smile as he conversed with her. He was like the leader of the pack, enjoying their antics, but not participating. Terri wasn’t sure what he was telling her mother, but the way she studied each of the men, she had a feeling he was discussing the others.
 
   “This is the best lasagna I’ve ever eaten, Mrs. Warwick,” Aiden said. Terri sighed, listening to him. That British accent must drive girls crazy. “If you don’t mind sharing, could I have the recipe?”
 
   “Do you cook?” Shawn asked. “Or do you want it for your personal chef?”
 
   Aiden laughed and glanced at the others, a boyish smile curling his lips. “Can I cook, boys?”
 
   A groan came from the others.
 
   “Show off,” Lucien muttered.
 
   “Envious,” Aiden shot back. “Yes, Shawn. I’m quite efficient in the kitchen.”
 
   “And you make luxury cars too?” Shawn asked. It was obvious which one impressed him the most.
 
   “Oh yes. It’s all about creativity, son. Food. Cars. Women.” He took their mother’s hand and kissed her knuckles. “I would be forever in your debt, ma’am, if you shared your recipe.”
 
   Their mother blushed. “Of course. It’s an old family recipe, but I’ll write it down for you after dinner.”
 
   “Is the garlic bread ready? I smell it.” Dom sniffed the air.
 
   “I’ll get it,” her mother said, but Dom was already up.
 
   “No, ma’am. You cooked.” He gently nudged her back into her seat. “I’ll get it.”
 
   “He’ll eat all of it,” Aiden complained. “Excuse me,” he added, got up and raced to the kitchen. “Bloody wanker,” came from the kitchen.
 
   “Show some respect for your adopted country and curse like an American, ingrit,” Dom retorted.
 
   “Damn Yankee. Give me that.”
 
   Terri laughed. Her brothers stared at each other, then at Rod.
 
   “Don’t mind them,” Rod reassured them. “It’s how they show affection. And no, Lucien, I’m not asking them to behave, so deal with it.”
 
   Terri could tell Lucien was embarrassed. She was still trying to read the blond.
 
   “They want to make a fool of themselves”—Rod’s voice rose and carried—“in front of Terri’s family, let them.”
 
   Silence followed, then the two men returned with half the garlic bread gone. After dinner, the boys cleared the table and everyone moved to the living room. Rod carried Terri, sat her on his lap, and made sure her feet didn’t touch the ground. She was perfectly happy to nestle in his arms.
 
   Her mother and Lex were still having their conversation, so Terri observed the others. There are the ones she called the quiet ones—Cade, Lucien, and Rake. Cade had gorgeous silver eyes, so she understood why he didn’t need to talk to catch anyone’s attention. Those eyes did all the talking. Lucien was quiet, until her brother, Shawn, cornered him and they started talking video games. Pete and Rake got lost in their little world when he brought out his computer and they started speaking their own language. Dom and Aiden wanted details of how Terri brought down Paul, which earned them a glare from Rod.
 
   “Get lost, both of you,” he snarled. “She doesn’t want to relive it.”
 
   “I don’t mind,” Terri said and the one room grew quiet. “I took self-defense classes over the years and it saved me today.” She explained what happened and grinned at their reaction. But the pride in Rod’s eyes made her feel extra special. Paul might not be dead, but he would no longer haunt her. 
 
   It was almost ten when the men got up to leave.
 
   “Are you staying in town? Because I could make breakfast for everyone tomorrow morning,” Terri’s mother offered.
 
   “That would have been wonderful, Mrs. Warwick, but we’re flying home tonight,” Lex said. “My pilot is waiting for us in Boise. Maybe next time.” He took her hand and kissed her knuckles. Her mother’s cheeks grew pink. “The meal was delicious. I hope we meet again.”
 
   Lex came to where Terri sat on Rod’s lap and kissed her cheek. “Our first meeting has been memorable. Come visit us when you’re back in L.A. Jillian would love to meet you.”
 
   “I’d love that too.”
 
   One by one, the other men said their goodbyes. Lucien surprised everyone by inviting the boys to give him a call if they ever needed a summer job. 
 
   “Pete will work for me,” Rake said, as though the two of them had already discussed it. From Pete’s expression, Rake was his hero. More offers came from the others. The fact that they were Paul’s brothers didn’t seem to bother the men. 
 
   “Mom, can we?” Shawn asked.
 
   “Let’s discuss it later,” was all their mother said. She and the twins escorted the men outside and waited until the helicopters took off. 
 
   “Should I be insulted they don’t want to work at XSN?” Rod asked.
 
