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AUTHORS NOTE





ITS NOT ALWAYS easy to write a hero such as Micah Sloane. He implants himself in your head, and he refuses to change. From the beginning, Micah was Jewish. He was Mossad. He was a man who saw death in far different ways than I did. A man who knew how to kill without guilt when killing was necessary. He made no excuses for who he was, for what he was. And he didnt need to make excuses.


I knew next to nothing about the Jewish faith or culture, so I had some studying to do. Many of the things I learned gave me a new respect for both the culture and the religion. But it also gave me new insights into my hero. I hope you see in him all the things I saw. A man as enduring, as strong, and as powerful as the land he came from. A man who knew love, honored love, and a man who understood love. Any mistakes I made in his character are mine alone.


But I want to give special thanks to a very brave friend who helped me with the character, the Hebrew, and a general understanding of the Jewish culture. Thanks, Kat. I couldnt have done it without your insights.


And thanks to the very dear character Micah. He helped me learn and to grow strong and that is truly the greatest gift of all.
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PROLOGUE





SHE WAS A MOTHER. She was a daughter. She was a sister and a wife. Delicate and so very beautiful. Dusky flesh stretched over aristocratic features that drew attention to the slope of her brow, the full delectable pout of her lips.


She was slender, well toned. She was a work of art for her age. A woman of forty-five shouldnt be in such peak physical condition.


Unless she was a killer.


Yes, she was a killer, the worst sort of killer actually. A woman of beauty, sparkling wit, and gentle hands. Those hands could fire a gun, wield a knife, or toss a grenade with the same merciless conviction as any male he had ever known. And yet, her soul was gentle. Gentle and strong.


Pretty, he whispered as he touched the silken flesh of that hand, ran his finger over it, and finally found the subtle calluses of her trade.


She was a warrior. A warrior such as she should never have the light in her dark, pretty eyes extinguished.


Its business, you understand. He kept his tone balanced, perfectly modulated.


He didnt want to frighten her. The blood pumped harder and faster through the body with fear. It would flow from her veins too quickly; there would be no chance to enjoy the beauty and rich satisfaction that came the moment one so strong gave up her last breath of life.


Did one such as she feel fear? he wondered.


He tilted his head to the side, an edge of curiosity pricking at him as she stared back at him with icy resolve. There was no fear in her eyes; there was no concern for her own life. She stared back at him with cold, flat eyes. Yet he knew those eyes. He had smiled into them many times. He had been charmed by her laughter and wit. But he had never known if she ever felt fear.


How very odd, he thought. He normally knew such simple things when he took an assignment. He made it his job to know all things about his victims.


Do you fear? He had to ask the question. He asked it in her own tongue; the beauty of her language had always fascinated him.


Many might not consider the Hebrew language one of grace and purity, but he did. He felt it each time he heard the words falling gracefully from an Israelis lips. There was a certain cadence, a mystical, ancient fluidity, that fascinated him.


Of you? Her words slurred just the faintest bit from the sedative he had given her before carrying her to his lair. I know no fear of you.


Do you fear death? He feared death. He faced it with each job he took, and sometimes he feared that when his own end came, it would come with pain and humiliation.


I fear nothing on this earth. And he believed it.


But you should, she continued. You should fear, for a wrath such as none you have ever known will descend upon you.


Your God? he sneered.


God will judge you, but Garren and David will destroy you.


Her husband. Her son. A CIA agent and a Mossad soldier. They were formidable adversaries.


They will never know it was I who took you from this earth, Ariela, he promised her with a tinge of regret. Angels may watch over them, but they wont speak my name.


She didnt give him the benefit of emotion. Instead, she turned her gaze from him, refusing to look at him.


His fingers trailed between her breasts once again, and he was glad he had cut her clothes from her. The chill air of the lair he had chosen peaked her nipples as though she were aroused. As though she waited for her lover, naked and spread out upon the metal table.


Her arms were manacled by the wrists, her hands hanging over the table, the chains attached to hooks in the floor. Her legs were lifted, spread, and held by the heavy chains he had attached to the ceiling.


His thumb brushed over a nipple, and still she didnt react.


Does ice water or blood run through your veins? he asked as he continued to touch her.


The feel of her flesh was exquisite. It was a shame that her husband would no longer feel the warmth of her beside him in his bed each night. Her arms would no longer embrace him. He would no longer know the slide of her silken flesh against his body.


Does it matter which runs through it? She didnt blink; she didnt cry; she didnt plead.


What satisfaction would he gain from this death? he wondered. Well, besides the nice fat payment that would be deposited in his account once her beautiful body was found. And the fact that his employer would continue to refrain from revealing his identity. That was becoming something of a problem for him. He would have never taken this job without that threat backing his required fee.


Unfortunately, it doesnt matter, he sighed. Are you not curious why youre here? Who ordered your death?


Would it matter?


He smiled back at her. You could take the name of the one who ordered your death into the afterlife with you. Does that matter?


Her lips quirked. Whether I know his name or not will make no difference in my afterlife. The One who matters knows his name; He knows the name of the one who hired you. He knows your soul. He knows who to punish.


He nearly flinched at the belief that resounded in her voice. She believed when he didnt, yet her belief had the power to send a jolt of concern through him.


Bah. He wouldnt allow this.


He grinned back at her mockingly. Your God will punish me then?


She said nothing more. Her gaze looked up, as though to the ceiling. Her lips moved, though he didnt know the words she whispered. She whispered them to herself. Perhaps to her God.


He fingered the one article he had left on her body. A symbol of her faith. The Star of David. He had always admired it. Her husband, Garren, had had it crafted for her. Each point of the six-sided silver star held a drop of gold inset in the point. It was simple, held to her neck by leather rather than gold or silver.


Your son will find your body, he decided aloud, wondering if she would react to that decision.


There was no reaction. She stared ahead, her gaze fixed on something he couldnt see, wouldnt see. Ah well. Whatever got her through death, he decided as he moved from her and chose his blade.


Perhaps I will give you my real name before the last breath eases from your body, he decided. You might want to tell your God who I am. Just in case He gives a damn that youre dead.


No reaction, but had he really expected one?


This part was usually his favorite. He moved back from the table and didnt feel the familiar jolt of excitement, though.


He had always enjoyed playing with them. He enjoyed tracking them, kidnapping them. He liked the moment when their eyes opened and they realized they were standing on deaths doorstep.


But this time, he felt only regret and a sense of anger. There was no reason for her death, not really. She wasnt close enough to identify his employer, but his employer was a bit psychotic at times.


He chose his weapon, a razor blade. Such a simple weapon, easy to purchase, so simple to use.


You know, once, when I was a very young child, he mused, I happened upon my mother.


He ran the edge of the blade against her arm, just enough for her to feel the cold metal and to know her fate.


She lay in her bathtub, naked, blood dripped from her wrists onto the floor, and her eyes stared at me with such perfect peace.


He stared at her, and his mothers face flashed before his eyes. Blond hair, blue eyes, fragile features. His mother had been perfect.


She wasnt dead, he continued. I knelt by the tub. I knew she had chosen that path, and I asked her why. And she smiled. He smiled. Because, she said, she loved the feel of the blade as it sliced into her vein. It was like a grape popping. He shook his head at the thought. Unfortunately, Mother was more into cutting herself than truly dying. She didnt die that time, nor the next. He patted her arm. She didnt die until I strapped her down to her own kitchen table and helped her along a bit.


He had told this story many times before. Always he had seen shock or horror on the face of his victim. On this one, he saw only that faraway look in her eyes and the soft ripple of her lips as she whispered to herself whatever words she formed with her tongue.


Her arm was turned up, her wrist vulnerable, the vein pulsing just below the flesh.


With his free hand he reached down and allowed his thumb to feather over the vein, his eyes to stare at it with sadness as he laid the blade to it.


There it was. He groaned at the feel of the vein popping beneath the blade. He let it slice deep, severing the vein before he moved to her other arm.


Anger was rocking through him now. Damn the egomaniacal bastard who held his identity as hostage. Were it not for him, this woman would be smiling. She would not be dying. She would be blessing the earth with her presence rather than bleeding into the dirt.


Say something. Youre dying, he snapped.


He wanted her to fight, to scream, to rage. And she did none of those things. Did she regret nothing? Were there no sins that she had yet to atone for?


She said nothing. She stared above him, whispered soundlessly, and only the smallest flinch betrayed her awareness of what he was doing when he let the blade slice into her other wrist.


The vein popped open, severed, and spilled its scarlet bounty over his fingers. His eyes closed as the silken hot, rich sensation feathered over his fingers, into his hand.


His breathing was harsh now, uneven as he reached down and touched himself and began to pump the aching flesh as pleasure tore through him.


He watched her face. He had to time this perfectly. Just right. It was bad enough he had to wear a condom when he played; he wanted to at least achieve this ecstasy at the same moment as his lovely victim achieved hers. He might regret her death, but her beauty had always inspired him. Amazed him.


Her blood flowed sweet and dark from her veins; it fell to the floor and ran in scarlet ribbons along the cement as he watched her face, watched her eyes. Yes, she was close, so close. He pumped harder, and heard his own strangled groan as it left his throat.


Die, he moaned. Die, sweet beauty. Die.


The light slowly left her eyes, her last gasp of life fell from her lips, and the scent of her body giving up its final pulse of life threw him over the edge until a shudder of completion finally tore through his muscles.


Breathing hard, he gripped himself and stared at the bounty laid out before him. Beautiful, so very beautiful in death.


But when had she closed her eyes?


He watched her closely, his head tilting as he blinked back at her in curiosity. Her eyes were closed. There was no horror on her face, no blank fear or agony.


He stepped back from the body, careful not to step in the blood, and watched her in fascination.


Amazing, he thought. Such strength of will. Such beauty.


Mossad taught their agents well, he thought with a sigh. In all the years he had been taking lives, never before had he taken one who died with such grace.


A perfect death, he whispered as he breathed in deeply and smiled back at her in admiration. Absolutely perfect.


He moved to the head of the table, touched her cheek, then gently worked the knot of the leather that held her pendant free. He never kept mementos, but he couldnt resist this one small part of her that he could keep always.


There was nothing left to do now but to shower, clean all traces of his presence from the small underground cellar he had used, and take his leave. Her husband and son would receive a call later with the location of her body. Once it was found, the money would hit his account. There was a particularly lovely villa he had his eye on in France.


After wiping the last traces of himself from the area, he dressed carefully, picked up his briefcase, and slid open the narrow door.


Outside, the nightlife was in full steam. Israelis did so enjoy their entertainment. The nightclubs were, as usual, packed.


Smiling at one particularly lovely girl who passed by, he drew his cell phone from the pocket of his jacket and made a call to his handler. At least he could trust the mousey little man who dealt with arranging his assignments around his other job. It was often difficult to be both a CIA agent as well as the worlds most secretive assassin. His handler managed it all very smoothly and, in all the years hed had the job, had never breathed so much as a whisper of betrayal.


Im heading to the airport. He never spoke directly. My flight to New York leaves in less than two hours; please make the necessary calls.


He closed the phone, pocketed it, and lifted his hand to stop one of the many taxis making their way through the streets. In less than two hours he would be heading to another job, another challenge. He did so love the challenge. But there was a heaviness in his chest as well. This job didnt set well on him at all.


As he boarded the plane two hours later and took his seat, he unfolded the American newspaper he had bought in the airport. The front page caused his brows to lift.





POPULAR INDUSTRIALIST KILLED DURING SENATORS DAUGHTERS RESCUE





He rubbed his finger against his lower lip as he read, a frown pulling between his brows. One of his favored employers, it seemed, had been killed during the rescue. Jansen Clay. He almost smiled when he read that Clay had died during the rescue of Senator Stantons daughter, Emily. Evidently the American government didnt like the truth. Jansen Clay was no hero. Hed proven that when hed arranged the first kidnapping of Emily Stanton along with two other girls, one of whom was Clays own daughter. No doubt he had wished his plain little daughter had been killed during the kidnapping nearly two years before.


Emily Stanton and Risa Clay had survived, though. The third had died. And now, Clay was dead after trying to arrange the kidnapping of the Stanton girl again. The fool.


He stared at the picture before frowning. Another of his employers was involved in this affair. He knew Diego Fuentes had acquired the scientists services just months before, because the man had actually approached Orions handler to price the hit on Fuentes. Unfortunately, Orion hadnt finished this assignment as of yet.


Interesting.


He stared at the picture of Risa Clay and Emily Stanton again and grimaced. So plain. A man would have to put a bag over Risas head or hide her face in the blankets to fuck her, as his employer had done nearly two years before. Were Orion to kill her, hed definitely have to turn her facedown.


He nearly shuddered in distaste at the thought of it.


Ah well. Clay was dead; his daughter, it was rumored, was in some asylum, her brain destroyed from the drug she had been given during the kidnapping. Risa would remember little of that singular event in her life, and should be no risk to Orions future profits. The man who had played a role in her destruction had little to worry about.















CHAPTER 1


Six Years Later






TONIGHT RISA CLAY was going to take a lover.


Behind her, in the bathroom garbage were the overly large cotton pants and t-shirt she normally wore. None of that tonight. With her heart beating an erratic tattoo in her chest, she forced herself to turn and stare into the full-length mirror, at her naked body. She had to force herself to look, to be objective, to push back the panic rising inside her at the thought of what she was about to do.


She was pale. Pale skin, pale breasts, and pale pink nipples. Her gaze went lower to the bare pale lips of her sex and she had to swallow quickly to hold back the nausea that rose in her stomach. She was pale there as well. Perhaps she should have tried the tanning bed, she thought. If her body didnt look like her own, perhaps this would be easier to do.


She could cancel until she tanned. But she immediately vetoed that idea. No excuses, she told herself. No more backing out, no more cowardly nights hiding.


She could do this. She had gone to the spa yesterday, hadnt she? She had sat in the chair and spread her thighs while the technician had waxed her most private parts. Parts that she had hated for so long. The part of herself that she blamed for the worst episode in her life.


She forced her eyes to close and inhaled quickly. She wasnt thinking about that tonight. She wasnt going to let the past ruin the plan she had come up with. She had promised herself she wouldnt. This was the right decision. She could do this. If she was ever going to regain her life and her independence, then she had to grab it with both hands and hold on, no matter how frightened she became.


Staring back at the mirror, she checked her hair. The thick, heavy dark blond strands that had once fallen halfway down her back were now shoulder length and fell neatly around her face. They werent pale, at least not any longer. Highlights had been added by the beautician. Dark and golden brown strands were mixed with the sandy color now. At least it no longer faded into Risas face.


There wasnt much she could do with her face, with the exception of the makeup she had learned how to use. The smoky shadow highlighted her pale blue eyes and rather nondescript features and gave her an interesting appearance instead. Her lashes were longer, darkened with mascara and eyeliner. Her lips were more lush than she had thought they were. Bronze lipstick had brought out their shape, and a light coating of blush highlighted her rather high cheekbones.


The makeup specialist Risa had gone to had complimented her on her cheekbones and the arch of her eyes and taught her how to bring out the best in them. If only that addition of makeup could instill the confidence she had lost so long ago.


Risa forced in another deep breath before reaching for the soft bronze silk panties she had bought. The low-rise thong was daring and terrifying. It was an invitation. A silken bit of nothing that would take no time to pull from her body.


But that was what she wanted, she reminded herself. Something that would be easy to remove, that wouldnt give her time to think or to consider what she was doing once she started doing it.


Next came the stockings. In ways, the stockings were even harder to put on. The thigh-high shimmering color made her legs appear longer, sexier. Another invitation. She was painting a fuck me sign on her body and she was doing it deliberately.


God help her to go through with this, because if she didnt, she might never have the nerve to try again.


Smoothing the stockings over her legs, she turned to the dress that hung on the hook by the bathroom door. The dress was her own challenge, the challenge being in actually putting it on and walking out of her apartment.


She didnt give herself time to think. The brown silk beaded baby doll dress ended well above her knees in a fall of sheer shadowy color. The bronze underslip showed through clearly and ended a few inches higher along her leg. The empire waist was banded by darker brown silk while the thin slip straps were the pale bronze of the underslip.


She smoothed the material over her hips before forcing herself away from the mirror and slipping on the chocolate brown stiletto heels that matched the dress.


She couldnt look at herself in the mirror again. If she did, she might chicken out of this and hide beneath the blankets as she did night after night.


Her hands shook as she opened the bathroom door and stepped into the bedroom. Picking up the little bronze beaded evening bag, she dropped her house keys inside along with some cash, a credit card, ID, and lipstick. The brown wrap she threw over her shoulders would protect her from the chill of the air against her shoulders but little else. It was thin enough that it was no more than dark smoke against her naked shoulders and arms.


She was ready. But for what?


To be a woman for a change, rather than a thing? A memory? To be something more than the automaton she had become over the years? Stilted, doing nothing but getting through the day and facing the night alone. She was so very tired of always being alone, of never knowing what she could have been or what she was missing out on as a woman. But would tonight do anything to free her, or would it only give strength to the demons that chased her through the night?


The feel of her hair brushing her shoulders as she shook her head at her own question spurred her to move to the door. A cab was waiting for her downstairs, her friends were waiting for her at the club, and if she was lucky, tonight she would find out what pleasure was, rather than pain.


If she was lucky. If she wasnt lucky, it wasnt as though she hadnt known the pain before. At least tonight, it would be her choice.


Still, her hands shook and her stomach rioted as she stepped off the elevator and walked into the main lobby of her apartment building.


The open, airy atmosphere of the lobby was given an almost intimate, welcoming touch by the low padded couches and chairs in various conversational arrangements. Huge potted plants provided an air of privacy for the groupings and aimed to set an air of intimacy and ease for those who used the lobby.


The security guards eyes widened as he saw her, and the doorman stepped forward with a wide smile.


Miss Clay, your cab is waiting on you, the doorman, Clive Stamper, announced as he opened the wide glass door for her. And may I say you look especially lovely tonight.


Her smile trembled. Thank you, Clive. Her voice was firm, low, as she moved past him and waited for him to open the passenger door of the cab.


Risa slid onto the leather seat, her fingers clenched around her purse as she gave the driver the name of the club.


Clive closed the door and stepped back and the cab moved forward.


It wasnt too late to turn back, she told herself. She could have the driver stop now. She could run back to her room as she had done last month, the last time she had tried this. She could put her baggy clothes back on and she would be safe.


Safe and so very miserable.


She was tired of being miserable. And there was always the chance that for the first time in six years, she could find a place inside her that wasnt tormented by the past. She just had to make that place, she told herself. That was all. She could do this. After all, she had survived hell, hadnt she? If she had survived hell, then she could survive one night in a lovers arms.






WILD CARD AND Maverick pulling out. Noah Blake spoke into the mouthpiece as he pulled out behind the cab in the dove gray Lexus that had been provided to follow Risa Clay on her way to the nightclub where some of the former members of SEAL team Durango were waiting with their wives for the arrival of Miss Clay and Noahs passenger, Micah Sloane.


Heat Seeker and Hell Raiser coming up behind you. John Vincent, the Aussie of the Elite Ops teams, and Nik Steele, the former Russian special forces soldier, were in the blue gas-guzzling Dodge that pulled up in Noahs rearview mirror.


Live Wire has the club; Black Jack is inside. Jordan Malone, the team commander, spoke through the receiver.


Black Jack has the table in view. Everything looks good to go.


Noah glanced over at his passenger, Micah Sloane, and almost grimaced at the emotionless, cold faade the former Israeli Mossad agent carried.


Micah was an enigma, even now, more than four years after the formation of the Elite Ops unit. He was a man who kept to himself, didnt share secrets, and never gave shit away.


He could get pissed, but it was a cold, icy fury. He could slice through flesh with words alone and leave others quivering in fear. He was the type of man that Noah would hesitate to make an enemy of, and there werent many men in the world that Noah would really give a damn if they were friend or enemy. But Micah wasnt the type of man that Noah felt comfortable leaving the broken little Risa Clay with. He was too hard, too cold. Risa needed a man who knew how to be gentle, who knew how to be warm.


You know, that cold, blank look could put a woman off, Noah told him quietly as he maneuvered through Atlantas early evening traffic.


Ill worry about my look; you worry about the traffic. There was no accent to Micahs voice, no Middle Eastern hint or so much as a tonal shift that would reveal he wasnt fully American.


His American father with his pale Nordic looks and height had added to the lightening of Micahs skin, as well as contributing to his tall, lean frame. Micah was over six feet, his black hair cut close and lying over his head to his neck in an almost haphazard manner. Black eyes in a face that appeared to be just darkly tanned and topped with thick slashing brows gleamed with menace. His lips were just a little too full, just a little too sensual. Wide, mobile lips, Noahs wife, Sabella, had stated once. Noah hadnt been happy that she had noticed.


I worry about this op, Noah stated. Id like to get home before the baby is born, if you dont care.


Noahs wife was carrying their first child. The wife he had nearly lost because of his own stupidity, his own pride. Being away from her didnt sit well with him. But it was his hand that had signed on to the Elite Ops; it was his decision that had placed him with the teams when he could have easily walked away from it all to be with Sabella.