   “Oh, honey. Are you? I’m sure they’ll jump at the opportunity to work for you.” 
 
   Rod grinned. “Hell no. I figured they’d stay with us. Seeing them in the office and at home would be too much, especially the mouthy one. Besides, I won’t be there to mentor them. We’re going to Vegas.”
 
   She really didn’t think she needed to be in Vegas every day for the renovations. She would check with Lucille.
 
   “We’ll talk about that later. Right now, I need to know if you’re spending the night here.” She needed to reaffirm their relationship.
 
   “Hell yes. I told you, I’m not letting you out of my sight.”
 
   Terri’s mother overheard him as she entered the room and said, “I’ll prepare the guest room.”
 
   “Thanks, Mom.”
 
   “Thanks, ma’am,” Rod added.
 
   “The bedroom is for you, son. Terri will sleep with me.” Her mother swept out of the room without a backward glance while Terri laughed at Rod’s expression.
 
   “Is she serious?” he asked.
 
   “Very. You didn’t really think she’d let us sleep together under her roof as an unmarried couple? We have to set an example for the boys.” Rod groaned and kissed her. It was a slow roll of waves, soft and sweet. Reverent. After the mess with Paul, she needed him to possess her, mark her, claim her. When he lifted his head, she mumbled “We need to go for a drive.”
 
   “Where to?”
 
   “A nearby hotel where we have a whole floor already paid for. We could be back by midnight. The keys to Mom’s car are over there.” She pointed at a side table.
 
   “God, how I love you, Terri Randal. I don’t know what I ever did to deserve you, but I’m going to count my blessings every day.” He sealed the words with a kiss and stood with her. He stopped at the table with the keys, and she scooped them up.
 
   “Mom, we’ll be back in a few hours. We’re going for a drive.”
 
   They didn’t wait for her mother’s response. Terri had no problem whatsoever sneaking away with her man. Not when he was such a willing partner.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

EPILOGUE
 
    
 
   Terri entered the bedroom to find her fiancé sans shirt with his dress pants unzipped. Candlelight flickered on the planes of his tanned, chiseled chest turning him into a golden god. She’d been waiting eagerly for him to come home from work. He drained his drink, put the glass down, and pulled down his pants.
 
   Her breath caught at the sheer perfection of his body. His cock stood majestically from a tuft of dark hair, the crown engorged and flushed. Moisture rushed between her legs and to her mouth. She wanted to stroke him, lick him, and suck him dry, but at the same time, she wanted him inside her. Dinner wouldn’t be served for a couple of hours, so they had time.
 
   Two months had passed since the mess in Idaho, and their feelings for each other only seemed to grow. This was the week they were not going to Vegas, and she just learned she sucked at waiting for him to come home. In Vegas, he worked from their penthouse suite and didn’t have people around, except Delaney and Santiago. The two men knew how to pull a Houdini whenever she appeared. Maybe she should start paying him a visit at his office. She and his assistant had clicked, and the woman had told her to stop by anytime. Terri would call her and see when he was free. Office booty call would definitely surprise him. At least her brothers would not be there to tease. Shawn, the big mouth, had teased her in Idaho after their tryst. The pipsqueak kept forgetting she was his older sister.
 
   Pete was doing computer stuff for Rake, while Shawn flew to Silicon Valley three times a week with Lucien. When home, like now, they were in the bedrooms in the basement, which had a family room with a big screen TV and a pool table. Dinner wouldn’t be served for a couple of hours. Terri still couldn’t believe her mother let them stay with them for the summer. Maybe it was Rod and the whole Paul fiasco, or meeting his friends and seeing the type of relationship he had with them. Or maybe it was the engagement ring he’d given Terri. Whatever the reason, her mother had given Rod the stamp of approval. Not that it would have made any difference if she’d hated him. Terri was completely and hopelessly in love with him.
 
   “You know I can tell when your eyes are on me,” Rod said.
 
   “That’s good to know because I always know the moment you enter the room.” She crossed the room, wearing nothing, but eagerness. She slipped into his arms. “I missed you.”
 
   “Come to the office whenever you like.” He stroked her cheek, cupped her face, and kissed her. He started slow. A taste here. A nibble there. She leaned in, showing him what she wanted. He crushed her lips with his, the intensity shooting from easy to possessive. When he lifted his head, his honey-brown eyes were burning. “I never loved, until you. Never had a need, until you. I adore you, Terri Randal”
 
   “Not as much as I want, need, and love you.” She punctuated her words with kisses on his lips, chest, and stomach. She dropped on her knees and nudged him back, until he reclined on the lounge. She was drenched and her pussy throbbed from watching him, but she needed to make him feel good first. She wrapped her hand around him. His cock was hot, veins ridging the length. She rolled her tongue around the crown and he groan.
 
   “Baby, that feels amazing,” he ground out, his hips lifting and seeking more.
 
   She licked his entire length, from the base to the crown, then back down to his balls. He loved it when she played with his balls. So many nerves to stimulate.
 
   “Terri,” he rasped in a strangled voice as she sucked and used the tip of her tongue on him. She pumped him, sucking him, and laving with her tongue. “No, not yet.”
 
   He reached for her and lifted her, so she straddled him. He nuzzled the valley between her breasts, then took a nipple into his mouth, suckling and nipping with his teeth. He moved to the other breast and paid it the same homage while she arched into him and moaned. He slid lower, kissing his way to her belly button.
 
   “Grip the top of the lounge and hang on.” His breath bathed her pussy with each word. Her thighs trembled when he reached under her, gripped her waist, and brought her to his mouth. 
 
   Terri gasped when his tongue swept across her pussy. Then his mouth closed on her and he started eating her like he’d been starved. Sensation shot from her clit to her spine, shocking her body. She moaned and writhed. His mouth was merciless, his grip on her ass holding her in place so she had no room to move but grind into his mouth. Sensations built. Muscles tightened. The wave rose, ready to crash her senses.
 
   Then he stopped. Terri cried out.
 
   “No, baby. I was close.”
 
   “I know,” he said, chuckling. He kissed his way back up to her lips. “But I love it when you ride me.”
 
   “Me too.” With her legs planted on the floor on either side of the lounge, it gave a lot of control. “And for leaving me hanging, I’m going to make you beg later tonight,” she vowed.
 
   “I’m counting on it.” He circled her waist with his arm and gripped his cock with his other hand, then guided it to her entrance. Gripping her ass, he slid inside her pussy, filling her so exquisitely, she let out a long moan.
 
   “You feel so good. So perfect.” He buried his face into her neck, leaving a trail of kisses. When he reach her ear, he rasped, “Ride me, baby. Show me I’m yours.”
 
   With her feet firmly on the ground, she showed him, moving up and down his shaft, grinding, and pushing him, until he couldn’t take it anymore. He kissed her hard, bore down on her lower lip , until pain radiated through her core. It triggered her orgasm and the wave rose.
 
   Totally in tune with her body, he felt it and gripped her hips, taking over, moving her at a frenzied pace. She wrapped her arms around his neck, pressing into him, their movements in perfect unison. Her body stiffened as the force of her orgasm crashed through her. She cried out and closed her eyes, losing herself in the sensations.
 
   “No, look at me,” Rod ordered. 
 
   She looked into his eyes and she saw her love reflected in his. His face was taught with tension as he tried to control his orgasm and prolong hers, but she could feel his cock expanding inside her.
 
   “You are mine, Terri. Always.”
 
   “Always,” she echoed his last word, pushing him to a point of no return. 
 
   His eyes rolled into the back of his head, and he cried out her name as his orgasm rocked his body, his release so intense she felt it fill her. She wrapped her arms around him and rocked him until the tremors stopped. She splayed her fingers through his hair, tipped his head, and kissed the tears that had escaped his eyelids, then his lips. He opened his eyes, a sensual smile curling his lips. He kissed her nose.
 
   “I’m hungry. Feed me”
 
   “You’re always hungry. Alejandro is trying one of my special recipes,” she said even though she could feel him hardening inside her.
 
   “I wasn’t talking about food.”
 
   She chuckled. She was hungry, but making love with her man was a lot more fun than food. God, she hoped it would always be like this between them.
 
   “I’ll get the cuffs,” she said.
 
    
 
    
 
   THE END
 
   


 
   
  
 

THE INFINITUS BILLIONAIRE SERIES
 
    
 
   Thank you for reading INTRIGUE, Infinitus Billionaire (Book 3).  If you enjoyed the book please consider writing a review. Reviews can make a difference in the ranking of a book. 
 
   Amazon http://bit.ly/Intrigue-Kindle
 
   Amazon UK http://bit.ly/Intrigue-KindleUK
 
    
 
   The rest of the Infinitus Agendum Billionaires are waiting for their chance to seduce you and you will get to know them after enjoying the first two chapters of Slow Burn. To be updated on which billionaire’s story is coming your way, giveaways, teasers, and deleted scenes, join my newsletter. 
 
   http://bit.ly/EBWaltersNewsletter 
 
    
 
   For the discussion about the series, join my private page on FB: http://bit.ly/LetsTalkBillionares
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

THE NEXT IN THE SERIES
 
   Title (To be announced)
 
    
 
   Brilliant and gifted with a rare understanding of the female body, Sloan Noelle dedicates his time to creating sinful pleasures—lingerie designed to make women feel desirable and innovative sex toys that guarantee their satisfaction. But one woman is about to topple the empire he has worked so hard to build from the shadows.
 