That pride thing. Hed learned his lesson, he had his Sabella back, but he was still a member of the team and would be until the day he died.


You signed on, you take the heat. Micah shrugged as he laid his arm along the armrest of the door and watched the traffic closely.


One of these days, Noah muttered, almost to himself.


Micah was a hard bastard, there was no doubt. What the hell made him think he was the best man to charm a woman who knew nothing but fear where men were concerned, Noah hadnt figured out yet.


One of these days your wife will do us all a favor and shoot you with your own gun, Micah grunted as his gaze continued to watch the traffic closely. I hear she threw you to the couch last month.


Noah frowned. How the hell had Micah found out about that?


Hell, Noah growled. She told Kira, didnt she? Kira being the wife to one of the exNavy SEAL commanders Micah would be having dinner with that night.


The members of the Durango team had all officially resigned their commissions with the SEALs over the past three years, though none of them were actually free of their covert status. They were the Elite Ops backup team, though Elite Ops was using backup less and less for the smaller operations.


Maybe she didnt tell anyone, Micah stated. Maybe I was testing your home security and saw you sleeping on the couch. I could have sliced your throat in your sleep.


Dream on, asshole. Noah grinned. Admit it. Sabella told Kira and she blabbed like the little minx she is. You didnt pass my security and we both know it. Wasnt possible, he had made certain of it.


Micah didnt so much as smile.


Look, Im serious, Noah sighed. You go into that club looking like youre ready to kill and that kid is going to go running for the hills.


She isnt a child.


Noah paused at Micahs statement and flashed the other man a curious look.


Shes not exactly an experienced, worldly woman, either, Noah assured him. Shes twenty-six years old, Micah, and all but a virgin.


She is a virgin still. Micahs tone never changed.


She was raped. Noah felt as though he were talking to a brick wall. Shes wounded, man. You cant show her the killer face and expect her to trust you.


Micah turned to look at him now. The killer face? he asked evenly.


Yeah, that icy Mossad faade youre wearing right now, he growled. Ease up, man. Practice smiling or something.


He flashed Micah a glare as the other man turned his head once again.


Ill worry about her reaction to me; you worry about getting us to the club in one piece.


Noah almost gritted his teeth in frustration. Hell, he still remembered the night he had helped rescue Risa Clay from Diego Fuentess cell. She had been like a broken little doll. Vacant-eyed, shuddering from the drugs pumped into her, and fighting the reaction from them with every breath in her body.


She had been such a damned tiny thing. Naked and bruised, blood had marred her thighs, and pain had filled her eyes. Traumatized was a kind word for the state that kid had been in.


Micah, he began.


Noah, you want to stop now. Micahs voice hardened, and Noah hadnt thought that possible. I know how to deal with Miss Clay. This is a meet and greet, nothing more. A chance to gauge her reaction to me, and therefore her reaction to the plan we intend to put before her tomorrow afternoon. Rest assured, I know how to treat a woman.


He might know how to treat one, Noah thought, but he sure as hell might not know how to present an unthreatening demeanor.


Hell, what was Jordan thinking giving this op to you? Noah questioned his uncles decision roughly. Youll terrify her.


I demanded this op.


Noah glanced back at him in surprise. Why?


Micahs expression hadnt changed. His face was still closed, set. His eyes were like black ice and his voice like frozen air. It was enough to give a person frostbite.


Why is for me to know. Micah shrugged. Its your place to accept. Now if you wouldnt mind, your chattering is getting on my nerves. Perhaps Jordan could find a muzzle that would fit you.


Noah grimaced and tightened his hands on the wheel of the car as he made a turn behind the cab and gauged the distance to the hotel where Risa was heading.


Hell, she deserved better than the operation that was going to be thrown at her tomorrow. She deserved more than to be used as he knew this operation would use her. She wasnt mentally or emotionally capable of handling the stress it would lay on her fragile shoulders.


Hed mentioned his fears to his wife, Sabella. Worried that this operation would tax the girls ability to heal and to get on with her life. But they had no choice. This wasnt just their best chance at capturing an assassin whom no one could seem to pin, but it was also their only chance to save her from a horrifying death. Risa was beginning to remember what everyone had believed she would never remember: the night of her kidnapping and rape and the man who had been in league with the father who had masterminded it.


Those memories could be the death of her.


Risa Clay isnt a broken woman. Micahs comment surprised Noah into glancing back at him.


What makes you think that? Noah asked.


You know the same things I do, Micah stated. The trips to the spa, the shopping trip, and the clothes shes bought. The intimate toys found in her bedside drawer. No, Noah, she is not a broken woman. She is a woman trying to heal.


And you think handing her over to you will complete that healing? Noah snorted. Hell, from what Ive seen you cant keep a woman past the time it takes to fuck one, Micah. Youre like a robot, man. Thats fine with a woman thats not looking for anything more.


Noah, you are becoming a mother hen, Micah sighed. You remind me much of one here of late. I need to discuss this with Sabella. Shes becoming a bad influence on you.


Noah grinned. Damn, his Sabella was his lifesaver.


Shell just laugh at you, he promised the other man.


I have no doubt she will laugh, simply because she knows youre a lost cause.


Noah let the argument go. There was obviously no convincing Micah that charming a woman took more than an invitation to his bed. Especially a woman like Risa, one who had known the horror she barely remembered. She may think she had forgotten details and faces due to that fucking Whores Dust, but Noah knew her mind remembered, her body remembered.


He knew because he had been there. For nineteen hellish months he had been pumped full of that shit. He knew what it did to a body, to a mind. What it would do to the child she had been, and to experience the humiliation and pain of a rape on top of it wouldnt be that damned easy to get over.


Risa hadnt been as lucky as the other victims pumped full of the date rape drug. She hadnt completely forgotten that night, nor had she forgotten the endless months she had been held in the asylum. She sure as hell hadnt forgotten that it was her father who had consigned her to both hells.


The bastard Jansen Clay. Noah prayed he was burning in hell now.


Live Wire, be advised, mark is bearing on your location, he spoke into the mic attached to his wrist as Risas cab patted into the predetermined checkpoint. Maverick is four doors down and coming in cold.


Four cars back and cold as ice. The man had to be made of computer chips.


Ease in, Jordan ordered softly. Lets see we have interest.


Orion wouldnt be that sloppy, Micah stated as the cab turned into the clubs receiving area and drew to a stop.


Seconds later Noah pulled in behind the cab, and he and Micah watched as Risa stepped from the vehicle.


Micah saw her face, each exquisite detail, and felt his body tense in familiar, but unwanted arousal and interest. It had been happening ever since they had started this op and he had been ordered to tail her. Shes a mark, he reminded himself. A very vulnerable, very innocent mark, he had to remember that.


But the mark looked like an earth angel. Dressed in the bronze and brown, her sun-lightened hair swaying about her shoulders, her expression equal parts fear and valor.


He fought his bodys reaction to her, fought his interest in her. He was here for one purpose: to capture that bastard Orion, and Risa Clay was a means to that end. As he had told Noah, tonight was a meet and greet, nothing more. A little chitchat, a dance or two, and tomorrow she would be forced to realize her world was changing. She had become the hunted, and Micah was her only chance at survival.


As she entered the club he stepped from the car, adjusted the black evening jacket he wore, and followed behind her at a sedate pace.


She was simply beautiful. Micah had seen her before, several times, though she was unaware of it. She was friends with the wives of the Durango team, all of whom were based in Atlanta.


Each time he had seen her, hed been interested, attracted, but in a very objective manner. Her innocence and vulnerability touched something in him that hadnt been touched in years. She made him ache to take the pain from her eyes, and that was very dangerous for a man like him.


Maverick, mark is in place, Jordan announced. Go in naked. Black Jack in place to take your cover.


Micah slipped the receiver from his ear unobtrusively and unclipped the mic from beneath his jacket sleeve. Palming them, he slid in close to Travis Caine, the former MI6 agent, dropped them into the pocket of his jacket, and continued across the room.


Micah paused before heading to the table. Standing at one of the support columns several feet from the table when Risa was now taking her seat, he let himself draw in perhaps the final moments where he would see her expression unguarded.


There was fear in her eyes. Her body was stiff with it, and her gaze shadowed with it.


She looked around the room, glanced over him, and Micah waited.


Her gaze passed by him again, then again. On the third pass she lingered as he continued to watch her, allowing his gaze to memorize those features just before her eyes met his.


A jolt of power flashed through him. Her light blue eyes flickered with interest, fear, then interest again, as though she wasnt certain which she should feel.


He let his gaze continue to hold hers, let his mind reach out to her, soothe her, ease her. He used his eyes rather than his expression to calm the fear that he knew would be rising within her.


Micah knew the power of a look. When two people touched from across a distance, that touch could be frightening, wary, or a stroke of gentleness. He stroked her gently. He never let his eyes dip below her chin; rather, he let himself take in every nuance of expression, every shift of each facial motion, the flicker of her lashes, the shadows in her eyes, the tension in her small body.


She was like a bird ready to fly. Poised at the edge of her seat, her body stiff and prepared to run.


Easy, little bird, he thought, letting his thoughts touch his gaze. Theres no pain here; theres no fear.


He stroked the delicate line of her jaw with his gaze, then came back to her eyes. He let her inside him, let her see into the soul and the parts of him that were just a man, just a lover willing to touch her in gentleness. He let her see there was nothing to fear if she let him close to her.


Eyes were more than the windows to the soul. They could lie as well. And Micah was a consummate liar. But as he stared into her wary gaze, he found himself wishing he could be more. That he could be the man she needed in truth, rather than in deception.


She blinked, and he saw the minute softening in her gaze. It wasnt surrender and it wasnt desire, exactly. It was a hint of interest mixed with caution and resolution. She had made a decision. Now he wondered what that decision was.


He moved forward slowly, holding her gaze, too aware of the eyes that were watching. There were four members of the Durango team here along with their wives. Clint and Morganna, Reno and Raven, Kell and Emily, and Ian and Kira, who spent part of the year in Atlanta or wherever they were needed with the team. The other part they spent at their home in Texas. Macey was currently doing something somewhere with his fiance, Emerson.


The couples pretended to be unaware of the tension that sizzled across the distance between him and the very delectable Risa Clay. He saw concern in their gazes, though, protectiveness in the shifts of their bodies.


This woman was their friend, and one they worried about. They were as uncertain about this mission as Noah was, and Micah understood that concern. What they didnt know was that the wary little creature watching him so closely had nothing to fear from him.


He realized in that moment that Risa Clay had become more than the means to an end for him. She was a tool created for his hand. A weapon he would mold to respond to his every move. She was the very path he must walk in order to exorcise the ghosts that haunted him. And for that reason alone he would see that she came to no harm.


She was bait. He knew it. Tomorrow she would know it. And tonight would be his only chance to ensure that he was there when his enemy attempted to strike.


Micah had sworn years before that he would be the one to wield the weapon that would bring Orion to his death. Six years Micah had been haunted by that vow. Haunted by the death of his mother and, six weeks later, the death of his father.


Risa was his chance to cut the heart from the assassin who had destroyed his family and ruined the life Micah had dreamed of for himself.


It was time for payback, and Risa was his only connection to the bastard.


Orion had been hired to hunt her. Maverick would protect her. And when the time came, he would be there to kill the hunter.












CHAPTER 2





THATS MICAH.


Risa heard Morgannas statement at her ear, but she couldnt turn away from the black eyes that held her. Eyes as deep, as dark as the night, yet there was something that sparked with warmth, that kept those eyes from being cold.


His expression was still. There was a hint of hardness, a suggestion of danger carefully leashed. But she couldnt expect anything less from a friend of four former Navy SEALs.


Still, the very stillness of expression was comforting. As though he knew himself, his strengths and weaknesses, and had learned to live with his own demons. He wouldnt wear his heart on his sleeve, or on his face. He was reserved. She understood reserved.


His entire body reflected his expression. He didnt move as though he were in a hurry. There was no anticipation, no sense of urgency. His body was coordinated, lean, tough. Fit.


Black slacks conformed to his muscular legs and hips. The white shirt beneath the black jacket was a hint of color in an otherwise dark ocean of still emotions and graceful male confidence. His hair was cut close to the scalp, but still the thick black strands would be long enough for a woman to thread her fingers through.


And what made her think of that? she wondered. Why did her fingers suddenly clench on her purse as she wondered what his hair would feel like beneath them.


It was his eyes that held her, though, that called to her. They stroked over her face, always came back to her eyes, and some softening within them, a hint of male interest, of determination, had her heart racing through her body with a force that left her trembling.


She had expected him to be strong, powerful. He was, yet it was a subtle strength and power. His body wasnt bulky with muscle and straining against his clothes. He was lean, corded. Male power shimmered around him, but it wasnt heavy and wide such as Kells was. Kell Krieger was tall, his shoulders like a football players, padded with muscle. Even Reno and Clint were like towers of muscle and strength. Micah Sloane was just as tall as they were, but the bulk was absent. Some might suspect the strength was absent. She had a feeling whoever made that mistake would come to regret it.


Its about time you arrived, Clint drawled from the other side of Morganna as Micah Sloane moved to the vacant chair across from her.


He shook Clints hand as the other man rose, repeated the move with Reno, Kell, and Ian. His eyes didnt leave Risas.


Micah, would you like to meet our friend Risa? There was a hint of amusement in Morgannas voice now.


I believe I just have. His words didnt rise above the music. It was as though the music paused for him alone, certain it would regret foiling his wishes if it didnt.


Mr. Sloane. Risa nodded, barely able to swallow past the nervousness that rose in her throat.


His hand moved across the table. She had no choice but to loosen her fingers from her purse and allow him to take them. She expected a handshake, firm and determined. She didnt expect his hand to encase hers, his fingers to stroke against her wrist for one brief second, as though to ease the pulse pounding out of control there.


Then the warmth of his hand was gone, leaving her to regret the brevity of the contact as he loosened the button on his jacket and took his seat.


He leaned back in the chair and answered some question Kell had asked. His gaze came back to her, though it was never gone for long.


He didnt demand that she stare into his eyes. The caress of his gaze was subtle, slow. It wasnt enough to draw others interest, it was shielded by thick black lashes, but nothing could dim the effect it had on her.


Risa Clay, meet Micah Sloane, a SEAL assigned to Durango team, Clint introduced them.


Micah never once looked below her chin, but she swore she could feel the warmth of that look flowing over her body. His attention wasnt crude; it wasnt obtrusive. It was simply there. A stroke along her brow, along her chin. It touched her hair, her ear when she tucked the strands nervously behind it.


Risa, Micah likes to play with cameras as well. Kell leaned forward to speak to her, his green eyes bright in his somber expression. The man carries a camera with him everywhere he goes.


Risas heart was pounding; she felt flushed, frightened. She needed to get away from the careful stroke of his eyes on her.


She couldnt answer Kell. She couldnt form a reasonable reply. Pushing to her feet, she tried to form an excuse to escape to the ladies room, but Micahs eyes were on her, probing, questioning. She couldnt form a single reasonable sentence. She turned and rushed from the table, weaving her way through the crowd and escaping to the dimly lit corridor and the tastefully appointed ladies room beyond.


She pushed through the door, let it swing closed behind her, and felt like crying out in relief that the room was empty. The velvet and tasteful walnut chairs sat in several groupings outside the main stall area. A long counter of sinks could be glimpsed on the other side of the wall, the bright lights picking up the forest green and amber gold color in the walls and floors.


It was cool, soothing, and she felt like a complete fool. Her heart was racing, perspiration dotted her forehead, and fear was like a maniacal pulse of searing heat burning inside her veins.


Pressing her hand to her stomach, she breathed in deeply and straightened from the wall. She was going to get a handle on this, she promised herself. She wouldnt run again.


Turning on the cold water in one of the faucets, she held her wrists under the stream of soothing water and berated herself for her reaction. What the hell was wrong with her? She was going to do this. Micah Sloane was a damned good-looking man. He was safe. He wouldnt hurt her. And he was interested.


She might be a plain Jane, but he was a man, and she wasnt stupid. There had been interest in his eyes. Sexual interest.


One night, she wailed silently. Just one night. God, please give me the strength to make a memory instead of a nightmare. Her breathing hitched at the need burning inside her, the electrical pulse of feminine need, a womans need just to be held.


Pulling her wrists back from the water, she shut the stream off, then dried her hands. Straightening her shoulders, she stared into her reflection. She wasnt ugly, not as she had been as a teenager, when her face had been all angles and sharp lines. It had filled out, softened. He wouldnt have to push her face into the blankets


She broke off the thought as sickness roiled in her stomach and nightmares threatened to replace determination.


He had been interested. She could do this. God, just one night.


Licking her lips nervously, she blew out another hard breath, then turned and moved to the door. Pulling it open, she stepped out, then came to a hard, shocked stop.


Micah stood propped against the wall across from her, his hands shoved negligently into the pockets of his slacks, his jacket falling open, his shirt lying against what appeared to be lean, hard abs.


Morganna wanted to race after you. His voice was black velvet, dark, whispering with magic and sexuality as she finally stared into his dark eyes and felt that pulse of need throbbing between her thighs.


I needed She waved her hand to the door and swallowed tightly. A moment.


The crowd out there can get overwhelming. He spoke and his lips were firm and full. Wide, tempting lips. What would it be like, she wondered, to kiss a man? She hadnt been touched since she was eighteen years old. The kisses she had known before then had been sloppy, inexperienced. What would it be like to kiss a man? A man who knew a womans body.


And this man would know. Sexual experience oozed from his pores in a subtle aura that had drawn the glance of every female who could see him as he walked toward the table earlier.


She licked her lips again. She should speak; she knew she should. She should say something.


Im sorry. Her smile was nervous; she was shaking on the inside, equal parts fear and the flush of need racing through her. I must seem like a lunatic.


His head tilted to the side, his black eyes watched her with a hint of fire. On the contrary, he stated as he pushed away from the wall and drew his hands from his pockets. You seem like a lovely young woman uncertain with the animal your friends have introduced you to. For the first time a smile touched his lips. It was wry, a bit mocking. Theyre used to dealing with testosterone overload, I believe. Those men of theirs are like teenage boys pushing and shoving at each other for dominance. They dont consider the effect it would have on someone unused to the phenomenon.


She almost laughed. The sound stuck in her throat as her gaze slipped to his lips again. Her breathing was rough, heavy. She didnt understand the sensations suddenly rioting through her, and they were frightening. Terrifying.


He moved closer, a subtle shift of his body, and only inches separated them as she stared up at him, aware of too many things at once. The feel of his body, the heat surrounding her. The strength of him. The clash of need and fear inside her.


Im sorry. She brushed at her hair nervously, then watched in shock as his hand lifted.


Like a frightened doe she stared up at him as though expecting the bullet at any second, Micah thought as he reached out and tucked her hair behind her ear for her.


The strands were as soft as silk, warm beneath his fingertips.


Risa froze at the light caress, and he was aware of the conflicting emotions, the fears that were tearing through her. Beneath her makeup her face was pale; he could see the hint of panic in her darkening eyes, as well as the arousal.


Yes, arousal. Her body, awakening and demanding touch, comfort, ease. But there were also the lingering effects of that fucking drug they had pumped her full of. Whores Dust didnt just flush from the system. The synthetic drug attached to the brain, forced the body to feel arousal at the most inopportune times.


Her medical records told the tale. There were still minute quantities of the drug in her system, even eight years later. It didnt have the same hold on her that it had had on Noah, who had suffered continued injections for nearly two years. But it was there, and it affected the female body in different ways than it did the male body.


Theyll get worried if we dont return soon, Micah told her, forcing his voice to remain even, allowing his gaze to stroke her face as his fingers wished to. We should join our friends, dont you think?


She stared back at him, her lips parted, her eyes dilated as a flush of need mantled her cheekbones.


If we dont, he allowed his voice to lower, then Im going to kiss you, Miss Clay. And Im certain youd find offense should I take such liberties so soon.


He almost winced. Fuck. His accent was slipping free with her. A hint of the desert colored his words, and the effect of it darkened her eyes.


Where the hell was the ice he kept firmly in place inside his soul? Where was the careful control that was so much a part of him?


Im sure I would, she whispered, but her tongue licked over her lips, a quick little foray, dampening them for him.


Was she growing slick? he wondered. Was her body preparing for him? Micah urged himself to caution, but he was also a man who had lived and died by knowing how to read a body.


This night was to establish interest. To see if she could tolerate the thought of what must be done in the coming days. If her body language was anything to go by, then tolerating it would be no problem.


Im going to kiss you, Risa, he warned her one last time. Move away from me and well return to the others. Otherwise, those pretty pouting lips are going to belong to me.


Belong to him? Risa blinked back at him, her lips parting. ButIt was safe here, right? One kiss.


I She tried to speak, tried to think. She didnt want to appear whorish, but what else was she going to appear to be before the night was over? It was her night, damn it! He was a stranger. He would remain a stranger after the night was over. That was all that was important.


One night.


One kiss, she whispered, shocked, amazed at her own daring.


His jaw clenched, a muscle ticcing at the side as his hand came up, cupped her neck, and his thumb whispered over her lips.


His head lowered until she felt his breath against her lips, the warmth of him sinking into her.


I want to watch your eyes as I kiss you, his voice whispered through her. I want to feel your lips, Risa, soft and sweet, and taste the nectar of your tongue. I want to taste you, and know the essence of you. He looked around, a teasing smile quirking his lips. Impossible here, wouldnt you agree?


She trembled. One hand gripped her purse; the other was flat against the wall behind her as she stared back at him.


Why?


His head tilted again. Why do I want to kiss you like that?


She nodded jerkily.


Is there another way to kiss a beautiful, desirable woman? he asked her then. If there is, then I am unaware of it.


There was a hint of conviction in his tone, a hint of hunger. She was woman enough to see it, to feel it.


You want to kiss me? she whispered. Had anyone ever wanted to kiss her?


My sweet, want is a mild word for the need to kiss you. There was a hint of self-mockery in his smile then, in the gleam of his eyes. I should be ashamed of my lack of control. His hand lifted again, his fingers tucking her hair behind her ear once more. It was always falling free; the thick strands refused to anchor in any way.


Such pretty hair, he said then. Silken and warm.


His head lowered, his lips whispered over hers. A kiss. Firm, heated. Risa felt a surge of excitement. She felt pleasure. His lips warmed hers, his tongue tasted her until she was panting and nearly begging for more. A soft cry left her lips as his head lifted and he moved back marginally.


He held his hand out to her. Shall we return? If were lucky, the band could play something soft and slow. Id like to dance with you, Risa.


Her hand lifted from the wall, her fingers trembled as she laid them in his hand.


I Her lips trembled then. She laughed self-consciously. Im not used


No explanations needed. His voice was darker, warmer. None, Risa. Tonight, theres no need for anything but to be yourself. However you wish to be. Whoever you wish to be.


Morganna had sworn that no one had mentioned Risas past to him. That they hadnt told him about the nightmares that haunted her. He didnt know her. He only knew that she was their friend. That she had been sheltered. Morganna had been fierce about that. That Micah would know Risa wasnt a woman to be played with. She had silently objected to that. Maybe, she had thought then, she wanted to be played with. Now she knew she did.


She could be whoever she wished to be.


She let his hand curl around hers and draw her forward. When he released her, she didnt object when his arm went behind her, that same hand pressing possessively against her lower back.


She felt damned strange. She was damp between her thighs as she had never been before. Her clit was swollen; she could feel the sensitivity of the little bud between the folds of her sex. Her nipples rasped against the material of her dress; they felt swollen, heavy. They didnt feel too small now; they felt too large. She didnt feel plain; she didnt feel beautiful. She felt wanted. Had she ever felt wanted?


Micah could feel the violence threatening to explode through his system as he felt the tension gathering in her back. God, she was ready to explode. He could feel the heat of her flesh, see the blaze of need in her piercing blue eyes.


Did she know what that did to a man? he wondered. Even a man as controlled, as experienced, as he was. It was like a shaft of fire cutting through his balls. The need to sink inside her was a hunger unlike anything he had known previously, with any other woman.


Micah was a man who understood his own sexuality, his own hungers. He was a man who understood a womans body. Each nuance of it. Each spark of hunger, each measure of arousal. And he wanted to kill Fuentes. He wanted to kill Risas father. That son of a bitch had ordered his daughter injected with the evil of that drug and had watched. The fucker had watched as another man had raped his child.


A baby. She had been a fucking baby, and Jansen Clay had allowed another to touch her, to abuse her in the most monstrous fashion.


Micah led her back to the table, lifted his hand imperiously, and gained the attention of a waitress. Leaning close, he whispered to Risa, I need to speak to Reno and Clint for a moment. Ill be back soon.


Her hair brushed against his cheek as she nodded, and she saw the trembling of her fingers in her lap. He didnt touch her further. Her body was already sensitized, her mind was thrown into confusion, and for the first time in his life Micah was on the verge of unadulterated fury.


His gaze lifted and connected with Kell Kriegers. The message in Micahs gaze was clear, and he knew the other man received it perfectly as his green eyes narrowed. Protect her. No other man was to approach her.


Micah knew himself; he was a man who knew his own central core as he knew nothing else in this world. And he knew, for the space of time that it was needed, this woman would belong to him. She would be his, completely. There was no other option.


Straightening, he turned and followed the other two men through the club and out the back entrance. The night wrapped around them, but that didnt mean there were no eyes to see them, that no else was watching them, no ears listening to them.


What the fuck are you doing? Clints voice was furious as he jerked open the door of the soundproof van he and his wife had brought to the club.


Entering the interior, Micah eased himself into the seat along the back and watched as Clint slammed the door after Reno entered.


Both men glared back at him.


Shes fucking terrified. Clint was enraged. That wasnt the deal, Micah. Meet and greet. What the hell are you doing, backing her into a wall and all but molesting her?


Micahs hand jerked out, his fingers wrapping around the other mans throat before he could say anything further. The move surprised Micah. It clearly shocked both Clint and Reno.


Let him go, Maverick, Reno warned him softly as Micahs eyes refused to leave Clints.


Accuse me of hurting her again and well have words, McIntyre, he told Clint harshly. You dont know that woman as you believe you do. You dont know the effects of that demon dust they shot into her veins, and you dont know the hell she lives through each night. I know. His fingers almost tightened. Ive heard her nightmares, and Ive heard her screams. Dont dare to interfere here.


He released Clint slowly, aware that the other man had shown no fear; he had shown only a silent watchfulness, as had Reno after his initial protest.


Micah leaned back in the seat, forced his body to relax, his mind to center.


Did you bring me here for any reason other than to berate me over Risa? he finally asked. Lets hope you did.


Reno snorted at the comment. Live Wire tracked a tail on you, he told him. Or rather one on Risa. She was followed from the apartment to the club. The car circled the club twice, then disappeared into traffic, and they lost it. Do you know how hard it is to lose one of you bastards in traffic?


Micahs jaw clenched. Shes already being watched. Were they able to identify the driver?


All we have is dark hair and glasses. He was careful to keep his face hidden. We have some pictures, but its going to take a few hours to get a clear idea of who were looking for.


Its not Orion. Micah rubbed his hands over his face, wishing he had the lack of control that would allow him to punch something. Or someone. He wouldnt make that mistake. Youll not know when hes watching and when hes not.


He looked up in time to catch Clint and Reno exchanging glances and carefully stilled all expression on his face; even his eyes would be blank. He knew how to do it. These men were good, but Micah had learned, even at a young age, that any hint of emotion could get a man killed.


He did breathe in heavily. Have a crew go into her apartment before she returns home, check for bugs. Orion will lay in listening devices sometimes, to track his mark. Several were found in his last victims hotel room. Thats how he knows where to strike and when. Make certain her apartment is clean.


That could give us away, Clint pointed out. Hell know were on to him and he could run.


Micah shook his head. Hes been tracked before and escaped. Hes a master at his craft and the execution of it. Hell know Im her protection, theres no hiding that. Orion will see it as a challenge, but he wont back off. Nothing will stop him from attempting to kill her.


He and his father had found the devices in Micahs parents home when his mother had turned up missing. How long they had been there, Micah wasnt certain. Definitely long enough for Orion to have tracked her schedule and to know where and when to take her.


Ill get Live Wire on that. Reno nodded. What are your plans tonight with Risa? There was a vein of protectiveness in the other mans voice.


Micah stared back at him coldly. What I do tonight is none of your concern. From this moment on, shes under my protection; thats all you need to concern yourself with. Watch my back; watch for Orion; follow Live Wires commands. Do not involve yourself in whatever I do with Miss Clay.


They stared back at him, their gazes hard, defiant. Micah almost grinned at their expressions. He would hate to have to fight them, because damn if they wouldnt be hard to beat together. He might have a chance one-on-one, but these two men werent that insane. Theyd strike together.


Dont fuck up, Maverick, Reno warned him then, his voice hard. Shes not just a mark; shes a friend. Hurt her and you wont have just me and Clint gunning for you; youll have the entire team on your ass. You dont want that.


No, he didnt want that because he would need these men in the future during other missions. They watched his ass, protected it when the need arose. Hed have to move carefully.


He nodded at the warning. He could expect nothing less.












CHAPTER 3





THINGS WERE HAPPENING too fast.


Risa sat, poised on her chair, after Micah, Reno, Ian, and Clint moved away from the table.


She tried to join in the conversation and the teasing of the one remaining male at the table, but her efforts were stilted at best.


The club was too warm. There were too many people and she was too used to cowering in her apartment, alone.


She wasnt accustomed to the sensitivity in her own body or the confusion tearing through her. Or to being racked by shudders ofsomething that didnt make sense. Sensations she could not put her finger on.


Shed been around other men in the six years since she had been rescued from the asylum her father had had her placed in. After she had been rescued from Diego Fuentess cell, her father had rushed her straight to a private hospital. It wouldnt do, of course, for her to start screaming in hysteria when she became conscious. Which was exactly what she had done.


She had been sedated and kept quiet for nineteen months. She remembered a few times that a doctor had come to her room, one she hadnt been familiar with. Her father had laughed and joked, petted her arm, and she had been injected with that hated drug again.


Why? She still questioned that. They hadnt raped her. After that first time, no one had touched her. Jansen Clay had told her she was so ugly he couldnt pay anyone to fuck her, even in the interests of the test they needed to run on the drug.


They had let her suffer. Suffer while they petted her arm or stroked her hair.


She flinched at the distant memory. It was like that, except in her nightmares. The memories and the knowledge of her pain at that time were so distant, almost as though it had happened to someone else. Unless she dared to allow a man to touch her. Then the fear and the bleak sickness rolled inside her like a tidal wave ready to consume her.


Until tonight. Tonight, she would have given all she possessed for all the promises behind that one kiss. What made Micah different? What made her body react in this new way? Was it the man or the instinctive knowledge of the mans control?


They were questions she couldnt answer. Instead, she turned her attention to the dance floor and watched the gyrating bodies in fascination.


She had loved to dance when she was younger. As a teenager she had gone to every ball, every party, every dance that her father allowed her to attend. She would beg for weeks to go until he finally relented.


She had danced with friends then. Other girls who werent paired with a date, who were left out of the male/female dynamic. But it had been fun. She had laughed then, she had felt free during those hours.


Oh, let her go, Jansen. Its not as though you have to worry about her virtue.


Her stepmother Elaines frustrated anger at Risas begging struck through her mind. Risa shook her head, fighting against the self-consciousness, the familiar pain that assailed her.


She promised herself she wouldnt do this tonight.


Tonight, she was going to have a lover. It was a promise she had made to herself.


She could do this. Micah thought she was merely sheltered, that she had been overprotected throughout her life. He had been given that warning, Morganna had told her. Risa had been embarrassed by it, but now she felt a mild thrill at the thought of it. Micah would think of that, and hed understand her hesitation, maybe.


What do you think, Risa? Morganna leaned forward, a bright smile on her lips as she asked the question.


About what? Risa shook her head; shed obviously not been following the conversation.


About you, me, and Raven showing those men the hazards of deserting us? the other woman laughed. Would you go out on the floor and dance with us?


Dance with other girls like she had as a child? God, she didnt need anything else to dim her confidence at the moment than standing out there knowing she was there because a man didnt want to dance with her.


Suddenly panic assailed her. It lodged in her check, tightened in her throat.


Her head jerked back until she was staring at the dance floor, and anger pushed through her, tearing at her mind as she fought against the knowledge that not once had a man asked her to dance.


Not that she could have forced herself out on the floor with a man she didnt know. But she hadnt even been asked. Not once.


The other women had been approached; she had been distantly aware of that. The advances had been laughed off, but there had been advances.


Come on, Risa. Well have a blast, Morganna laughed.


Her lips parted, Risa lifted a shaking hand to her throat and fought the feeling of suffocation. She could not, was not getting on that dance floor.


Im sorry, but Risa promised me her first dance.


Her head jerked around and Micah was there. He stared down at her with a hint of a smile on his lips, his dark gaze warming, wrapping around her like a sultry summer night as he held his hand out to her.


Reno and Clint chatter like old gossips, he told her teasingly as she placed her hand in his, rising to her feet as though in a dream, and allowing him to lead her through the press of bodies to the dance floor.


As they reached the edge of the gyrating mass of bodies, the music changed, slowed, eased.


Ah, they must have read my mind, he commented as he turned her to him. Still interested?


She had never slow-danced.


The world around her seemed to fade as he placed one hand at her hip, held her hand with the other, and eased her against his body.


A harsh gasp tore from her at the contact of her nipples through her dress, against his hard male chest. Even through the layers of clothing the stroke of sensation was violent, electric.


I dont dance often, she tried to cover her reaction to him even as she fought to make sense of it.


Neither do I.


The hand at her lower back urged her closer without demanding it. Risa flowed into him, her fingers curling against his shoulder at the feel of his erection pressing against her belly, the feel of the warmth of his body surrounding her.


Her eyes closed and her head settled against his chest. Slowly, she forced herself to relax, let herself feel what it was like to be a woman, rather than a frightened child.


The fear was still there, waiting to attack. But oh God, this waspleasant. More than pleasant, actually. It was comforting even as it made her feel more sensitive, more alive, than ever before.


One broad male hand stroked her back; the other held her hand against his chest, so close to the side of her breast. If she moved just right, she could feel his fingers stroking against the needy mound.


She didnt want the song to end. She didnt want the night to end. She wanted to become trapped in this moment, to relish the feel of his body against hers.


You move like a fantasy, he whispered at her ear. As graceful and fluid as a doe.


She wanted to believe him, and she couldnt, but the words stroked the pain and fear inside her.


Neither of them spoke then. Risa let herself be caught in the moment, let herself relax and flow against him, let her body move with his, closer, warmer, until her arms were around his neck, his wrapped around her back, holding her closer. His head was bent, his cheek against the top of her head. She could feel him wrapped around her, holding her, and there was no fear.


She could do this.


She lifted her head and stared up at him. We dont have to stay here, she whispered. He might not be able to hear her, but she watched his eyes, saw the flare of heat in the darkened color, and knew he understood.


Are you sure? His lips moved; his expression shifted for just a second, a hint of male hunger showing through the normally still set of his face.


Im sure. She was already shaking inside.


His hand ran up her back, a whisper of sensation against the silk material covering her, then across her bare arm until he had her hand in his and drew back.


Well need to let our friends know were leaving, he warned her gently.


Risa nodded. Yes, she would have to face her friends and their concern.


Very well. With his free hand he tucked her hair behind her ear again and allowed his thumb to caress her jaw. Well leave now.





ORION WATCHED the couple as they moved from the dance floor, carefully controlling the frown that would have creased his forehead. It wouldnt do to show interest in them. At the moment he was allowing a particularly slutty little brunette to run her fingers up his thigh and pretending interest. But he kept his peripheral vision on the man and woman.


He knew that man; he knew he did. He never ever forgot a face or the name that went to it, but in this case he couldnt put the face and the name together. How odd?


Plastic surgery? he wondered. That had to be it. Otherwise, hed have instantly recognized the man who led Risa Clay from the dance floor.


He wanted to grimace at the thought that her companion had that look of a man who intended to fuck the woman he was with.


Even with makeup and the very appealing little slip dress, the girl wasnt particularly pretty. She wasnt as ugly as she had been as a teenager, but she wasnt exactly attractive, either. There was just a quality to her that offended his refined senses.


What was it about that girl that just bothered him? he wondered. Her cheekbones were high, her eyes slightly tilted. The odd pale blue color of her eyes showed up more with the artificial highlights in her hair.


She cleaned up okay, but he still couldnt find it in him to forget how very ugly she had once been.


He had hoped he wouldnt receive the job to kill her. He remembered, eight years before when she had first been kidnapped, her face had been in the papers. Hed grimaced then. Two years later when Jansen Clays death had been announced, hed had that vague premonition of what was coming.


It was a shame. His employer should have been more picky in his friends and the women he fucked. If he hadnt been with Jansen that night to take his pick of the girls, then he wouldnt have been stuck with only one choice, the Clay girl.


Hed done her, though. Hed pushed her face to the floor of the cargo plane and in front of her father, hed pushed her skirts to her hips and rammed into her.


Hed been furious, hed told Orion. The girl had been so pumped on Whores Dust, his employer had been certain she wouldnt remember the event. But it appeared she had remembered parts of it, and he had learned she could be remembering more. It wouldnt do for her to remember who had raped her.


Orion was going to have to kill her. Damn, it would be so much easier to just put a bullet in her brain, but he just couldnt bring himself to kill her in such a manner. He was proud of each job he took and if he didnt bleed her, then no one would believe he had been the one to do her.


Pity. But it couldnt be helped.


She lived alone. That was a pleasant plus. He could slip into her apartment, gag her, and kill her in her own home. He didnt get to do that very often. Hed definitely have to put her facedown, though. There was just something about that face that he couldnt tolerate. Those eyes. She would be a particularly interesting test for him. Hed never had to kill a woman who made him as uneasy as this one did.












CHAPTER 4





HER GRANDMOTHER had always said she was stubborn, but Risa had never believed her. As she stepped into Micahs hotel room, she wondered if perhaps her grandmother Abigail wasnt right. Maybe she was too stubborn.


She had made herself go this far, and now that she had, her body was rioting with nerves. She didnt know this man. She knew nothing about him.


Well, next to nothing. Morganna, Raven, and Emily had imparted some information. He was thirty-two, born to Israeli immigrants, six two, tough. Their husbands respected him. He was clean as of his latest Navy-regulated blood tests. Morganna had stated that Clint believed he was kind. He was good with animals and children.


Hell, it was more than Risa knew about the men her friends were married to.


Would you like a drink? She jerked, startled as his hands touched her shoulders, but only to draw her wrap from the death grip she had on it as it lay over her shoulders.


She let the material slide over her arms as she shook her head.


No, thank you, she finally breathed out. She didnt drink often. It had a curiously heated effect on her. It made her want things, things she didnt understand, touches she had only read about or seen in movies.


Are you certain this is what you want, Risa? he asked then, his warm breath caressing the side of her neck as he bent his head to hers. Its not too late to turn back. We can go to the bar and talk. I could drive you home.


She stiffened in sudden self-consciousness. If youd prefer not to. She moved to turn, to take her wrap, to let him off easy. God, had the lights of the club somehow hidden how plain she truly was?


Prefer not to? I dont think so. His hand moved hers to his leg, pressed her palm against the tight muscle of his thigh.


Risa stared down at her hand, noticing how much larger his was as he held her palm against his muscular leg.


Curiosity overtook her. Curiosity and the electric slide of arousal that seemed to build inside her until she wondered that sparks werent reflecting between them.


I dont know how.


A finger pressed against her lips as he halted her words. Theres nothing either of us needs to know, he said softly as she continued to stare down at their hands. Whatever you wish is yours. If you dont wish, then you have only to say so and Ill stop. Agreed?


She licked her lips nervously and lifted her head. Her attention was caught and held by his lips. His lower lip was a touch fuller, more sensual, than the upper lip. On him, it looked good, sexy.


Her lips parted. Would you kiss me?


She felt as though she was begging, but she was helpless against the temptation, against the needs rioting through her body.


I dream of kissing you, he whispered, his hand curving around her neck, his fingers heated against her flesh as she let herself accept the lie for now.


He couldnt have dreamed of kissing her, but she liked the sound of it. It soothed something inside her, and heated another part of her.


She watched as his lips lowered, watched as she felt his breath against her, then the heated rough velvet touch of lips against her own.


Risa inhaled roughly at the static surge of sensation that raced across her lips. She jerked back involuntarily, her hands flying to his chest, palms flat as she blinked back at him in surprise.


His lips tilted into a gentle grin.


Should we try it again? he asked softly. Perhaps next time neither of us will be caught off-guard by the pleasure.


That was pleasure?


His hand tightened on her neck.


Watch me, just like that, his dark voice crooned. Your eyes wide, your gaze dark because I please you. I want very much to please you, Risa.


He did? Oh God, was this really pleasure? Could she bear much more of it if it was?


Easy, he whispered. Soft and easy.


Soft and easy. His lips settled against hers as they parted, a whimper of surging hunger escaping her throat as his head tilted, his hand tightening at her neck as her lashes fluttered closed and she let the waves of pleasure wash through her.


His tongue licked at her lips, then slid past them, just a little as he teased the tip of hers. Her lips parted further for him, her tongue reaching out as she trembled in his grasp.


Oh God, what was he doing to her? Her heart was thundering in her chest, but his was racing just as hard beneath her hands. A hard pounding rhythm that sank into her palms and filled her with wonder.


It was incredible. This kiss. His lips were heated and dominant, determined. They mastered hers, led her through a sexy, sultry dance that had her lifting to her tiptoes to get closer, to sink into him, to sate herself against the hunger surging inside her now.


Her hands slid up his chest, around his neck. Her head fell against his arm and she let the sensations inside her surge over her.