    
 
   She appears in his hideaway battered, starved, and with no memory of who she is or how she got there. He nurses her back to life and discovers something he’d given up on, someone who matches his thirst for adventure in and out of the bedroom. But when he realizes her true identity might expose him, he wants her gone. 
 
    
 
   Can he let her go when she’s crawled under his skin? Or will he finally put to rest the ghosts of his past and allow himself a chance at love?
 
   


 
   
  
 

RECOMMENDED READS
 
    
 
   As you wait for the next book in this series. Please check out my Paranormal Romance Award-winning, International Bestselling series Runes. The First Book is currently FREE http://bit.ly/RunesKindle. And you can also visit this site http://www.ednahwalters.com for more information on my YA/NA Series. 
 
   And my YA Urban Fantasy series—The Guardian Legacy Series, which focuses on the Nephilim, children of the fallen angels. You can find the first book, Awakened here http://bit.ly/Awakened-KU
 
    
 
   
  
 

THE FITZGERALD FAMILY SERIES READING ORDER
 
   Slow Burn: http://bit.ly/SlowBurnKindle
 
   Mine Until Dawn: http://bit.ly/MineUntilDawnKindle
 
   Kiss Me Crazy: http://bit.ly/KissMeCrazyKindle
 
   Dangerous Love: http://bit.ly/DangerousLoveKindle
 
   Forever Hers: http://bit.ly/ForeverHersKindle
 
   Surrender to Temptation: http://bit.ly/SurrenderToTemptationKindle
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR
 
    E.B. Walters holds a PhD in Chemistry and is a stay-at-home mother of five. She is also a USA Today bestselling author. She writes about flawed heroes and the women who love them. 
 
   Her contemporary works includes The Fitzgerald Family series, which has six books, and her USA Today bestselling series: Infinitus Billionaires. The first book Impulse is a 2015 IndieFab Silver Award winner in contemporary romance category and 2015 National Indie Excellence Award winner. The next book in the series, Title Unknown (Infinitus Billionaire, Book 4) is Sloane Noelle’s story.
 
    
 
   Ednah also writes YA/NA Paranormal Romance as Ednah Walters. Her award-winning YA Paranormal Romance—Runes Series—started with Runes and has a total of 9 books to date. Heroes, released in March 2016 and Gods, released in June of 2016. 
 
    
 
   YA Urban Fantasy series—The Guardian Legacy Series, which focuses on the Nephilim, children of the fallen angels. GL Series started with Awakened and has a total of 4 books. The latest book in the series, Forgotten, was released in June 2015. The GL series is published by Spencer Hill Press (Beaufort Books) 
 
    
 
   Whether she’s writing about her sexy, strong willed and tenacious contemporary billionaires and the women who tamed them. Valkyries, Norns, and Grimnirs, or Guardians, Demons, and Archangels, Love, family, and friendship play crucial roles in all her books.
 
    
 
   To stay up to date with her work, exclusives, giveaways, teasers, and deleted scenes, join my newsletter.
 
    
 
   To stay up to date with her work, exclusives, giveaways, teasers, and deleted scenes, join my newsletter. 
 
    
 
    
 
   E.B. WALTERS’ LINKS:
 
    
 
   E.B.’s mailing list.
 
   http://bit.ly/EdnahsNewsletter
 
   Discussion group about her billionaires, join her private page: http://bit.ly/LetsTalkBillionaires 
 
   E. B. Walters’ Website: www.author-ebwalters.com 
 
   Facebook Fanpage: https://www.facebook.com/AuthorEBWalters 
 
   Twitter: https://twitter.com/eb_walters  
 
   Blog: http://enwalters.blogspot.com
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   EDNAH WALTERS’ LINKS:
 
    
 
   YA/Ednah Walters’: http://bit.ly/EdnahWNewsletter
 
   For the discussion about her series, join her private pages on FB: 
 