Lips and tongues met and meshed. Liquid fire raced through her veins, pounded into her sex. Her clit was throbbing with such aching need that she found herself pressing into him desperately, rubbing herself against the hard ridge of his cock as his hands tightened on her hips, pulling her closer.


Mewling cries of need were barely forced back. Many slipped free. She was a pleading mess of sensations that she had no idea how to handle.


She fought to breathe and couldnt, and didnt care. She tried to lift closer, to press her nipples tighter into the warmth of his chest, to grind her clit harder against his erection. She didnt know if she could stand the rapidly whirling sensations tearing through her now. They were unlike anything she had ever known; even that distant memory of flames burning her from the inside out didnt compare to this.


Micah. She tore her lips from his, only to have his hand move to the side of her neck once more to hold her still. His lips were back on hers, his kiss as hungry and desperate as the sensual needs pouring through her body.


Easy, he groaned, finally tearing his lips from hers, his big body tense and suddenly harder than ever before. Hell, Risa, you make a man lose his head.


She did?


Her eyes opened, and for a second she almost believed him. His face was flushed from lust, his eyes gleaming back at her in hunger.


He wanted her. He couldnt fake this. This wasnt anger or depravity. It was simple hunger, for her.


Her hands fumbled at his shoulders before pushing beneath the edge of his jacket and pushing.


Surprise sparked in his eyes, but he let her push the material from his shoulders.


She licked her lips slowly, wanting his kiss again, but wanting something more as well.


Her hands slid back to his chest and moved to the buttons of his shirt. The first one fell free before she lifted her gaze to his.


Whatever you want. His voice was thick, rough.


She wanted his shirt off. She pushed the second button free as his head lowered, his lips moving along her shoulder to the sensitive line of her neck.


Risa trembled at the pleasure. The scrape of his teeth sent tremors tearing down her spine and sensation to attack her womb, convulsing it violently as she gasped in surprise.


It must be natural. He didnt pause. His hands caressed her hips now, stroking the silk of her dress against her flesh and making her long for the touch of his hands.


She worked on the buttons, fingers fumbling, trembling, her neck arched, and she strained closer to the touch of his mouth against her shoulders.


Take the shirt off and I get to take your dress off, he warned her, and he meant it. She could hear the determination, the hunger, in his voice.


She wanted her dress off. She wanted to rub against him, feel his skin against hers. She wanted to know what it was like. How much more pleasure could she bear? How much of his touch could she stand without melting to the floor with the heat rising inside her.


Her fingers reached the band of his slacks and her fingers formed fists in the material to drag his shirt out of his pants. It was open now, falling away from his surprisingly broad chest. Soft, silky chest hairs were scattered over it and arrowed down his taut stomach.


Her fingers touched the silky stuff, curled, and ran down that dark line until they met his pants once again.


She could do as she wished, hed said.


His head lifted from her shoulder as hers straightened, and she stared back at him as her fingers touched the buckle of his belt.


Whatever you wish, he whispered again. Tonight, Im all yours, Risa.


Tonight, just for tonight. She could have this, no explanations, no knowledge of each other. This was what she needed. She didnt have to face him in the morning; she could leave when it was over. She would never see him again. He would never know her shameful secrets.


Her fingers pulled at the buckle, loosened the leather, and left it free as they moved to the clasp and zipper.


This wasnt so hard. She could do this.


His slacks came loose easily. Beneath were soft cotton briefs and straining thick, hard flesh. The backs of her fingers felt the heat of that flesh; her hand ached to touch it.


Your turn. His voice was a heavy growl.


She felt the hidden zipper at the back of her dress loosen and stilled. She watched him carefully as he eased the straps over her arms and pushed the material from her body.


It caught at her breasts, and she swore he swallowed tightly before pulling it over her straining nipples. The sensation of silk brushing against the tight nubs had her moaning. A sound she tried to cut off and couldnt.


Risa. His hands smoothed down her arms as she felt a latent hunger burning inside him.


Her womb clenched, she felt her vagina tightening, the slick essence of need coating the bare lips as he stared down at her breasts.


I want to touch you. His groan was rougher now, filled with a primal power that sent a shiver down her back. Sweet mercy. You make me shake with the need to touch you.


She stared at him in wonder, wondering if he was lying, if they were just pretty words. Her mind and her heart doubted, but her body overruled it. The clash and clamor of demand shuddered through her as his hands cupped the swollen mounds.


Her knees weakened. How was she supposed to stand? The room felt as though it were spinning around her as weakness assailed her. She gripped his shoulders and watched, eyes wide as he palmed the flesh. His thumbs raked over her distended nipples and a surge of heat caught her unaware, causing her to stumble.


Youre making me weak! she cried out as he caught her against him.


His lips stole anything else she would say. Slanting across hers he kissed her with a power and a demand she was helpless to fight against. Her arms wrapped around his neck as he lifted her. A moan slipped past their kiss as she felt him lowering her to the bed, easing over her, his heavy, heated body encasing her in warmth.


Risa, you make a man lose control, he charged as he pulled back, his hand going to her breast once again, cupping it, shaping it with his palm. I want to taste you here. I want to draw every ounce of sweet hunger from your body.


She couldnt protest. She wanted to protest. Violent pulses of sensation were charging through her body, drawing her tight, trembling through her as his head lowered.


She didnt know what she expected. Shed read about this. Shed seen it in movies; she hadnt expected this. Both hands encased her breast, plumped her nipple high; then his mouth covered it, sucked it in, and caused her to cry out with the turbulent surge of pleasure that seemed to tear through her womb.


Micah. I cant stand She arched; her head shook. She wanted him to stop. She didnt want him to stop. His lips were drawing on her, electricity was tearing through her, and between her thighs fingers of electrical explosions tore through her clit, her vagina.


She was torn, terrified of herself now more than she was of the man.


Easy, love. He was breathing hard, his features flushed as his head lifted. His hand smoothed down her side as the other plumped her other breast now, preparing it for his mouth.


His hand stroked over her hip, his head lowered. His fingers moved to her thigh, his mouth sucked in her other nipple, and his fingers crazed the super-slick swollen folds of her sex.


Oh God, no.


What was happening to her? Something, something dark, primal, something unbidden, rose inside her, thrust her hips against his hand as her thighs closed on it.


No. Her arms wrapped around his neck, her hands splaying against the back of his head as he tried to move. Micah. Help me.


She couldnt breathe. She couldnt make sense of what she was feeling, where she was flying, and the frightening roller coaster of sensations was tearing her apart.


Easy, love. I have you. He spread small kisses over her breasts as her hips writhed, the hand trapped between her thighs doing her bidding now, almost. Oh God, almost.


Then two fingers curled, parted her flesh, and notched against the entrance to her pussy.


Risa closed her eyes and fought the tears, fought the fear. She stilled beneath him, panting, waiting for the pain.


Look at me, Risa, he crooned, his lips caressing her jaw now, brushing against her lips. Open your pretty eyes. You promised to watch me, yes?


Her lashes fluttered open. She saw him, but she was aware of little else than the slightest impalement between her thighs.


Part your legs for me. Loosen for me, Risa. How can I please you if youre stiff against me?


His wrist flexed between her thighs, raked against her sensitive clit, and sent a gasp of a breath falling from her lips.


There. He gentled her with his voice, his eyes. Part your legs, sweet. Let me show you how beautiful your passion is. Come now; open for me.


She forced her thighs to part. Whimpering cries lodged in her throat as she spread her legs.


A little more, darling. She parted them farther, watching his eyes, his face. Look, sweetheart, he urged her then, his gaze moving from hers and following to the point where his hand cupped her mound.


Risas eyes widened, her hips arched, knees bending as she lifted to him, desperate to feel what she knew would be nothing more than pain.


Slow and easy, he whispered at her ear. Watch, love. Slow and easy.


His fingers curved, tilted, and entered.


Risa felt herself shaking, felt the slow slide of her juices meeting his fingers as her inner muscles tightened around the penetration, clenching and spasming as her back arched and pleasure tore through her. Pleasure or pain. A mix of burning relief and agonizing tension.


Fuck me, yes, he suddenly groaned, his teeth nipping at her ear. Take my fingers, Risa. Just my fingers.


They surged deeper as she lifted to them, her nails digging into his shoulders now, her flesh rioting with a surge of insane hunger. It was tearing through her, tightening her, making her crazed for more.


Micah, Im scared! She hated it. There was nothing so humiliating as admitting it, as feeling the tears that slid from the corners of her eyes and met his lips.


No fear, Risa. His fingers stilled inside her. See, no pain, no fear.


No pain, no fear. That made sense. She drew in a shaking breath and clenched around his fingers again.


There was no pain, no fear.


Now. She turned her head to meet his gaze. Take me now.


She couldnt wait. The fears were building in her along with the pulse and power of the pleasure. Her mind fought her body; distant memories clashed in her head.


She kept her eyes on his. She fought to push back the past. His eyes anchored her, steadied her.


Youre not ready yet, he whispered. Soon.


Now. She shook her head as he moved, spreading kisses over her breasts, between her breasts. I cant wait, Micah.


She was frightened to wait. Too many sensations were tearing through her. She felt locked between the past and the present, her mind battling the raging lust that rose like a tide of molten sensation inside her.


Just a few more minutes, Risa, he groaned. Soon.


His lips moved between her breasts, down her stomach as she fought to breathe. His shoulders pressed her thighs wider; his gaze stayed locked with hers as his fingers moved inside her, pressed deeper, and tore a throttled scream from her as the pleasure shocked the tense muscles, the tender nerve endings.


Im dying to taste you, he whispered, his lips poised over her clit. Just a sweet kiss, Risa.


His head lowered. His eyes held hers. His lips pursed, covered her clit and his fingers moved, pulled back, then pushed inside her, parting her flesh with a surge of sensation that terrified her.


She fought for release, she fought to get closer. Her body turned and he flowed with her. On her side, one leg straight, the other bent to accommodate his head, and still his lips suckled at the tender bud between her thighs.


He followed as she twisted back, her heels dug into the bed, her hips arched, and her mind lost the battle with her body. Risa twisted beneath him, thrust into his fingers, his mouth. She was shaking, shuddering with sensation as she fought to breathe.


She needed, needed something. The tension was tearing through her, marking her with the perspiration that dotted her flesh, with her muscles straining for relief. There had to be relief.


Fuck me, damn you. The words tore from her lips as her hands moved to his head. She felt like an animal, a creature that hungered for this, only for this.


His fingers moved, thrust, fucked inside her with deep, strong movements as his lips suckled at her clit. His tongue stroked over it, rasping it until she froze at the wave of sensation that suddenly rose inside her. Her eyes flared wide, her muscles locked against it. When it crashed over her, it wasnt so bad. It was a shudder of pleasure rather than a blinding, horrifying loss of consciousness.


Ah, Riss. His head pressed against her abdomen as she shuddered through the little shocks of pleasure, his voice filled with somber regret as his lashes lifted from his eyes and he watched her with a tenderness that brought tears to her eyes.


Whats wrong with me? she whispered, her hips still moving, the need still tearing through her vagina, her womb. Micah, do something; please do something.


He rose to his knees, his fingers sliding from her body even as she tried to hold him inside.


Only then did she notice the condom he had somehow managed to work over his heavy, thick erection. His hand stroked over it, spreading her juices over the latex before he gripped the base tight and tensed before her.


Are you sure, Risa? His hand gripped her thigh, lifted her leg until her knees were bent, her legs spread wide. Be sure, love.


She watched the wide, throbbing head as he came over her. Watched as he drew her hips up along his thighs as he knelt before her. The wide crest of his erection parted the glistening folds of her sex as she licked her lips and pressed closer.


Slow and easy, he said again.


The heavy head pressed against her opening, parted it, and began to work inside her. His thighs widened as he came over her, propping his body up with one arm, allowing her to watch. His hips moved, shifted, working his cock inside her, stretching her until she thought she was going to burn alive from the slow, steady impalement.


It was too much. It wasnt enough. The clawing, vicious talons of lust were tearing through her until she was begging him, arching, her hips working against his, thrusting and pressing him deeper as she fought back the tears.


It was terrifying, but she couldnt stop. She wanted, she needed, but the dark void that seemed to rush around her was too frightening, too filled with the unknown, with sensations she couldnt accept.


Above her, Micah groaned her name. His lips lowered to her nipples. He sucked them until she fought the gathering void again. He kissed her, his lips slanting over hers as she ate at his, until the void threatened to rush through her.


Risa, let go, baby. His voice was dark, shattered with his own pleasure. Ill hold you; I swear it.


Her head shook. She didnt understand what he wanted, couldnt make sense of her own body, let alone his words.


Risa, let it go! His voice strengthened as his hips churned, his cock thrusting harder, deeper, stroking her into a storm of never-ending sensations. Darkness gathered behind her eyes as the wave rose again, stronger, harder.


Her nails dug into his shoulders; her head dug into the mattress as she fought it, struggled against it. She screamed against it, and once again, when it took her, it wasnt so bad. She fought it back until it was no more than a small surge, racing through her, shivering over her body as he gave a hard, harsh groan and shuddered above her before stilling.


His breathing was harsh, heavy. His cock inside her pulsed violently, so hard it felt like iron inside her. But he wasnt coming. She could feel the difference, knew it. He wanted to come, he needed to, but he hadnt.


The storm eased inside her, leaving her strangely bereft now, as his forehead touched her shoulder and he shuddered against her.


Im sorry, love, he whispered, his voice heavy. Im so sorry.


She blinked up at him as he moved from her, pulling free of her as a hard surge of renewed need shook her body. He was moving from the bed before she could get a handle on the pulse of hunger. His hands ran over his hair as he glanced back at her, his expression heavy, his cock still fully erect.


He hadnt come.


The thought slashed through her like a dull knife. Somehow, she had failed. He hadnt released. He hadnt known pleasure.


She swallowed tightly, staring back at him, and he paced to the bathroom.


Dont you move! He turned, pointed his finger back at her, his expression bleak and commanding. Ill be right back.


She nodded, but as the door closed, she jumped from the bed as silently as possible. It took only a moment to jerk her dress over her head, her wrap around her shoulders. She carried her purse and her shoes and she escaped.


Humiliation burned inside her, tightened in her chest, and left her shaking as she took the stairs rather than waiting for the elevator. She raced down them, holding back her sobs, fighting the ultra-sensitivity in her body and screaming inside her mind.


She had failed. A pity fuck, she thought. The big, tough SEAL had felt sorry for her. He had seen her fears and had tried to make it better. But he couldnt get off. He couldnt come with her. That was a pity fuck. She was certain it was, and she couldnt bear it.


After she waved down a cab and gave the driver the address for her apartment, she huddled in the cab and thanked God that she never had to face Micah again.


He should have done as her fathers friend had done. He should have taken her from behind.


A tear fell. The memory attacked her, sharp, brutal, the voice at her ear. Ugly little bitch. Id never get off if I had to look at your face.


She flinched, covered her mouth, and held back her sobs as she stared into the brightly lit streets of the city. She had hoped she could survive just one night of pleasure. She had been wrong.












CHAPTER 5





MICAH WAS IN a lousy mood the next morning when he showed up at the Federal Building and made his way to the rooms that had been set aside for this mornings meeting.


He strode through the narrow underground corridor to the appropriate door, knocked, and waited for it to open. Stepping into the darkened room, he glanced through the hidden window in the next room and felt his fists clenching at the sight of Risa, her grandmother Abigail Clay, and their attorney as they sat silently in the other room.


The lawyer looked up, scowled into the mirror that hid the viewers from sight, and glanced at his watch.


Micahs Elite Ops team was there, as well as Clint, Reno, Kell, Ian, and Kira. The others cast Micah several odd looks before turning back to the window that looked into the consultation room.


We have the rest of her doctors reports. Jordan, a.k.a. Live Wire, commander of the group, slapped a file in his hand. Can you believe that old biddie in there browbeat the doctor thats been overseeing Risas care? She had no idea of the long-term effects of the Whores Dust.


Micah snapped the file open, read it quickly, and felt a boiling rage building inside him.


Does she know yet? he asked as he read the reports on the tests that Risa was required to take monthly. The presence of the Whores Dust in her system hadnt abated, and put last night into clear perspective for Micah.


It didnt help the rage building inside him but made it understandable. The Whores Dust created an almost violent reaction during intercourse, especially for a woman. The explosive clash of sensations was often terrifying; the sexual release, if it was even attained, was stronger, and only built the need higher.


This was how Risa had handled it. She didnt let it happen. The toys in her drawer didnt help. And the night before, in his arms, she had fought her release with such strength that if shed orgasmed, it had been no more than a weak facsimile of what it could have been.


Damn her.


Damn Fuentes and that fucking drug.


According to her doctor, and we had to send Nik in to talk to him, Abigail Clay threatened his reputation, both public and private, if he informed her granddaughter of the effects. She stated Risa was terrified enough of her own body; she didnt want to make matters worse.


In ways, Micah almost agreed with her.


Whos going in to talk to them first? he asked.


He knew what had to be done. There was a contract on Risas life, and the enemy Micah had been searching for for six years was rumored to have been given the job. The same man who had killed his mother, and ultimately his father, was now waiting for the opportunity to slice into Risa as well.


It was tied directly to her kidnapping. The U.S. government had known there were other men involved, especially an as yet unnamed scientist who had been trying to reproduce the date rape drug after the death of Fuentess scientist.


Diego Fuentes hadnt known the scientist. All he had known was that his contact, Jansen Clay, was working with the other man to re-create the drug. Diego had blocked them several times, simply out of greed. He wanted to control the creation he had bankrolled. He hadnt wanted others greedy fingers involved in it.


But why strike at Risa now? The only answer was her medical records. Someone, outside of the government, was finding a way to keep watch on both her medical and psychological files, because in the past months she had begun having flashes of memory. Voices, shadowy faces. She was remembering more than just a hazy, distant dreamlike version of what had happened to her that night and during her stay at the asylum. She was actually beginning to remember details.


Ill go in first with the attorney from the Department of Justice, Jordan finally answered Micah. Well need Risa to sign off on this, otherwise, the DOJ will walk away from her. If he walks out, then were pulled off the assignment. Lets pray she listens to reason.


Oh, she would listen to reason, one way or the other, Micah promised silently.


He laid the file aside and focused on her now. She wasnt wearing makeup. Her hair had been pulled back from her face and tied at the back of her neck. Her eyes were shadowed with dark circles, her lips were compressed, and there was a flush mantling her cheeksremnants of lust. He well understood that, though he knew the strength of it was more from the Whores Dust than her inability to climax the night before.


Hell, if hed had that doctors report he would have known what the hell was wrong with her. Instead, the team had relied on the abbreviated report that Abigail Clay had overseen.


That old biddie was so damned protective of Risa now that she was worse than a junkyard dog. The old woman had nearly collapsed when she had learned the truth of what her son had done to her granddaughter. Micah had heard Kell and Clints report of the night they had rescued her from the asylum and contacted the grandmother. When she had arrived at the hospital and learned the truth of what had happened, the grandmother had attacked Clint. Not because her son was dead but because she hadnt been able to kill him herself.


She had overseen her granddaughter ever since, despite Risas refusal to allow it.


The attorney is here, Jordan. Nik opened the door and stuck his head inside, his long Nordic blond hair falling over his face, his icy blue eyes piercing the darkness. He says rock and roll.


Jordan nodded, collected his files, and left the room.


Micah turned his attention to the room.


Risa sat in full view of the mirror, giving Micah a clear view of her from the other side. Those damned baggy clothes she was wearing pissed him off. The long white blouse was pulled out over loose slacks. She wore flat shoes. She was hiding. If she thought dressing like a bag lady was going to still his desire, then shed better think again.


He inhaled slowly, deeply, and watched as the federal attorney stepped inside with Jordan.


Mr. Landowne. Ladies. The attorney nodded to them as he took his seat at the end of the table. Jordan sat at the other end, remaining silent.


Whats the meaning of this, Carl? Attorney Landowne flashed the federal attorney a glare. Since when do you call me Mister?


Sorry, Marion. The federal attorney grimaced. This is official. We have some news that affects your client, and an official proposition for her. I wasnt certain youd want to keep this on a first-name basis under those circumstances.


Carl Stephens stared back at the private attorney coolly. Stephenss graying brown hair was brushed back from his face, his hazel eyes were somber.


What is the meaning of this? Abigail Clay leaned forward in her chair, her renowned fiery temper sparkling in her light blue eyes. Carl, Ive known you since you were in diapers. You were a friend of the family for years, before Jansens evil infected that relationship. Dont start pulling bull on me, because I know you too well to tolerate it.


Grandmother. Risas voice was warning. You promised to behave yourself.


Risa appeared calm. She sat, her arms crossed on the table, her expression composed, but Micah saw the fear in her eyes.


Abigail Clay grimaced, her lined face tightening as a flash of agony pierced her gaze as she looked at her granddaughter. The old womans hands trembled and her lips tightened as she sat back with a furious look at the attorney.