   RUNES and GL: http://bit.ly/EdnahsEliteValkyries 
 
   Ednah Walters’ Website: http://www.ednahwalters.com 
 
   Ednah Walters in Facebook: http://bit.ly/EdnahWFans
 
   Ednah Walters on Twitter: http://bit.ly/EdnahTwitter 
 
   Facebook Fanpage: https://www.facebook.com/AuthorEdnahwalters 
 
   Instagram: http://bit.ly/EdnahW-Instagram 
 
   Tumblr: http://bit.ly/EdnahWaltersTumblr 
 
   Blog: http://ednahwalters.blogspot.com 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    To learn more about the Infinitus Billionaires, see the summaries below and stop by my website to read more. I wrote the Fitzgerald family for a publisher and some of you may find the series a bit formulaic. The joy of indie publishing is it allows us to push boundaries with our characters, in and out of the bedroom. So if you love contemporary romance and want to read more about the Fitzgeralds, try that series. The link to the first boxed set is below. For now…
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

MEET THE REST OF THE BILLIONAIRES
 
    
 
    
 
   Sloan Noelle:
 
   Owns: Lingerie line
 
   Height: 6ft 4in.
 
   Physical appearance: brown wavy hair, aquamarine eyes with brown specs, a beard, wears glasses, lean, surfer body, a few tats over scars
 
   Socially: Quiet and introverted, very private
 
   Quirks:  Hates champagne, loves tea, and doesn’t swear, surfs a lot, wears sailor shirts and shorts/pants
 
   Meet Sloan here: http://bit.ly/SloanNoelle  
 
    
 
    
 
   Dominic “Dom” Manos:
 
   Owns: Oil company
 
   Height: 6ft 4in.
 
   Physical app: Long black hair, darker/swarthy complexion, broad shoulders, most often has a beard, honey-brown eyes.
 
   Socially: Rough around the edges, goes out of his way to make people squirm
 
   Quirks:  Loves cigars and using his hands to create and fix things, comfortable in boots, jeans, and T-shirts, drives a truck
 
   Meet Dom here: http://bit.ly/DominicManos 
 
    
 
    
 
   Rake Ashworth:
 
   Owns: Telecommunication empire with several satellites
 
   Height: 6ft 2 in.
 
   Physical appearance: nicely trimmed beard, wavy hair, light-green eyes, tribal tattoos (full sleeve)
 
   Socially: A brooder, a perfectionist, swears a lot, doesn’t care if people like him or not. Hates parties.
 
   Quirks:  Private, doesn’t drink or smoke, likes to be in control, dresses in custom-made suits
 
   Meet Rake here: http://bit.ly/RakeAshworth 
 
    
 
    
 
   Cade Padwick:
 
   Work: Social media guru and a computer genius.
 
   Height: 6ft 2in.
 
   Physical appearance: short-cropped black hair, silver eyes, tattoos galore 
 
   Socially:  Women can’t resist his gorgeous eyes 
 
   Quirks: hacks into websites to relieve boredom, gets bored easily 
 
   Meet Cade here: http://bit.ly/CadePadwick 
 
    
 
    
 
   Aiden Bradford:
 
   Owns: Imports-exports custom-made luxury cars
 
   Height: 6ft 2in.
 
   Physical appearance: Light brown/blond hair, icy-blue eyes, built like a model, dimples
 
   Socially: Charming British accent women find irresistible
 
   Quirks:  refined tastes in clothes, cars, and women
 
   Meet Aiden here: http://bit.ly/AidenBradford 
 
    
 
    
 
   Lucien Mortenson:
 
   Owns: Gaming and software company
 
   Height: 6ft 1in.
 
   Physical appearance: Golden-blond hair, sky-blue eyes, body of a runner
 
   Socially: Loves to party, falls in and out of love often
 
   Quirks:  Hacks into websites when bored too, loves fast cars and designer clothes.
 
   Meet Lucien here: http://bit.ly/LucienMortenson 
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Lies. Secrets. Sensual games.
Their mistake...
A one-night that turned into three days of decadence.

A—

‘Terri Randal is tired of hiding from a disturbed man who believes
she belongs to him—nher stepbrother. She can't sign a lease, open a
bank account, or even use her legal name without him finding her.
The only thing she has is her anonymity as the Chameleon, the
masked organizer of high-stake poker games for billionaires. And
she never mixes business with pleasure.

Billionaire Roderick "Rod" Thorne has three vices. Beautiful women.
Gambling. Booze. During the day, he pushes boundaries with his
publications and shows. At night, he eases his guilt with high-stakes
games and sexual escapades. Until a weekend spent with an
unforgettable woman changes it all.

When Rod finds out the true identity of the Chameleon, he realizes
he has the weapon to even an old score and get the relief he
desperately craves. Will it lead to the revenge he dreams of or the
riskiest bet of his life—love?
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