Thank you, Miss Clay. The federal attorney glanced at Risa. We informed your doctor of the penalties of withholding information from the government, Miss Clay, and from his patient. He nodded at her before turning back to Abigail. I should inform you before we begin that I need to take a moment to explain to Miss Clay the truth of the tests her doctor has done each month.


Abigail paled as Risa stared back at the attorney, her expression becoming still, frozen.


Micah tensed, forcing himself to remain in his chair as the attorney explained the tests she had taken each month and what they were for. When the attorney explained that the Whores Dust was still present in her system, and the ramifications of it, heat blazed in her face and fear filled her eyes.


The explanation was shaming her. Micah could see it. The knowledge that any arousal she had would be increased at least tenfold. That orgasms would be explosive. That the sexual needs would be more painful at times than others and sometimes torturous, according to how the drug worked on her system. If she had been pale before the explanation, then she was paper white when the attorney finished.


What was the reason for this? Abigail rasped furiously as she shoved her chair back and rose to her feet. Look at her, and you wonder why I wouldnt allow that morbid doctor to tell her about it? Shes been fine without knowing.


Dressed in silk tan slacks and a creamy blouse, the older woman paced a few steps, came to a stop, then ran her fingers through her short, stylish hair.


Enough, Grandmother, Risa said softly. You shouldnt have lied to me.


It was for


If you say it was for my own good one more time, then I will leave Atlanta. Risa looked up at her, and Micah saw the determination on her face, as well as the pain. Im not a child that you need to shelter. If you have to lie to me, then you arent helping me.


Abigail covered her lips with her hand as she propped her other hand on her hip and turned away from her granddaughter.


This is all very interesting, Mr. Stephens, Risa said then, her voice hoarse, rough, Micah knew, from her tears. But Im sure you have more to do than to oversee doctors reports. Why are we here?


Carl Stephens leaned forward, his gaze somber. Your psychologists reports are quite factual and theyve been sent to us monthly. In the past months youve reported that the memories are becoming clearer, you actually remember phrases, and you remember that the other man with Jansen Clay the night of your kidnapping mentioned stability tests and an amount of money to be paid if he managed to reproduce a drug.


Micah watched as she followed tightly. I was unaware you were overseeing that as well, she said faintly.


Miss Clay, anything you remember of that night, or your time in the hospital, is important to us. As you know, that drug is damned dangerous. Keeping it off the streets is imperative.


She nodded jerkily. You have the records; theyre accurate. I havent remembered anything more. What does this have to do with why were here now?


She was lying. Micah saw it flash in her eyes. She had remembered something more, perhaps last night; was that why she had run?


Carl looked down for a long second before lifting his gaze and meeting hers.


Someone else has managed to get hold of those records as well, he said gently. Theres a contract out on your life, Miss Clay. Two million dollars. Abigail Clay cried out in protest as Risa sat frozen. The assassin rumored to have picked it up is called Orion. His methods arent pleasant. Actually theyre particularly painful. Hes an international concern to the United States. This is the first time weve had advance notice of his intent to strike and we mean to capture him. We need your help.


Risa swayed.


Micah was out of his chair and bursting out of the room the second he saw her eyes glaze, saw the imminent shock racing through her system. Damn Stephens. Damn them all to hell.


He didnt knock on the door where the meeting was being held; he threw it open and stepped inside, moving quickly to Risas side, his arms going around her as she stumbled from her chair.


He caught her against his chest, glaring at Stephens as her nails clawed at his jacket and an animalistic sound of pain left her throat.


Bastard, he snarled furiously. You could have done this easier.


Who the hell are you? Abigail stood behind Risa like a protective tigress. Release her this minute. Ill care for her. I cared for her when you bastards left her on my doorstep like she didnt matter. Tears ran down her face as she yelled up at him, her hands reaching for her granddaughter, trying to pull her from Micahs arms. Damn you!


Risa was dying inside.


She couldnt cry. It felt locked inside her. She wanted to hide. She wanted to find a hole and sink inside it; she wanted to scream in agony; she wanted to plead for answers.


Why? Why her?


Her father had sat and watched as another man raped her. Helped hold her down while they injected that vicious drug inside her that made her respond, made her beg. He saw her as unworthy to even sell to the highest bidder. How sick was that? And now, just when she thought she could live, it was to find out this.


She laughed. She couldnt believe she was laughing. Evidently others couldnt, either, because all sound ceased in the room.


She lifted her head from Micahs shoulder and pushed away from him. God, she didnt want to be touched; she didnt want his pity.


She turned to the federal attorney and laughed in his face.


Two million dollars? She wanted to scream in agony. My father didnt think I was worth fucking, my own government didnt even get a clue when I was institutionalized for nearly two years, but someone out there thinks my life is now worth two million dollars?


Pain lashed at her chest, stealing her breath at the compassion in both attorneys eyes now. Pity. They felt sorry for her.


Risa. Thats enough. Micahs hands settled on her shoulders, his grip firm, warm.


She wanted to turn into him and soak in that warmth. She wanted to beg him to make it all better, to make the demons go away, to take the pain away, to find her one moment of peace. She wanted to plead for it, and she couldnt.


Miss Clay, I understand your anger, the federal attorney began.


Do you, Mr. Stephens? she questioned him roughly. Do you understand any damned thing at this moment? She stared around the room. Her grandmother and her attorney. Her grandmother had kept the doctors reports from her, had denied allowing her the knowledge of what was going on with her own body.


Why did you lie to me? she whispered. Why didnt you tell me the truth?


Risa, you were finally finding some peace, Abigail cried softly. I couldnt tell you. The doctor has to be wrong; its been years.


I had a right to know. Her fists clenched at her side. God, do you think Im stupid? Do you think I hadnt realized something was wrong with me? Do you have any idea how I felt, Grandmother?


Of course she didnt. No one asked, no wanted to hear, so Risa hadnt spoken of it. And she couldnt very well tell her grandmother she was dying to be fucked.


And what the hell are you doing here? She turned to Micah, avoiding his gaze, avoiding the demand in it, the pity she was terrified of seeing.


Miss Clay, Mr. Sloane is private agent on loan to the Department of Justice. He and his team will be your protection.


She was going to throw up. She turned to the mirror, the two-way glass, wondering who watched now. Then she turned to Micah.


They knew, she whispered, her lips numb now. Last night, all of them, they knew who you were.


They knew, he said, his tone firm, quiet.


They had lied to her. Morganna and Clint, Ian and Kira, Kell and Emily, Reno and Raven. They had all lied to her.


Did they even know you? she asked then, wondering at the extent of the lies.


Ive worked with Reno and the others several times, he stated. Ive known them for years. When the Department of Justice contacted my team for your protection, we contacted Renos because theyre here in Atlanta.


Theyre no longer with the Navy. She remembered that. Morganna and Raven had thrown a party when their husbands had finally left the Navy.


No, they arent with the Navy. Theyre private now, Risa, the same as I and my team.


They were private. That was why they were gone so often, because they were private. Like Micah. Because they were liars. Because Clint had stood in her face and chided her for hiding in her apartment, convincing her to come to the club with them and to meet his very good friend Micah.


Perfect. She laughed again, a hollow, mocking sound that tore at her chest as it escaped. How fucking perfect. Is Clint back there? She waved her hand toward the mirror. Is Morganna with him? Do you think they both know just how pleased I am to be used this way? She screamed the question at him.


She was coming apart inside. She could feel it. She was unraveling like a ball of twine and she couldnt seem to stop the destruction.


Turning away from Micah, she faced the attorney instead. She didnt know him. He didnt matter. The fool she had made of herself the night before didnt affect his little world one way or the other.


So tell me, Mr. Stephens. Breathing was almost impossible. She felt as though she were going to go to her knees at any moment. Exactly what does the all-powerful United States of America need from me? Should I paint a target on my chest? How about taking out an ad in the newspaper? You can watch me then? See who bites?


She hated the pity in that bastards eyes. How dare he stare at her with such somber compassion?


No, Miss Clay, he said gently, his hands braced on the table as her own attorney wiped his hands helplessly over his face. We want you to work with us, and with Mr. Sloane. We want you to allow our agent into your home, pretend hes your lover. While you do this, his team will watch you; theyll cover you completely. When Orion tries to strike, well be there. If you remember anything at any time, then well know and we can assist you.


She licked her dry lips and fought the dry heaves that twisted in her stomach. Maybe she should have eaten that morning after all; at least then she would have had something to throw up.


How do they protect me against a bullet? She shook her head mockingly. Im not stupid, Mr. Stephens. Hed be impossible to track.


His expression flickered with regret before he looked over her shoulder.


Risa, sit down for this. Micahs hands touched her shoulders again.


This time when she tried to jerk away, they tightened. A second later he turned her around, stared down at her, his black eyes flickering with fury as she slapped at his chest.


Stop fighting me, he demanded roughly. You dont want to stand up for this. If you want the truth, then sit your ass down and listen.


His harsh tone broke through the ice forming in her belly. She had to swallow tightly, had to grip her control with the last of her strength as she pushed back from him and slowly took her seat again.


She glared at him when he sat down beside her. She wasnt happy with the glare she received in return.


Turning back to the attorney, she forced a tight smile to her face. So he doesnt use bullets?


Attorney Stephens took his seat and shook his head. He doesnt use bullets.


Go ahead and spit it out, she demanded. Lets not pretend to care about my feelings at this late date if you dont mind.


His nostrils flared, but the compassion in his eyes never dimmed.


He finds a way to sedate his victims and kidnap them. As I said, this is the first advance notice weve had of one of his marks. This is our chance, Miss Clay, to make certain he never kills again. And, with any luck, our chance to find out who hired him, and what theyre afraid you know.


How does he kill them?


Stephens looked down at the table for a long moment before lifting his gaze back to hers. He has two manners of killing. If its a male, hes rather merciful. He simply cuts their throats. His female victims, hes not so gentle with. He ties them down, legs raised, wrists down. He slices their wrists and watches them bleed out.


She blinked back at him. She could sense the edges of her vision growing dim and forced her head to the table, forced herself to close her eyes and fight back the need to faint. Hell, she was going to swoon for damned sure. Wasnt that so Southern?


Risa. She felt Micahs hand at her back, a warm, comforting weight that sent talons of aching need slicing through her. We can protect you. As Carl said, this is the first time weve had warning. We can protect you.


She shook her head, lifted it, and stared across the table at her grandmother. Abigail was deathly pale, her face streaked with tears, her expression tormented.


Her hand reached out to Risa. Shaking, fighting the terror rising inside her, she took her grandmothers fragile hand in her own.


Im so sorry, baby, Abigail sobbed, her tears running freely now, her voice hoarse with anger and pain. Im so sorry I gave birth to that monster. God forgive me, Risa, Im so sorry.


Risas grandmother laid her head on the table and sobbed as their attorney rose from the table and moved to her. Risa could only watch her helplessly. Poor Grandmother. How much pain was she supposed to endure? She had faced her sons atrocities, and now she was facing her granddaughters imminent death.


Risa turned to the attorney, feeling a strange, dark calm settle over her.


I will require another agent, she stated. I cant work with the one youve chosen.


She couldnt face him, couldnt pretend with him. Not after the night before. Humiliation crawled inside her, blistering, threatening the ice she needed to remain calm, to remain sane.


Unacceptable.


Her head jerked around to Micah as he bit out the word with harsh emphasis. His black eyes were furious now. He stared down at her, a muscle ticcing at his jaw as she fought to hold on to her own control.


Why? she whispered. Dont do this to me, Micah. Youll kill me. How much more do I have to endure? Do I have to face you every day, pretend to be your lover when we both know the truth?


You dont want to get into this here. His head lowered, his lips pulling back in a snarl. You dont even want to get this started, Risa. There will be no other agent taking my place. No other man will take my place. If you want to live, then damn you, youll accept the man that can keep your ass alive.


Why? Agony was a burden she didnt know if she could bear much longer. Humiliation ran as hot and as deep as the arousal she couldnt get rid of. She had failed with him, and now he wanted to do what? Rub her nose in it? Make her accept it?


Accept the deal, he commanded furiously. You will accept it, and you will accept me. If I have to force your hand, I will. Am I understood?


A frown snapped between her brows as fury flooded in her eyes.


Dont order me, she snapped back. Im not your lapdog, Mr. Sloane. And you will not make me do anything.


Dont bet on it. Fury snapped between them, nose to nose, glaring, as she felt her clit swell further, her nipples tighten harder.


I hate you! She wanted to hit him. She wanted to wipe the command and dominance off his face with her fist.


Hate me all you like. His smile was tight, confident. But you will live, Risa. You will live, or Ill paddle your ass until you cant sit for a week.


Her eyes widened as outrage flooded her. You wouldnt dare!


Oh, my little sweet, trust me. Id dare that and much more.












CHAPTER 6





THE DOOR DIDNT slam behind them when Risa closed it later that afternoon. It closed quietly, the dead bolt clicked into position, and when she turned, she froze. Two men stood in her living room, dressed in light overalls with the name of a cleaning company emblazoned on them.


Micah didnt seem overly concerned by the fact that two strange men were in her apartment.


One was tall, six and a half feet at least, white blond hair hanging to his shoulders, ice blue eyes regarding her with a hint of somber interest rather than pity. The other was shorter, with dark blond hair and gray eyes. The second man watched her with more than somber interest. There was hint of mischief to his expression, a decided curl of amusement about his lips. She decided to dislike him on the spot, simply because he was the only one who appeared as if he might protest it.


Hey, Micah, are you introducing us? The darker blond, amused male lifted his brows in query as he lifted a vacuum. Here weve been sweeping up your bugs and being good little boys. There were some bad boys in here, too.


I have bugs in my apartment? She frowned. Youre not pest control. Call them.


Theyre both pests and pest control, Micah grunted as he glanced at the vacuum. Did you deactivate them?


Risa paused and stared at the vacuum as the meaning began to sink in. Not real bugs, listening devices. Someone had placed listening devices in her home?


All of them. We, umm, found something interesting, too. The darker-haired one glanced at her again. We cleaned the overhead light fixtures, changed the bulbs and all that good stuff. She had an interesting little camera above her bed. Wireless. Snazzy as hell.


Risa drew in a hard breath as Micah cursed under his breath.


Surprise, surprise, she thought with a rather distant feeling of extreme humiliation. Not only was someone listening to her, but they also were watching her. Had she done anything embarrassing lately? Had she masturbated or attempted to since that camera had been installed?


Youre a bastard, John, Micah growled. Take your toys back to base and let the others go over them, see if they can track the wireless link.


Risa turned from them all and moved to her bedroom. She couldnt deal with them. She couldnt deal with herself at the moment.


As the bedroom door closed behind her, Micah grimaced and turned to Nik and John. The Russian and Australian rarely worked well together, but today it seemed as though they had come to blows.


Thanks for letting her know about the damned bug in the bedroom, Micah snapped at the shorter agent.


Johns brows rose. Mate, youre getting a little intense, arent you? he drawled, a frown working on his tanned brow as his accent grated across Micahs nerves. John only let that accent slip free when he wanted to piss someone off.


Ill worry about my intensity, Micah told him. You worry about getting those bugs to Jordan. See if he can get anything off them.


On our way then. John nodded, though he continued to watch Micah carefully.


John moved for the door as Nik held back. When the door closed behind John, Micah turned to the Russian and lifted a brow questioningly.


We have base set up across the hall, Nik told him. As well as surveillance. Tehya and Kira are on-site and want to discuss Risas medical records with you as well as the psychological report. They asked that you come over as soon as possible.


Micah nodded. He had some questions he needed answered and he knew the two women had consulted with one of the government scientists working to understand the drug and exactly how it worked on the human body.


Ill be over there in a few hours. He nodded as he glanced toward the closed bedroom door where Risa had disappeared.


She was too calm. From the moment shed backed down from him and agreed to the operation, she had been too damned calm.


Ill let them know. Nik nodded. We have surveillance on her apartment from across the hall, and well have someone on you whenever you leave. We have Black Jack and Wild Card with the grandmother providing protection there and the Durango team is providing backup here. We should have all our bases covered.


Should have. If. Maybe. Son of a bitch, Micah didnt like this. He hadnt liked it from the beginning, simply because hed known that even if she survived, Risa would be damaged again by the whole op.


And hed been right. Last night had been a fucking fiasco. He should have never walked away from her and left her alone in that bedroom, no matter how shaky his control had been.


Two minutes, hed told himself. All hed needed was two minutes to get a handle on the need to fuck into her, regardless of the tension that had begun building in her. That tension hadnt been sexual. It had been fear. Each time she had come close to release, she had locked up, fought it back, and managed to escape the explosive release he had felt building inside her.


Two minutes had given her just enough time to run from him. Just enough time to escape before he could return and ease her into her climax.


Hed been too damned hard, too horny. The need for her had risen inside him like nothing he had ever known before. No woman had ever made him as hungry, as fast, as Risa had.


Micah locked the dead bolts after Nik checked the hall and left the apartment. Turning, Micah stared around the room, wondering how the hell he was supposed to handle this one.


Hed managed to fuck up last night. The combination of the minute quantity of Whores Dust that he hadnt known was in her system and her fears mixed with his own needs had made for a fiasco that had obviously ended up frightening her away. Thank God Nik and John had been outside, seen her leaving, and followed her. With the presence of the bugs in the apartment, it was obvious Orion was already on the job.


And it was obvious Micah and Risa were going to have to talk, very soon. Hed deliberately provoked her earlier, pissed her off, and pushed her into anger rather than shock.


That look of blank horror on her face had stripped his control. For the first time in years, Micah had felt something other than the need for vengeance. The need to protect, the fury at her pain, the control-stripping need to shelter her, had taken hold of him with a stranglehold he had been unable to break. It was no wonder the other members of the unit were watching him warily now.


Pushing his hands wearily over his hair, he stalked into the kitchen, checked the refrigerator and pantry for groceries, and spent time making a grocery list. Next, he moved around the apartment, except for her bedroom, and checked the windows and shades.


Then, he broached the bedroom.


Risa was on the bed staring up at the light fixture curiously. Where would someone have planted a camera? The decorative glass light cover was frosted with a series of designs cascading over it. It took her a while, but as she stared at it, she noticed that within the pattern of raised rosebuds, one was missing. Right in the center.


A glass rosebud for a camera? She imagined it could be done; technology was clearly able to produce one. Too bad that the men who used that technology couldnt be sane.


Maybe sanity, like beauty, though, was in the eye of the beholder.


God, she was a mess. She could feel herself shaking from the inside out. It had been all she could do to sign her name to the papers the attorney had given her at the Federal Building.


Running and hiding wasnt an option, he had assured her, as though he had known that was exactly what she wanted to do. Unfortunately, there didnt appear to be a hole deep enough or dark enough to protect her from the man they called Orion.


A killer. A man who strapped his victims down and drained them of their blood. Watched them die and probably found immeasurable pleasure from it.


She had to press her hand to her stomach. Again. She fought back the need to gag, because there was nothing in her stomach to throw up.


She hadnt even eaten today. She almost laughed as she remembered that. Hunger hadnt been high on her list of priorities this morning. When her attorney had called requesting that she and her grandmother accompany him to the Federal Building to sign some papers, Risa had never imagined that the thought of food would only make her sicker later.


Now she understood why he had been so vague about explaining why they had to sign those papers immediately. Hed implied the papers had to do with the vast holdings the government had seized from Jansen Clay.


Risa had been fighting for years for items that had belonged to her mother, who had died years before Risas kidnapping. Jewelry, a few antiques Jansens second wife had taken possession of, and some pictures. Risa had prayed that was being resolved, only to learn that her life was only going to hell faster than it had been.


She still couldnt make sense of it. Jansen hadnt thought she was worth trying to sell, but someone else thought it was worth 2 million to kill her. It was enough to be laughable. She would laugh again if she werent afraid she would end up screaming.


Sitting up on the bed, knees bent, she laid her head against her arms, closed her eyes, and breathed out as she fought the panic rising inside her.


She had agreed to play bait. Here she sat, in her apartment, for all intents and purposes with her new lover. That was enough to make her cry. Her body was still sizzling, despite the truth of her situation, and the need to touch him again was like a fever burning inside her. Because of that fucking drug. Because it was messing with her normal arousal and making it worse. It was destroying her from the inside out.


At the sound of the bedroom door opening, she tensed, biting her lip as she swore she felt Micah enter the room.


I ordered dinner. His voice washed over her and sent ripples of awareness coursing over her.


She nodded in reply.


Ive also sent out an order for groceries. His voice hardened, Risa nodded again.


We need to talk about this, Risa. Now, while its safe to talk here. Ignoring the situation isnt going to make it better.


Im really good at ignoring things, she muttered. Trust me, its not that hard to do, and it really does make life easier.


Until youre dead? he asked coldly.


Her head lifted at that. Fates a bitch, isnt she?


His lips tightened. Get out of bed and get in here and talk to me, before I join you.


She laughed at that. She was amazed that she could laugh without breaking into hysteria.


Well, wouldnt we just hate to make you do that? she stated mockingly as she pulled herself from the bed and moved for the door. Id hate to put you out to that extent again.


Electricity seemed to race over her body as she passed him at the doorway. It was all she could do to control the gasp that built in her throat, or the need to touch him.


You ran out on me last night, he stated as she moved to the couch and curled into the corner. Why?


She stared back at him in surprise. Thats rather self-explanatory, wouldnt you think?


Why did he care? It wasnt as though she had done anything for him.


If you had waited, Risa, we could have fixed the problem.


Looking away from him, she wondered rather mockingly exactly how they could have fixed that problem for him.


Theres nothing to fix, she pushed out between stiff lips. Were stuck together; I understand that. Ill try to stay out of your way as much as possible.


Yeah, you do that, he snarled back at her.


She looked away from him, concentrating instead on the small office area she had created in the corner of the room. The corner desk, file cabinet, and computer. She had work to do there, but she couldnt seem to get a handle on actually doing the work. The accounting she did from home kept the bills paid; it kept her from having to dip into the small trust fund her mother had left her, and kept her grandmother from having to support her.


Did we need to discuss anything else? she asked. Im tired. I thought a shower and a nap


I said I ordered dinner. He sat down in the chair across from her. And I said we needed to talk.


Just because you said it doesnt mean I agree with your decision. There was a chance she didnt have much longer to live anyway; she wasnt going to spend her last days on earth kowtowing to his arrogance. It was bad enough that now that he was here, she couldnt seem to get a handle on her own arousal. She needed to change panties, she was so damned wet.


He ran his hand over his face, and for a second Risa saw the weariness that marked his expression. He must not have slept last night, she thought, then felt perversely glad. Because she hadnt slept last night, either.


Risa, we need to come to an understanding to make this work, he warned her, his dark eyes flashing with frustration.


We have an understanding, she assured him. I understand you have to stay here to catch a killer. Theres a spare bedroom and bathroom; make yourself at home. Ill try to stay out of your way as much as possible.


Something dark and dangerous flashed in his eyes. His expression became emotionless, cold. For a moment fear skated down her spine; then her shoulders straightened. It wasnt as though he could kill her for talking back to him. And God, she was tired of putting her head down and simply trying not to antagonize fate.


Fate had slapped her so damned hard already that she was still reeling.


Look. She lifted her hand as he started to speak. Last night was a mistake, and I apologize for dragging you into my problems. I She swallowed tightly. Sometimes, you just need to be touched, you know? I shouldnt have chosen you. I should have walked away and just picked up a damned drunk stranger or something.


She wondered if Micah could have fucked her drunk. She hated that he hadnt found any pleasure with her. It sliced into her with a sharper pain than her own inability to find the satisfaction she had needed. It wasnt his fault. Hed been dragged into this. He had probably felt that he had to go through with taking her because of this operation he was on. He appeared willing to do anything to catch Orion. Even fuck her.


You amaze me. His voice was cold; his eyes were like pits of black ice.


Yeah, I amaze myself sometimes. She held back the tears, the need to cry. She held back the need to curl into his arms and find some hint of comfort. She was tired, shaky, and terrified. And in her entire life she had never known a place as secure as she had felt when he had held her the night before.


What else do we need to talk about?


Your inability to climax.


She flinched at the statement. Humiliation curled in the pit of her stomach.


She shrugged. That wasnt your fault.


I should have waited on your doctors report, he said. If I had known the Whores Dust was still in your system, then I would have known what to do.


She crossed her arms over her breasts and stared away from him. Heat seared her face, her neck. She didnt want to talk about this. She couldnt bear to talk about this.


Risa, the effect of the Whores Dust is frightening. Weve been gathering reports for years on the men and women who survived the initial wave of that drug. You were given enough that it attached to the pleasure receptors in your brain. It leaves the body slowly, very slowly. To understand whats going on when it kicks in, you need to understand the effects of it.


No. She didnt want to know. She swallowed convulsively, remembering last night all too well as the need for touch built inside her again.


After the initial injection, it doesnt make you want sex so much as it makes the need for sex stronger. It makes the sensations stronger.


I cant talk about this. She came to her feet as hysteria threatened to break through the fragile control holding it back.


We have to discuss this, Risa. He rose as well, facing her now, staring down at her with the inky ice of his gaze. We have to deal with it. Because I wont be sleeping in your spare bedroom, or using your spare bath. Ill be sleeping in the bed with you. This isnt just a cover, because no doubt Orion knows Im your bodyguard. This is about us. Period.


She shook her head. She couldnt do it. She couldnt let Micah in her bed; she couldnt share that much of herself with him. God, she didnt want to share that much with herself. The nights she awoke, her fingers beneath her pajamas, stroking her flesh because she couldnt protect herself in her sleep. The nightmares. Waking herself with her screams, her pleas. Begging Jansen Clay not to hurt her. Please dont, Daddy, dont let him hurt me.


No. The word was a hoarse, desperate sound. Thats not possible.


She couldnt bear it. She couldnt stand knowing she couldnt satisfy Micah, that she would awaken them both trying desperately to achieve her own satisfaction, or that she would awaken them with her screams.


Thats very possible, he assured her. Im to be your lover, Risa. You are aware of what a lover is for, arent you?


She shook her head. No. That wasnt the deal. The papers didnt say I had to sleep with you. No one said it had to go that far.


But you want it to go that far, he stated then. Deny it. Youre aroused.


She was going to lose the battle with her tears. She was going to collapse to the floor in agony. The ache in her mind, her body, was too strong. The pain was physical, it bit into her so deeply.


She wanted him. Oh God, she wanted to touch him, wanted to be touched. She wanted to feel him inside her again, pressing into her, stretching her, burning her. She wanted him to fuck her so wild and so hard that she felt nothing but the burn, that pleasure and pain combined, and she couldnt fight either. She needed it until her nails bit into her palms. Until she could taste the need surging into her mouth, reminding her of his kiss.


He had said she wanted it to go that far. That she was aroused. Not that he did. Not that he was. And she was too frightened to even look to see how unaroused he was. If she looked and saw nothing, saw no sign of his erection, she was afraid it would finally break that last thread she had on the control that kept her trying to live day by day.


How sterile had her life become? In the six years since she had been taken from the asylum, she had fought just to live, day by day. To get up in the morning, to make friends, to learn how to defend herself, to find a balance in her life when sometimes she feared there would never be balance.


Now here she stood in front of the only man in those six years whom she had been able to touch, who had touched her. She had gone out several times in the past year determined to find a lover and had always chickened out. Until last night. Last night she had gone to his bed, and she still hadnt repaired the wound she had suffered from it.


You cant deny it, Risa. His voice was lower, warmer. It throbbed with knowledge, with a false arousal she knew he couldnt actually feel. He couldnt want her now. Not after last night.


Dont do this to me, she whispered, feeling the tears building in her throat, nearly strangling her with their strength. Please, Micah. Dont hurt me like this.


Too much was building inside her, too much information she couldnt handle, that she couldnt deal with. The Whores Dust making her hurt for sex, making her willing to beg to be touched. A contract on her life. And now Micah, a man stronger, more arrogant and dominant, than any she had ever known, and a fascination she couldnt seem to break away from.


All this for the ugly little girl who couldnt get a boyfriend when she was a teenager and couldnt get a lover now unless he had an agenda that required he force an interest in her. A man who hadnt been able to achieve his satisfaction with the ugly woman she had become.


She covered her mouth with her hand and turned away from him, all but running from him. She was running away. She was hiding because she was weak, because she couldnt face the truth of what she or her life had become.


Risa, dammit, he cursed as the door slammed closed behind her.


She pressed her back to it as her legs gave out and she slid to the floor. As she hugged her knees to her chest, the tears began to fall. She couldnt hold them back; the pain was too intense. It dug inside her soul and sent a wash of ugly black emotion tearing through her.


For the first time in her life, she hated. Hated with a vicious, horrible strength that frightened her. And the awful truth of it was, there was no one she hated more than herself. She hated her weakness, she hated the helplessness she felt against the events transpiring against her, and she hated the face that Jansen Clay had always assured her was so ugly. So ugly he couldnt pay a man to fuck her. And God forbid, he had once said, that she would have children and pass that ugliness on.


God forbid that Risa should ever believe that she deserved the things other women did.





FRUSTRATION ATE at Micah as he paced the living room in the apartment across from Risas. Morganna was in the apartment with her, giving him a chance to gather his control after she had run back to her bedroom. She was running away from him and running away from the danger. She had to face both. She would face him, and she would do it soon, he assured himself.


He was willing to let her bury her head in the sand for the moment, because he understood that the implications of the danger she was in were overwhelming. But tonight she would face him, and she would face the fact that there would be no turning away any longer.


I have her psychologists report here. Kira Richards was sitting on the floor in front of a long coffee table scattered with files. This is a mess, Micah, she sighed. Her father did a job on her before he ever allowed her to be raped. Micah flinched at the word but turned back to Kira and retook his seat on the couch.


He hadnt had the reports before meeting with Risa last night. There hadnt been time. They knew Orion had accepted the job. Moving quickly had been imperative. It was still imperative, but for different reasons.


Micah had read the files when he stepped in the room. Hed spent over an hour reading them as he waited for the delivery time that the restaurant had quoted for the food. Blanchards, one of his favorite restaurants, didnt deliver fast; they delivered good food instead.


That extra time had given him the chance to go over the files, pages and pages of childhood events that Risa had told the psychologist about, as well as the psychologists diagnosis.


How did she survive this? Kira whispered as she read one of the papers. He told her she was so ugly he couldnt imagine her passing it on to her children? Horror crossed her face as she lifted her gaze to Micah. She remembers when he helped drug her, that he laughed that hed never be able to sell her. He was lucky to pay someone to fuck her? She had no boyfriends when she was younger, and only a few friends. She shook her head. Her psychologist is amazed she doesnt have to put her on drugs. According to her report


According to her report, Risa is sound mentally, physically, and psychologically, with only a few issues that need to be worked out. Most important is that of her worth to herself as well as to others, he quoted. I read the report. He may not totally have agreed with it. Risa was wounded, but she was strong. Healing her would require more than dealing with a few issues.


He forced himself to calm as he checked his watch again. He wanted to be there when dinner was delivered. He was going to make certain she ate. She had lost too much weight in the past year. She was still healthy, but he knew it wouldnt take much longer before that changed. She hadnt eaten before the meeting this morning, and she definitely hadnt eaten afterward.


Risa is our best chance to catch Orion. Jordan spoke up from where he sat at a bank of security monitors. If she cracks emotionally or mentally, then theres a chance hell take her and well lose her.


She wont crack. Micah was going to make sure of it.


Micah, you might not be able to stop it, Morganna said softly. Shes twenty-six; shes had a lifetime to believe the crap her father filled her head with. With the addition of the Whores Dust and now Orion, she may not come out of this without scars none of us can fix.


There will always be scars. He flashed her a harsh look. Her soul is scarred from the inside out, Kira. No one can change that. That doesnt mean she cant be happy. It doesnt mean shes not a beautiful, vibrant woman.


Kira knew that Risa wasnt ugly in any wayshe had pretty eyes, a beautiful smile when she bothered to smilebut she wasnt exactly pretty, either. The girl leaned a bit to the plain side. Her features werent distinguishing. She was a woman who would easily be overlooked unless you knew her. But the more Kira got to know her, the more she saw that there was a uniqueness to Risa that made her very pretty.


Kira watched as Micah picked one of the eight-by-ten black-and-white pictures that had been snapped of Risa during their surveillance of her in the past week. Black-and-white did nothing to compliment her, but Micahs expression wasentranced?


Her eyes sparkle when she finds a reason to be happy, he murmured. And even saddened, theres a light in them that assures me she will fight to live. He touched the face in the photo. Why do you think she doesnt see herself as pretty? He lifted his gaze back to Kira as he frowned. Her smile is filled with warmth, and even in these pictures you can see the need for laughter, for passion, lighting her features. He tossed the picture back to the table. How could a father be so vile, Kira? So evil?


Kira almost smiled. When she looked at that picture, she saw it, too. She saw the life on Risas face that Micah had picked up on. She saw the curiosity in Risas eyes; she saw the latent passion. She had missed it all before, and seeing it gave the girl a prettiness that couldnt be denied.


Hell. Beauty was in the eye of the beholder; she had always heard that. In this case, perhaps it was more true than she had ever known.












CHAPTER 7





NIGHTFALL CAME too soon. Risa had never realized how much shed hated the earlier winter nights until that night. When she was faced with the prospect of getting ready to go to bed with Micah.


She couldnt do it. Every time she thought of it, she remembered being in his bed the night before, and that farce it had turned into.


But it was dark. She always went to bed early. She got up early. If she managed to sleep at all. Last night, she hadnt slept, and her body was demanding rest.


Her mind was another matter entirely.


Youre worrying too much, he stated as she found herself staring at her computer screen, the numbers in the accounting program blending in front of her eyes. Youre tired, Risa. Get ready and go on to bed. Ill come in later.


She hated that tone. That compassionate lets-pamper-the-baby tone. She didnt need him to pamper or patronize her.


She turned slowly in her chair and glared at him. He was sitting back on her couch as though he owned it, the television blaring some news program as those black eyes flicked over her body before coming back to her face.


As though he was remembering the night before. How did he remember it? she wondered. As the total failure it had been on her part?


Why would I want to do that? she asked carefully. Its barely ten.


His lips seemed to thin. God, those lips were so gorgeous, and they could kiss like a dream. Like a particularly hot, wicked, sensual dream. She knew. His lips had been on hers, licking at her lips, nipping at them. He had kissed her as though he had meant to devour her.


Youre so exhausted, youre close to falling asleep at the computer. He frowned back at her. You should be well aware by now that Im not going to hurt you. Sleeping in the bed with me wont be nearly so traumatic as fucking me in one, surely.


Her face flushed. Risa felt the rise of red-hot color washing over her features as she stared back at him in furious amazement.


That was completely uncalled for. She jumped from her seat, outraged. If you cant keep a civil tongue in your mouth, then dont speak.


She fell back on her grandmothers antiquated superiority. God, was she so lacking that she couldnt even bear hearing the word from his lips? Fucking. They had fucked. He had fucked her. She wanted to cover her ears in the hopes of blotting out the thoughts. Because she didnt find it nearly as distasteful as she wanted to. The implications of the word brought to mind the sweaty, slick movements of their bodies together. Her cries. His groans. The touch of his hands, the thrust of his cock inside her.


She nearly had to clench her thighs together to hold back the overpowering lust.


Whores Dust, was it? She couldnt imagine it. Nothing had felt so natural as wanting Micah.


You go to bed if youre so tired, she finally snapped. Ill be in later.


He grinned. That sensually full, mobile mouth curved into a grin of sheer male confidence and superiority. The kind of grin she had seen her friends husbands give their wives when they were determined to get their way.


Im very tired, he informed her. A little minx kept me up well past my bedtime last night, then skipped out on me and forced me to follow after her. I stared into her window like a lovesick Romeo pining for her attention.


Or a covert agent hoping she hadnt managed to get herself kidnapped before you could capture her murderer, she snarled back in reply. Orion matters so much to you that you were willing to fuck someone you didnt even know to get to him?


His brow arched. Such language, Risa. Amusement glittered in his black eyes. Be careful. Youre liable to give me a hard-on talking that way. Id be extremely uncomfortable sleeping if you did.


She almost lost her breath at the thought. Micah, aroused, in her bed. A shiver worked up her spine before she managed to turn away from him and stomp to the window on the opposite side of the room.


She stared into the park across from the apartment building, fighting to make sense of her response to him rather than any other man.


Not that there had been men to choose from, unfortunately. But Micah was like the epitome of men. Look in the dictionary for male and there most certainly would be a picture of him staring back.


He was tall, dark-skinned. Jeans hugged his ass. A white cotton shirt emphasized his leanly muscled shoulders. And he wore boots. He was wearing boots. Cowboy boots that were well worn, faded, and scarred. The perfect kind of bad-boy boots.


Risa.


She jumped as his face joined hers in the glass of the window; then his hands fell on her shoulders as he pulled her back, allowing the curtain to fall into place once again.


Risa shuddered at the warmth of his hands even as she pulled herself away from him and turned to glare at him.


What?


He watched her, his eyes no longer amused, but somber instead.


You should stay away from the curtains, he said. A direct line of sight will allow certain devices to hear anything youre saying. The heavy curtains over the windows and the interference of the television would otherwise block it.


Oh.


She stared at the television, then back to the window as dismay washed over her. Shed spent so much time in a perpetual shadow during the months she had been in the clinic. She loved the sunlight. She loved having it shine through clean windows and brighten the rooms that she lived within. Just as she loved staring into the black velvet night as well.


I see. She hugged her arms over her breasts before turning away from him once again. Ill go shower. Or something.


She wanted to sit in the middle of the floor and start wailing in fury. Where was it fair? She had endured enough; she didnt need a killer adding to the nightmares she already knew.


Risa. His hands gripped her shoulders again, this time refusing to allow her to jerk away. Were going to keep you safe. I promise.


Of course you will, she said faintly. Did she have any other choice but to believe it? Tell me, Micah, has he ever failed?


She knew he hadnt. The man the federal attorney had told her about was nothing short of a perfect assassin. He had never been caught. He had never been identified. He had never failed to kill the person he had been hired to kill.


His past has nothing to do with our present. We know who hes after; wherever he gets his information whenever hes investigating a victim wont know about us. Were not a part of any government, nor are we part of a traceable agency. Hell see us as a nominal threat. When he makes his move, well be here, and well capture him.


His hands kneaded her shoulders, his head lowered until his lips were so close. Until she could almost taste them.


And then what? She shook her head against the rising need. Someone else takes his place?


Then hell talk.


Risa almost flinched at the icy tone of his voice. Pure menace glittered in his eyes.


Her lips parted, and she almost believed he would.


Youll kill him before he can talk, she whispered, suddenly knowing that whoever or whatever Orion was, Micah hated him with a passion that most would reserve for love.


But he shook his head. No. His thumb touched her lips. I wont kill him until I know who threatens you. Then yes, the word hissed between clenched teeth. Oh yes, Risa. Then, I promise you, Ill kill Orion, then Ill kill the bastard who dared to think he could continue to torment you.


She didnt have to tear herself away from him this time. He stepped away. The shadows on his face gave him an almost cruel, faintly savage look. A foreign look, for just a space of a moment.


Risa swallowed tightly.


Go shower, he told her, his back to her as he headed for the kitchen. Its nearly bedtime. He stopped at the doorway and turned back to her. And you will learn to sleep with me, starting tonight. If by chance he manages to get into this apartment to lay another listening device, then there will be no doubt in his mind that youre not sharing a bed with me. There will be no doubt in any mans mind, Risa, whose woman you are.





MICAH WATCHED the widening of her eyes before he turned and moved into the kitchen. He paced to the sink, ran a glass of water, and drank it down as though the fire that raged inside him could be quenched so damned easily.


It couldnt be. Lust for Risa. Hatred so overwhelming it was barely contained for Orion.


His jaw clenched as an image flashed before his eyes. His mother, so delicate, so white. Shed been bled dry, her wrists slashed. And she would have suffered. Orion had stripped her of her clothes and of her life, but he hadnt stripped her of her dignity. Of all his victims, only Micahs mother had been found with her eyes closed, a serene expression on her face.


Knowing she had died as she had lived gave Micah no comfort, though. Ariela Abijah had been the epitome of female strength. It had been in her eyes, in the way she held her head, in her love for her husband, her son, and her country.


His fingers dug into the counter as he gripped the edge with lethal force. He imagined Orions neck there, feeling the life slowly ease from his body. Watching his eyes. The hatred that filled Micah couldnt be contained. It burned like a black flame inside his soul, corrupting it. Staining it with the dark emotion.


Then, the image of that faceless enemy was erased. Instead, Micah saw Risas image. He saw her as they danced, her expression filled with wonder as she experienced her first taste of passion. Her face flushed with lust, her blue eyes darkening with it as she fought to reach her orgasm, then pulled herself back from the brink.


He saw her, so filled with a quiet beauty that asked for nothing. He saw the strength in her beautiful eyes, the struggle to survive, the determination to fill her life with more than nightmares.


His head lowered as he grimaced at the hunger that rose inside him, as fast, as hard, perhaps more so than the hatred he had for Orion.


He had believed nothing could be as all-consuming as his need to kill that bastard. But he had learned in the past twenty-four hours that something could rise inside him with the same force and knock him on his ass.


Lust. A hunger for one woman, not just any woman, a need for Risa that bit into his balls like sharp teeth and left him almost shaking in his need to touch her.


And tonight, he would be sleeping with her.


He reached up to wipe the sweat from his brow at the thought of that.


He was going to have to slide into that bed beside her, sleep beside her, and hold back his lust. Because if he didnt, he could very well ruin the delicate plan he was laying in place for her. Something far different from using her to catch his.


No, Micah wanted Risa for much more than the fact that she was the only lead they had to Orion. He wanted her because her warmth reached into him. For the first time in his life, someone had touched a part of his soul that he didnt know existed. A part reserved solely for her.


His father had once told him that every man knew when he found his mate. That one woman who could change a man simply because he loved her. Whether he could actually have her wouldnt matter, Garren Abijah had warned Micah. What would matter was that loving her, knowing her, would make him a better man.


He feared Risa would be the one woman whom walking away from would destroy the man he was now. He sensed it, like a wolf sensed his mate. Like the flower sensed the sunlight. Like a dead man sensed his ultimate destruction, he thought darkly.


Because he couldnt have her, not forever. She would never carry the false name he had taken, she would never know what they could have had, because he could never let her know of the feelings that rose inside him whenever he saw her.


He hadnt just seen her last night.


No, he had seen her before. Many times. Leaving her friends homes as he was arriving in the past year or so. The few times he had gone out of his way to find her during the times he had worried that he hadnt seen her in a while.


Yeah, hed done that a time or two. Watched for her. Waiting for her. Always knowing, like a damned buck in rut, whenever she was near.


He pushed his fingers through his hair and blew out a hard, weary breath. He was damned tired himself, and sleeping next to her tempting heat was going to be hard.


Hard didnt come close to describing it. And even worse? Damned if he wasnt looking forward to it.


He took a moment to adjust his stiff cock in his jeans before moving around the apartment. He checked the door and the dead bolts, then the windows. The security system the apartment used was state of the art, but John and Nik had added a bit before Micah arrived at the apartment with Risa.


The advanced electronics now installed would detect a fly if it managed to slip past the seal.


Pursing his lips, he blew out another silent breath before he headed for the bedroom door. Shed finished her shower long minutes before. She was either in the bed or hiding in the bathroom attempting to come up with an argument that would keep him out of her bed.


There was no argument sane enough, he thought. Because the hunger to sleep next to her wasnt in any way logical.


He opened the door, his eyes quickly adjusting to the dim room and finding her shape in the bed.


Closing the door behind him, he moved to the bed and sat gingerly on the mattress to pull off his boots.


You didnt get your pajamas, she informed him, her voice trembling a bit.


Micah closed his eyes. Did she have any clue how much he hated doing this to her? Could she sense in any way his reluctance to frighten her, or to force her to face her demons?


I dont sleep in pajamas, sweet, he said quietly as the last boot dropped to the floor and he picked it up to set it next to the other before pulling off his socks.


Rising to his feet, he shucked his jeans and underwear first, then his shirt.


I dont think I can do this. She sounded breathless but not frightened. She sounded aroused, and fighting it oh, so hard.


Do you have a choice? He didnt give her time to think.


Flipping back the sheet and comforter, he moved into the bed beside her, almost grinning at the small amount of space the bed afforded both of them.


He pulled the sheet over his hips, adjusted the pillow, and closed his eyes. He didnt have to see her to sense her. He didnt have to look at her to feel the warmth of her body next to him.


She was stiff, silent. Micah could feel the tension moving around her, and that tension would keep her from sleeping.


Are you so frightened of me, Risa? he asked quietly. After last night, isnt there some semblance of trust that will allow you to share this bed with me? Something that tells you I would lay down my own life before Id harm yours?


There was nothing, no one, that could convince him to harm her. That could make him further wound the spirit that fought so desperately to survive within her.


Its not a matter of trust, she finally whispered into the darkness.


Then whats it a matter of? He turned to her then, letting his hand uncurl, allowing his fingers to curve over her hip despite the flinch that jerked through her body. Tell me, Risa. Why deny yourself when you dont have to?


She was still and silent, her breathing jerky.


Because, she finally whispered. The night will come that you wont be here any longer. And then Ill have to face reality rather than the illusion. And I dont think I want to face either.


Strangely enough, he understood that comment. The reality that he would leave, the illusion that he could stay. Yes, facing either would hurt them both. But Micah was a man who never allowed himself illusion. He knew only the reality, and the reality involved one simple fact.


Memories can warm you in the cold of the night, he told her softly. I know this well, sweet. If you want to make those memories, you have only to let me know.





SHE HAD ONLY to let him know.


Risa stared into the darkness for several more long moments before she turned slowly to her side, feeling his hand lift, only to return to the opposite hip as she faced him.


There was a sliver of light falling from the bathroom, just enough to make out his shadowed features. He was just as roughly handsome in the dark as he was in the light. His strong jaw was clearly defined, the fullness of his lower lip prominent despite the thinner, brooding upper curve.


And he had the rasp of a beard covering his face.


She wanted to touch it, yet she was too frightened. She wanted to run her fingers over it, feel it against her palm.


Who was she kidding? She wanted to feel it all over her body. She wanted it stroking against her breasts, her belly, her thighs.


Making memories is a lousy excuse, she finally whispered, her breathing short and choppy from the mere thought of having his body cover hers again.


He was warm and hard, muscular and so intensely male that he made her mouth water.


Is it? His fingers moved against her hip. It took her several seconds to realize he had pushed his hands beneath the loose hem of her long T-shirt. It rested on her bare waist, the calloused flesh of his palm warm and decidedly inviting against her sensitive skin.


You should think about it, he whispered, his head moving closer, his lips holding her attention, his need driving spikes of hunger through her system. Remember how hot it was, baby? How the sweat built on our flesh? How we strained together?


How he didnt come?


Risa closed her eyes, her head shaking as her hand pressed against his chest while she fought to hold her hunger at bay.


It was the Whores Dust; that was what they said. But was it? If it was related to that damned drug, wouldnt it happen at a time other than when Micah was near? Why burn her now with such depth when it hadnt before? Not like this. Not until she wanted to throw caution to the wind and beg him to bury himself inside her.


Dont. She finally managed to push the words past her lips: Please, Micah.


His lips brushed her forehead instead and she wanted to cry out with the need to feel that caress against her lips.


I wont hurt you, Risa. His voice caressed her senses, stoked her desires. I promise you this.


A whimper of need passed her lips. No, Micah, youll destroy me, and we both know it.


But he was a man a woman couldnt help but fall in love with. The type of man a woman could never hope to hold.


She forced herself to turn her back on him once again, to lie alone, except for the touch of his hand against her hip. And it wasnt the fear of his touch that drove her. It was the fear of learning his touch, craving it, and never having it again.












CHAPTER 8





TWO DAYS OF HELL.


Risa stepped from her bedroom two days later, feeling the lack of sleep that had haunted her, the exhaustion edging at her mind.


She couldnt sleep with Micah in the bed with her. He slept naked. He crowded her in the bed. His arm always ended up against her, over her, something. At one point, his fingers had curled around her breast, his palm searing her nipple.


It had taken everything she had to remove his hand, the bastard. It didnt matter what she slept in, he ended up finding bare skin to touch. She was terrified to go to sleep. She knew if she did, she would awaken to find herself draped over him, probably begging him to fuck her.


That was all she needed to round out the most humiliating week of her life.


Breakfast and coffee, sunshine, he called out from the kitchen as she paused in the living room and glared at him in irritation.


I told youand she had, just the morning beforeI dont do breakfast.


And I told youno, he had badgered herbreakfast is the most important part of the day.


She wanted him, bare-chested, wearing nothing but low-slung jeans, his feet bare, his hair damp, for breakfast. Rather than fighting another useless battle, she moved to the kitchen table and gratefully accepted the coffee. She stared at the eggs, bacon, and toast he set before her. Hell, she might as well eat. She was too damned tired to fight with him.


You didnt sleep well last night, he commented as he carried his own plate, minus the bacon, and cup to the table. Swinging his leg over the chair, he sat down and sipped at his coffee. I hope Im not distracting you.


He was so damned cheerful she wanted to snarl at him in violent irritation.


Im used to sleeping alone, she reminded him for what had to be the hundredth time. I dont sleep well with you in the bed with me.


Youll get used to me. He nodded as though it were a foregone conclusion.


In his dreams she would get used to him.


We have to go out today, he informed her as she bit into her toast. We need to take you clothes shopping.


I have clothes. She sipped at her coffee to wash down the toast.


New lovers always go clothes shopping, he told her. Morganna circled it at the top of the list of things we should do immediately. If Orions going to strike soon, then we need to control each time he has that chance. So were going shopping.


She shrugged. Fine, theyd go shopping. That didnt mean she had to actually buy anything.


You can throw out those baggy-assed clothes before we go and make room for the new stuff Im buying you, he told her, causing her to pause, her fork inches from her mouth, to stare back at him in surprised anger.


I dont need new clothes. The fork clattered to her plate. Dont get out of hand in this, Micah. I cant afford a new wardrobe, and whats more, I like my clothes fine.


But Im your new lover and I dont like them, he informed her as he swallowed his eggs. You hide in those clothes, and as your lover, Id never allow you to hide that gorgeous body of yours.


Her lips thinned. Look, lets not play games here. Her fingers gripped the edge of the table. My body doesnt concern you one way or the other. Neither do my clothes. Well go through the motions and leave it at that.


His expression was composed, cool. It was always composed and cool. He hadnt gotten angry in the past two days; he hadnt argued with her. He had been like a steamroller just pushing her where he wanted her to go.


She pushed her plate back and opened her mouth to argue when his gaze lifted.


Do you really want to turn this into a battle? he asked her carefully.


Did she? There was something in his eyes the past two days that had made her wary of pushing him.


Fine, she snapped. I didnt have anything else planned. If you want to waste your hard-earned cash, thats your business. As long as we dont use my money for a bunch of clothes I neither need nor want.


He nodded. Agreed. Finish your breakfast so you dont collapse on me, then. You look sleepy, sweets. Drowsy and sensual. It looks good on you. If Orions watching, maybe hell at least suspect Im fucking you.


A flush washed up her cheeks at the thought of the dreams she had had during the few hours she had actually slept.


Dreams that were vivid, sexual. Dreams where he demanded she fuck him, ride him, where he spoke to her in explicit, naughty words that only made her wilder.


Lets hope he tries to kill me soon then, she said in irritation. Or I might kill you while we are waiting.


Didnt your grandmother say you were even-tempered? he asked her suspiciously. I could have sworn she mentioned that when she was here yesterday.


Risa really wanted to forget that visit. Her grandmother had watched them both suspiciously, as though trying to decide if they were actually having sex. It had been embarrassing. Before her grandmother finally left, she had glared at Micah and fretted over Risa as though she were an invalid. Risa didnt want to remember it, and she didnt want to discuss any portion of it.


My grandmother doesnt live with me, she informed him. She wouldnt know if I was even-tempered or not.


Did she know you very well before the kidnapping? he asked as he lifted his cup to his lips again. God, she wanted to be the cup.


No. Jansen didnt visit much and he didnt like for her to visit. Ive only gotten to know her in the past six years.


Abigail had been a very infrequent visitor when Risa had lived in Virginia with Jansen and Elaine.


He nodded at that. Jansen would have wanted to keep you from anyone who would have influenced you in any way counter to his wishes. I can see Abigail definitely protesting his treatment of you.


She thought about that, then shrugged. Until the kidnapping, he wasnt cruel. Just rather strict. He had been verbally abusive. He had made certain she understood that her lack of beauty placed her at a disadvantage. He had been mean. He had been hurtful.


He convinced you that you had no worth, according to your psychologists reports, he stated. Thats untrue, Risa. You have much worth.


Risa took another drink of her coffee before forcing more of her eggs down along with part of the bacon. She knew cruelty now. Nothing she had experienced before her kidnapping had prepared her for the true monster her father had been.


I heard you talking to Reno last night when he came over, she commented, refusing to acknowledge his topic of conversation. You said youd take Orion down with your last breath if you had to. Why?


He leaned back in his chair, his bare shoulders flexing beneath the dark skin as he inhaled deeply.


He killed someone close to me six years ago, he finally stated. A Mossad agent. She had been missing for more than twelve hours before her husband and He hesitated. Before her husband and son were contacted and told her location. His black eyes flashed for a moment with rage. Six weeks later her husband was involved in a confrontation with a suicide bomber in Tel Aviv. He attacked the bomber, threw himself on top of the young man. I consider Orion responsible for both their deaths and Reno knows this.


Why their son? she asked faintly. What happened to him?


He was silent for long moments. He continued the investigation. He thought he was getting close when he was betrayed by a friend. He drowned.


Im sorry, she whispered. They must have been very close to you. Did you ever know why your friends mother was targeted?


He shook his head. She was involved in an investigation into the rumored sale of a biological weapon by an American scientist. She thought she was getting close to his identity; then she disappeared. I suspect it was tied to that.


So you went back to Israel to investigate? She frowned.


He shook his head. Im American. There was little investigating that I could do.


But that hadnt stopped him, she guessed.


I can hear the accent in your voice sometimes, she told him. Your parents were immigrants?


He nodded sharply before picking up his cup and finishing his coffee. There, Ive answered your questions. Now we discuss what I want to discuss. Jansen Clay.


Jansen has nothing to do with this. She couldnt discuss the man who had donated the sperm to her birth. He had destroyed parts of her. There were still areas of her soul that were blackened with what he had done to her and the hatred she felt for him.


Jansen has everything to do with this, Risa. Bare arms folded on the table as he pushed his plate away and stared back at her. The FBI has been tracking your progress with the psychologist, going over the recordings made of your sessions, as well as the doctors notes. You gave them permission to do that, remember?


Im not a moron, she snapped back at him. Nor am I so simpleminded that you need to patronize me. Yes, I remember giving them permission to follow my progress. But I havent remembered anything.


You havent remembered faces or names, yet, but you have remembered things, he said gently. You remember the rape now.


She cringed, her arms going over her breasts as she fought to hold back the horror of what little she did remember.


Dont, she whispered. I cant talk about this to you.


Why? What better person to discuss it with, Risa? Whatever they did to you doesnt affect whats between us. There is nothing you could remember that would change my perception of you.


She shook her head, a mocking laugh passing her lips. Well, isnt that incentive enough to discuss it, she stated bitterly. Let it go, Micah. I talk to my psychologist and you are not my psychologist.


What youve remembered in the past months is the reason this assassin has been called out to kill you. If we could identify whoever it is hiding in your subconscious at the moment, then we could put a stop to this now. Orion never completes a project if his pay is jeopardized. His reputation is exacting; he never deviates from it. If we knew who hired him, we could stop this now.


But its Orion youre after. She forced the words past her lips. How would that serve you, Micah? You wouldnt have the hold card you need to trap him.


He wouldnt be here with her any longer. She was pathetic. She wanted him away from her, and yet she didnt want him gone. The appearance of a lover was a salve at least to her public ego.


Ill have my chance at Orion. Its fated, he said coldly. If I could take the risk from you, I would do so. What makes you think I would do otherwise?


She shook her head. Because he was sleeping with a woman he didnt truly desire, she thought. Because to catch a killer, he was forced into her bed.


I havent remembered much more. She heard the sound of her voice, strained, rough. I remember being held down. Bile rose in her stomach. He said She inhaled roughly, feeling a cold sweat pop out on her skin. He said he couldnt look at me, because I was too ugly. Her head lowered as she shook her head. If he had to look at me, he wouldnt be able to get off. He was angry with Jansen because he wanted the younger girl. Jansen told him I was the only choice, and he laughed. Said he had to pay someone to fuck me after all.


She pushed back from the table, stumbling from her chair as his expression remained composed, icy. She was shuddering now, thinking about it. It wasnt a memory; it was like a dream. Like a horrible nightmare she couldnt escape from whenever she let herself think about it.


I dont know who it was, she cried out, keeping her back to him as she moved into the living room. I dont want to know who it was.


Because youre afraid you know him. Your mind knows who it is, and its protecting you. God, his voice. With her back turned, she could hear something in it, something so dark and dangerous in the hard, emotionless tone that she instinctively shied away from it.


My psychologist, Dr. Brinegar, she tried hypnosis. I asked her to. She shook her head. I wanted it over. I wanted whatever was in my head to just go away. But she didnt get any more answers than Id already given her. She turned to him. Maybe I didnt see who it was. Maybe this is something else. Retaliation because Jansen is dead. Something else.


He shook his head as he gazed at her, his eyes deep, deep pools of black savagery.


Our intel says otherwise, Risa.


Maybe your fucking intel is wrong, she cried out, her arms falling away from her breasts as her fists clenched at her sides.


He rose slowly from his chair. My intel isnt wrong, Risa. Its taken me six years to develop this contact. My intel is very, very accurate. This hit went out because you remembered something in the last three months that you shouldnt have remembered. Something that makes someone believe you will remember more.


She shook her head. I dont know what it is. What could it be?


The identity of your rapist, he stated. Everything youve remembered in the past three months, the little details, what was said, the fact that you could see Jansen as you were raped. The hands that held yours down to the floor of the plane. Emily screaming out at Jansen. It all has to do with the rape. Youre trying to remember your rapist, and hes been afraid you would remember. Hes watched you, just as the FBI has been watching, hoping you would remember while hes been terrified you would. Hes covering his ass now.


For a moment, just for a moment, she was back in that plane. The drone of the engines, the terror that smothered her as she stared at Jansen. The way he laughed, the amusement in his eyes as her body began to burn and she began to cry.


She shook the image away, fought it with everything inside her. Shed been fighting the memories for years and she knew it. She wanted to live in the present; she didnt want to live in the past. She didnt want to remember, because she was afraid if she remembered, remembered what it felt like, she would remember how she had begged.


I dont want to talk about this, she choked out desperately. I wont talk about this. You can stay here until you find the bastard. Find him and kill him.


But she knew what he wasnt saying. Unless they found the identity of his employer, and he always learned who was employing him, then it wouldnt matter. There were always more killers out there. And the majority of them didnt mind using a bullet.


She was dead.


Risa turned and stared at the heavy drapes covering her windows. She hated drapes on the windows. The living room was dim, despite the bright winter sunlight outside. The apartment had a shadowy, sinister feel to it, one that seeped inside her and left her shaking with fear.


She was standing there locked in her own thoughts, her own certainties. She was unaware of Micah moving behind her until she felt his palms against her shoulders.


She couldnt jerk away from him. The feel of him behind her, heated and so strong, his hands against her, his entire maleness just there, feeding whatever the hell that drug did to her.


It had to be the drug, didnt it? It made her knees weak, made her womb flex and convulse while her vagina ached with emptiness.


Memories of hell were replaced with memories of one night. His kiss. The touch of his lips along her body, on her nipples, between her thighs. The feel of him pressing into her, stretching her, burning her until shed wondered if she could accommodate the erection impaling her.


I wont allow you to be hurt, he whispered behind her, his breath feathering the top of her hair. I will give my own life to protect you, Risa. And should that happen, then there are others who will come after me, to ensure you live.


She shook her head, a tear falling. Dont do this, Micah. Dont say this.


Because it didnt mean anything. When it came right down to it, it wasnt because he loved her, or because his life would suffer without her. It was because Orion had killed Micahs friends. It was because he was a man who would do whatever it took to protect those he considered his responsibility.


She was his responsibility now.


Risa, look at me. His hands eased her around slowly.


Her palms pressed against his bare chest, her fingers curling as she breathed in roughly at the feel of the heat of his flesh, the pleasure against her hands.


The silky mat of chest hair drew her attention as she felt it under her palms. It rasped the sensitive flesh, tickled against it. Made her wonder what it would feel like to have her nipples pressing into his chest.


She couldnt stop herself; she had to stroke him. Just a little touch.


Her eyes closed as her hands stroked over him. She felt the tight, hard press of male nipples, felt the thunder of his heart racing beneath her hands.


Yes, Risa. His voice seemed to come from a distance. Touch me, sweet. Ah damn, your hands are like silk, love.


His voice was like rough, black velvet. His hands were on her back, stroking it beneath her shirt. She couldnt protest. She didnt want to protest. She just wanted to sink into the heated sensations, the pleasure whipping through her, over her.


She wanted to feel him against her, skin on skin as they had been once before. Her hands slid to his shoulders; her fingers tested the hard muscle there. He was broader than she had thought at the club, more muscular. Harder than she had imagined then.


She remembered the hardness of him.


Risa. His head lowered, his lips feathered over her brow. Youre pushing a damned hungry man here, love.


He was hungry? She was starving. She felt as though she had never been touched, as though those touches nights ago had been another lifetime. She needed more, ached for more.


Give me your lips. His hand cupped her neck. She loved that, the feel of his fingers wrapping around her neck, his thumb pressing beneath her chin. It was powerful and dominant and made her feel feminine, desired.


For this moment, just for a moment, she let herself believe she was desired.


Micah, she whispered his name as she felt his lips against her brow, her cheek, her jaw.


A shiver went through her, then a rush of heat as his lips sent swells of pleasure cresting over her nerve endings. Her lips parted, ached. His kiss, she needed his kiss, just one more time.


Tell me, he whispered. I wont take this time, love. Tell me what you want.


If only it was love. If only she could make sense of the emotions that rose inside her, the needs she couldnt control.


Kiss me. She told him; she didnt beg. She didnt hear a plea in her voice; she was certain of it. God, if he didnt kiss her soon


A groan sounded at the side of her lips; then he was there. His lips slanted over hers and that dark magic sucked her in again.


Was it the drug already in her system that did this? Or was it the man? He was dark magic all on his own. His kiss was addictive. That was the drug, not the Whores Dust. She could bear the arousal until he touched her. Until his lips were on hers, and then she was lost.


She was lost now. Her lips parted for his tongue. She tasted coffee and male heat; it might as well have been an aphrodisiac, because now all she wanted was more. She wanted it badly enough that she arched against him, stretching into his body, her arms twining around his neck as she tried to follow his kiss, tried to find a way to satisfy the need for more when she had no idea how to still the need to begin with.


Sweet. His lips drew back; he pressed a kiss to the corner of her lips, held her head still, and pressed another to her jaw as she heard a sudden ringing blaring around her.


Her eyes opened as she stared back at him, dazed, uncertain where the sound was coming from.


Morganna and Clint. His thumb ran over her sensitive lips. Its a couples day out. Theyre going with us.


They are? Why?


Couples day out, he stated again. Morganna and Raven put that on the list. All serious couples hang together, you know. When a man is thinking forever and marriage and all that good stuff, then he develops married friends. Were lovers, remember? Serious lovers.


He does? Raven hadnt told her that. Of course, she hadnt discussed couples, marriage, and forevers with Raven, either. Are you sure?


Positive. He released her slowly. Go dress. Ill entertain them while you do; then you can entertain them while I finish dressing. He pulled a T-shirt from the chair behind him, and she couldnt help but watch as he pushed his arms into it and tugged it over his head.


Go. He turned her toward her bedroom, then delivered a light, surprising tap to her rear as he pushed her toward the door. Hurry, or theyll believe we were otherwise occupied.


She flushed. They were otherwise occupied. But she went to her bedroom, closed the door behind her, and leaned against it weakly. She really wanted to be otherwise occupied.


Even more, she wanted to be otherwise occupied with Micah in ways that she knew would only destroy her world further.












CHAPTER 9





THE SHOPPING trip was a disaster of major proportions. No wonder he insisted they needed another couple with them; he was counting on the fact that Risa wouldnt stomp out of the mall if there were witnesses. And damn him, he was right.


Instead, she fumed. She refused to try on outfits, not that it did her any good, because he bought them anyway as Clint and Morganna looked on in amusement.


Then, at the lingerie shop. Risa had never been so publicly humiliated as she was when Micah dragged her into that shop. Even worse, when he picked out the scraps of lace and silk, satins and stretchy cottons. He bought enough lingerie to clothe twenty women. In her size. Bits of material that there wasnt a chance in hell of her wearing.


He was insane. The amount of money he spent would have bought her groceries for a year. Groceries for her and a small family, she later decided.


He carried the bags. He encouraged her to buy snug jeans; when she didnt, he bought them himself. He bought tops. He even bought her a snug leather jacket that looked as soft as butter.


He bought dresses. Dresses she swore she would never have the nerve to wear. Evidently private investigation or whatever the hell he did paid a hell of a lot more than accounting.


You are spending too much money, she protested.


Enjoy it. Hed shrugged as though cost didnt matter. I hope you took my advice and emptied your closets.


Do I ever take your advice? she snarled under her breath.


Well, I do remember one night that you came close. He bent and whispered the words in her ear, and she wanted to melt into the floor.


As they walked through the mall, he held her hand or kept his at the small of her back. And he watched everyone. His black gaze was never in one place long unless he was contemplating some article of clothing, looking between the clothing and her.


By time they left, she had five pairs of jeans, innumerable tops, enough lingerie to start her own shop, a pair of leather running shoes, a pair of black heels that were decadent, and three club dresses. Evidently, Micah liked to go to clubs.


Leading her back to the car they had driven in, she noticed the tension in his and Clints bodies. Their watchfulness. She wasnt certain what they were watching for until Clint said, Cars clear. Nik and John had surveillance. No ones been around it.


The apartment? Micah asked softly.


Not so much as a blink on the surveillance. Travis moved into the apartment after we left. He says all quiet.


Micah nodded, deactivated the locks while they were several vehicles away, and hit the auto-ignition on the keypad he carried.


It wasnt cold; winter in Atlanta didnt often get cold. There was a chill to the air, but that was about it. He opened the trunk and the bags went inside; then she and Morganna were put safely in the backseat while the big bad tough guys sat in the front.


Risa was starting to dislike men.


I know that look, Morganna murmured in amusement as she leaned closer, a smile tilting her lips. Youre imagining how he would look with his head displayed on your mantel, minus his body.


She shot the other woman a look. Risa still hadnt decided just how involved Morganna was in the deception the night she had met Micah.


Come on, Risa. Morganna watched her somberly now. Youre life was in danger and I knew it. I have clearance because of my work with the DEA to aid when Clint works certain assignments. Youre my friend. Id rather tell a little lie to save you than see you dead.


Risa stared into the rearview mirror as Micah glanced back at her.


Dont worry about it, she finally said, turning to stare out the window of the door. No harm done.


And why had she said that? There had been harm done. She was still burning; she was still terrified of her own body since that night.


Youre hurt, Morganna pushed. I dont like that.


Risa shrugged. It was slight, Morganna. Please, just let it go.


Risa watched the scenery fly by as Micah navigated through the traffic. She was aware of the two men talking quietly to each other, discussing surveillance and precautions.


She had never been out with a man and another couple before. She wondered if this was how it was. The guys sitting in the front and discussing whatever. The women in the back, perhaps discussing fashion. Shed always imagined the couples would sit together instead. She would have preferred it that way if she were part of a true couple. Shed prefer to have Micah beside her, perhaps with her leaning against him as they all discussed topics they could share.


Shed imagined that was a real couple outing. And it very well may have been; she had to remind herself that she wasnt really part of a couple.


Were moving into the parking garage, Micah announced quietly into whatever was attached beneath his jacket sleeve. A mic of some sort. There was also a receiver tucked into his ear, the little wire to it tucked behind his ear and hidden by his hair until it disappeared beneath his collar.


Alls clear, Clint stated as Micah pulled into the closest slot to the elevator.


Well come back for the bags, Micah decided. I want to get Risa upstairs first.


Clint nodded. They exited the front of the car and each opened a door to the back. Micah reached in, took her hand, and helped her out, then placed her carefully in front of him, keeping her there as they moved to the elevator.


They stayed together every step of the way until they arrived at the apartment. As they neared the door, it opened. Another man stepped out, nodded to them, and entered the apartment across the hall.


Another stranger had been in her home?


Its okay; hes part of the team, Micah leaned close and whispered in her ear. We dont have any more of those nasty bugs in your apartment.


The bugs. She hadnt wanted to think of what that camera might have caught her doing at any given time. She touched her brow as she bit back the sniping reply she wanted to make. It wasnt his fault, she reminded herself; he was trying to help. He was trying to save her life; the camera wasnt his fault.


They stepped into the apartment. Clint and Micah went through it carefully, then left her alone with Morganna while they went for the shopping bags.


This must be hard on you; youre used to being here alone, Morganna commented as she curled into the easy chair in the corner of the room, leaving Risa the couch.


Risa shrugged as she sat down, feeling helpless and very much alone as she stared around the apartment.


Its different, she finally said, mostly because the other woman obviously expected an answer.


Risa, if you need to talk, Im willing to listen, Morganna offered. It must be difficult, being thrown in this situation.


I dont need to talk, Morganna. She forced herself to stay on the couch rather than pace the room. Im fine. Really.


You have a monster trying to kill you, youre thrown into a situation with a man you dont even know, one youre forced to sleep with, but youre okay? Morganna stared back at her, disbelieving. Somehow, I doubt that.


What do you want me to tell you? she asked the other woman with no more than a hint of the anger that she felt at the situation. Hes bossy, domineering, and that fucking drug Jansen Clay shot me full of, too many times, ensures that Im ready to fuck on a moments notice. Having him in my bed is hell. Im not sleeping. And Im not fucking happy with the situation. Is there anything else you need to know?


Morganna breathed out deeply, her gaze compassionate.


The Whores Dust to begin the arousal, Morganna finally said. It only makes it worse. You dont want him because of the drug. You want him because youre a woman and hes a very sexy, very desirable man. Theres nothing wrong with that, Risa.


Isnt there? She snorted mockingly. You know, Morganna, if my friends had been so kind to just tell me what the hell was going on the night I met him, perhaps I would have understood that. I wouldnt have made the mistake of going to bed with him, and I wouldnt have to lie in that bed night after night, aware that it would take a bag over my head for him to get off. Thank you for that, by the way. It was a very enlightening experience.


She came off the couch as Morganna stared back at her in blank shock.


Youhe Morganna breathed out roughly. Damn. I didnt know about that. He didnt add that in his report of that night.


No kidding, she muttered.


What the hell happened to make you think hed have to put a bag over your face to get off? Morganna came out of her chair then. That is simply not true, Risa. You have got to get over what Jansen Clay did to you in that regard. You are not an ugly woman.


Yeah, boy. Id just win the next Miss America, wouldnt I? she sniped back angrily.


Well, I wouldnt go that far, Morganna admitted, which did little to soothe Risas anger as she turned to her. Risa, youre a very pretty young woman, Morganna said then. No, youre not the next Miss America, but youre a far cry from coyote ugly, I promise you that. And if there were issues that night, then you need to discuss them with Micah.


Why dont I just do that? She laughed mockingly. I could just say, Oh, by the way, Micah, remember when you couldnt fucking get off? Well, why not just tell me


She broke off as a flash of movement caught her attention. Heat filled her face at the sight of Micah and Clint standing in the open doorway, their hands full of bags, their expressions making it clear that they had heard every word of that last tirade.


Damn, damn, and double damn.


Just tell you what? Micahs lips were a straight, furious line as he moved into the apartment and tossed the bags carelessly to the couch as Morganna moved quickly to the door.


Risa was aware of the couple leaving, the door closing and locking behind them.


Why not just tell me what it would have taken to get you off? she sneered. What would I have had to do, give you my back so you didnt have to look at my face?


Micah tried. In all the years of his life he had never tried to push back the overwhelming anger as much as he tried to push it back now.


He reminded himself that she could be forgiven for her anger, for her snipishness at the mall. She could be forgiven for every damned thing she had said and done in the past two days. She was frightened. She was being put through another kind of hell and it couldnt be easy for her. But this one. This one he wasnt quite as willing to let go.


He had to admit, she was stronger than he had expected her to be. She wasnt cowering; she hadnt cowered a single time. She was trying to fight; unfortunately, she was fighting the wrong damned things and pissing him off in the process.


You want to rethink that accusation you just made, he told her carefully, attempting to push back the anger and draw forward the ice he used to protect himself and others. You want to rethink it carefully and rephrase it quickly, Risa.


She glared back at him. Why should I?


As she stood there dressed in a baggy silk blouse and loose black pants, her arms crossed over her breasts, her expression flushed and furious, Micah felt his erection flex and throb painfully. What was it about this woman that kept him hard? That kept him ready to fuck her at a moments notice? If only he had the excuse of the Whores Dust, he thought mockingly.


Because Im about five seconds from dragging you into that bedroom and spending the rest of the night showing you just how wrong you are, he informed her. I cant believe youd spout such idiocy from your mouth. Do you think if I didnt find you attractive, didnt ache for you, I would have been hard enough to pound nails?


You didnt come, she accused him roughly. I know you didnt. You couldnt.


He pushed his hands over his head, clenched his teeth, and tried to keep his hands off her. If he touched her, hed never be able to stop.


Because you didnt get off, he pushed between gritted teeth. Did you think I would take my pleasure of you when you hadnt taken yours of me? What the fucking hell is in your mind, woman? Have you lost your damned senses? I had to leave the bed to keep from pounding into you when you had obviously grown too tense to climax. I wanted to give us both a second to calm down. Just a moment to find my control. And when I returned, what did I find?


He stepped closer when he hadnt meant to. His hands gripped her shoulders and he jerked her closer, staring furiously down at her surprised little face.


You were gone! he snarled. You ran from me, Risa, rather than giving me a chance to help you find the pleasure you were seeking.


She shook her head, a jerky movement, as she swallowed tightly, her hands pressing against his chest.


But I did, she whispered. I did.


You call what you gave me your release? he bit out furiously. You fought it. I understood why you fought it, and I understand even more now. The strength of it would have been frightening. You were with a man you did not know. Running was not the answer.


She pulled away from him and it was all he could do to keep from jerking her back to him. Instead, he let her go. He had to take this slowly. She had already been hurt by one man; he wouldnt add his name to her pain. Hed plotted out his seduction of her, and he would seduce her. She would come apart in his arms the next time he managed to get his dick inside that hot little pussy, and she would come apart with everything inside her. Hed accept nothing else. But he knew she wasnt ready for that yet. Fear still held her back. Her own demons held her back.


He watched as she pushed her fingers through her hair, feathering it around her shoulders and face like multi-hued strands of silk. Turning back to her, he watched as her light blue eyes seemed darker, the shadows under her eyes more pronounced. She hadnt slept in two nights. She had lain on her side of the bed and done no more than doze. She was killing them both and seemed unaware of it.


How did she affect him this way? There was something about the pain in her eyes that made him want to kill. The unsmiling curve of her lips made him hungry to kiss her, to make her smile. The mischievous tilt of her nose made him wonder at the many ways she could make a man insane, if she were to just be herself.


Running was the only option, she finally stated proudly.


Pride kept her shoulders straight, her head high, no matter what was thrown at her.


How can you consider that an option? he growled back at her. Running is a cowards way out, Risa. If there is one thing you have never displayed in the six years youve tried to rebuild your life, then its cowardice.


Her smile was mocking, bitter. The pain that filled her eyes, her expression, tore at the heart he thought had already been ripped from him years ago.


No, Micah, she whispered, her voice laden with the haunting pain that filled her eyes. Youre wrong. It took me six years to try to take a lover. Six years to get up the nerve, for that damned Whores Dust to make me desperate enough to try. I failed. Evidently I failed more than I thought I had. You see, I thought I had orgasmed. Bitterness shaped her lips. I guess I didnt. And we both know you didnt. So evidently, Im a bigger coward than you believed, because Ill be damned if I can face allowing it to happen again.


She swung away from him again. She ran from him again. She closed herself in that bedroom, and it took every ounce of his control not to follow her, not to rip that damned door from its hinges and show her exactly what happened when she ran from her man.


Her man. He was losing his damned mind. Micah Sloane was no more than a man. The man who faced her daily was a dead man. Dead men didnt claim a woman. Dead men didnt dream of holding one forever. Dead men didnt talk, and dead men didnt dream. Because hell exacted an incredible price for allowing a dead man to walk. And that price might very well be the life of the woman he knew a part of him was already beginning to claim.


He breathed out roughly and reminded himself of his seduction schedule. He wouldnt think about claiming or loving. He couldnt. He would think of healing and protecting. That he could do. He could heal her, he could protect her, and he could destroy that last demon intent on taking her life.


He was two days into his campaign to seduce his lovely little lover. Getting her used to his body at night, lying against her, touching her, letting her feel his heat. The couple thing today was inspiration. He remembered his mother mentioning that when a man was seeking a bond with a woman, then he should develop friends who already had that bond, and have outings.


She hadnt been pleased with the shopping.


He moved to the fallen bags and picked them up. He straightened them on the couch and noticed a scrap of violet lace that still lay on the floor. She had looked at this particular piece and he had seen the need for it in her eyes, despite her protest. With each piece he had bought, he had seen her curiosity build.


His Risa wanted pretty clothes and pretty underthings. He had seen that the night he had taken her to his bed. She had worn silk and lace beneath her dress. Silken stockings and a lacy thong. Pretty, feminine, and delicate. As she was.


And just as damned fiery.


She was killing him. Hed once heard his father say that Micahs mother had caused him to grow gray hairs when he was trying to get her to commit to him. Micah wasnt after the commitment, but he could definitely feel the gray hairs coming on.





ORION SMOOTHED his hand over the metal table, his eyes narrowed as he tested the strength of it. Risa Clay was a little thing, but his employer had assured him she had some strength when attempting to escape. Fear could provide an amazing amount of power, even to a fragile, delicate little woman such Risa Clay.


Patting the metal table in satisfaction, he then turned his attention to the metal bars attached by chains to the roof. He pulled himself up, but he couldnt quite touch his chin to it. He chuckled a bit; he was obviously losing a bit of strength himself.


Ah well, it happened once a man passed that forty mark. But it didnt take strength to do his job. It took cunning, calculation, and patience. He was still at the top of his game there. Perhaps even more than he had been in his youth. With age and experience came wisdom, he decided as he dropped from the bar and moved to test the tilt of the table he had found. He would have preferred to do this deed in Risa Clays home, but her new bodyguard had changed Orions original strategy.


He never bought the articles he needed in a way that could be traced. He stole them for the most part. This table had come from a junk dealers yard. Orion and managed to slip in and take it with no one the wiser. The bar was taken from the apartment he had leased. It was the clothes rod. A simple metal bar, clean of prints and ready for use. Everything in his little lair was clean of prints. He made certain it was spotless and prepared. He didnt want the poor little thing to die in filth. She wasnt pretty, she was really rather ugly, but from all hed gathered, she was a kind girl. One who tried to do nothing but live her simple life.


Hell, she didnt even cheat on her taxes.


That was frightening. Perhaps she deserved to die. Anyone that conscientious needed to be taken out before she could breed and make more moralistic little bastards for the world to deal with.


He had enough to deal with himself. The bounty on his head by several government agencies was causing him a bit of concern. His last hit, an American scientist who had nearly cracked a cure for a particularly nasty man-made virus, had caused several governments a bit of worry.


That job had netted Orion several million when it was finished. He had enough to retire in peace now, buy him a nice little island somewhere, and import several luscious little girls to take care of his needs. He wouldnt have to work. Wouldnt have to balance his play any longer. He could retire.


This would be his last job, he decided. The excitement had fizzled; it didnt pique his interest as it had before. Now, it was simply a job.


When had this begun?


Ah yes, six years ago. Ariela Abijah.


He shook his head. Mossad hadnt taken kindly to her death, and neither had her son. The boy had nearly caught up with him. If it hadnt been for a bit of luck, then David Abijah would have managed to capture him on the merchant vessel Orion had used for his escape from Russia several years after hed killed Abijahs mother.


Thankfully, luck had been with him. David Abijah had fed the fishes that night. He was no longer a problem that Orion had to deal with.


But yes, this was the reason the excitement had faded. Abijah had tracked him tirelessly, especially after his father had thrown himself on a suicide bomber.


Orion shook his head. He hadnt enjoyed killing the boy. There had been something in those black eyes that touched Orion. A strength, a flame of determination. A look very similar to the look that had been in Arielas eyes.


The memory of that look rather reminded him of the man Risa Clay had moved into her apartment. He hadnt seen his eyes, but Orion had seen his face clearly. There was a stamp of determination and arrogance on it that had sent a chill up his spine.


What a bit of timing there, he thought angrily as he tapped his latex-covered fingers on the metal table.


The little wretch hadnt even looked at a man in the six years she had been out of the asylum; now, she had a lovera very experienced, intuitive lover. One who had disposed of the bugs Orion had placed in her apartment. After a single night at some club, a friend of a friend had managed to pick her up, and to move in with her.


Hed learned that much. And she had Navy SEALs for friends. That had caused him a moments hesitation when he had identified them. Retired SEALs, but SEALs were SEALs until the day they died. Perhaps even beyond. They were like a plague that refused to go away when they were riled.


Hed nearly backed out of this deal, but hed never backed out of a deal with this particular employer. It wasnt possible.


Shaking his head, he moved to his opened laptop and once again clicked through the digital pictures he had taken of them.


The man wore glasses; Orion had yet to see his eyes or snap a picture of them. The identification program Orion used didnt work very well with glasses. So far, it had pulled up only five pictures and two were of dead men, Abijah being one of them.


He was going to have to talk to the programmer he had bought it from. Or perhaps not. It was his last job; he was going to make certain of it.


He stared at the couple again, tilted his head, and stared at the woman. Was that a flash of prettiness in her face as she stared up at the man who walked with her? She looked furious, yet there was a hint of prettiness there that Orion hadnt seen before.


It had to be a trick of the light, he thought. Hed seen many pictures of her, and never had he seen this, this something that made him wonder if she wasnt so very ugly after all.


Not that she was dog ugly. She was very, very plain, he decided, looking at her closely. And when had he decided she was simply plain rather than ugly?


He must definitely be getting on in age. He shuddered at the thought that he could be so old that his eyes were giving out on him. The eye doctor he saw once a year had assured him that his eyes were fine. Twenty-twenty vision, the doctor had promised him. Orion had never had trouble with his vision.


He clicked through a few more pictures, tilted his head again, and frowned deeply. Yes, there it was. One he had snapped as they moved through the mall. The man had his hand at her neck, as though he were rubbing it. There was a hint of sensuality in her face. A certain tilt of her eyes. Her too-large mouth seemed sensual rather than out of place here. Even with her baggy clothes she looked almost pretty.


He shook his head. What new phenomenon was this? And what did it matter? Hed make his move soon. A rather public one, simply because it wouldnt be expected. No one could anticipate his next move. Hed made certain of it.
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