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  chapter


  ONE


  Bright lights glared from above the mirror and pain stabbed into me. The tendrils of a migraine were starting, bubbling up to the surface, and my stomach rolled.


  Just get through the negotiations, I told myself. Then I could bounce from the club, go home, and slip into bed, where silence and total darkness will keep the worst of the pain from touching me. I tried to ignore it, but the migraines were getting worse. It had to be stress, which was a hard thing to admit. Wasn’t I too tough to let pressure affect me? The throbbing in my brain said no, loud and clear.


  Nina swiped a brush laden with gray powder over the fold of her eyelid, blending upward as she touched up her makeup. Going for a smoky, sultry look, which was pointless. The pain behind my eyes got the better of me.


  “You remember you’ll be wearing a blindfold?” My teasing tone disguised my irritation. Who the hell was going to see her fabulous eyes behind the black silk?


  Nina’s gaze found mine through the mirror, her eyebrow lifting with interest. “My last three clients took it off halfway through. Doesn’t hurt to be prepared.”


  Of course. I’d forgotten that sometimes the johns couldn’t stand it. They had to make sure the woman they’d bought knew exactly who was fucking them “so good” and “oh my God, more,” and all the other bullshit the girls spewed to ensure their clients were getting their money’s worth.


  “Sorry,” I said, rubbing my fingers at my temple. “My head’s killing me. I’m going to duck out after the negotiations are over. Julius said he’d keep an extra eye on you. Do you mind?”


  Nina’s pretty face softened with concern. “No, of course not. I think I’ve got some Tylenol in my purse.” She dug through her designer bag.


  “Oh, thanks, but I took something right before you got here.” And by something, I meant my prescribed migraine medicine, which lately hadn’t been strong enough. I’d been advised by my doctor that the next step was self-injections.


  Um, no.


  I wasn’t exactly a fan of needles.


  Big, tough Andrea Regan Adams was afraid of a thin piece of metal, no longer than two inches. God, after the shit I’d been through, it was fucking ridiculous.


  While Nina resumed her touch-up, my gaze shifted to take in the dressing room. Or undressing room, as this was where the girls stripped naked and put on robes before heading downstairs. Six client rooms in total were below us. Thankfully, the lighting would be softer there, and by the time we made our way to Room Three, the Imitrex should be kicking in.


  The dressing room had elegant couches scattered among the space, and vanity tables lined the back wall. The self-serve bar, always stocked with premium liquor, was surprisingly rarely used. The women who worked here seemed to genuinely like the job, no need for alcohol to ply them up onto the tables.


  Opposite the bar, there were cubbies with brass numbers over them. One for each client room. I strolled to number three’s spot, deposited my phone, and grabbed the transmitter pack. I hadn’t finished getting the earpiece in when I caught movement to my left. Nina was done and approached.


  “Regan, I gotta ask. Is it your headaches that keep you off the table?” Her voice was soft and unassuming. “Or the boyfriend?”


  Her expression was pure curiosity. I knew there had to be talk going on behind my back about the fact I’d never sold myself, when all the other sales assistants did. I was the only one who was willing to negotiate sex for money, but not offer it. Joseph, the former owner of the club, hadn’t pushed me, and the new owner hadn’t either.


  At least, not yet.


  I got the impression that Julius’ patience might not last much longer. Claudia had left the club a few months ago and had yet to be replaced.


  “Matt’s the reason,” I lied.


  Nina’s smile only made her more beautiful. “Totally not my place, but you’d make so much more on the table than beside it.” Her gaze slid down over me and heated. “Hope Matt appreciates you.”


  Yeah, you and me both. Because lately I didn’t feel it at all. We lived together more as roommates than as lovers, and I was steadily approaching a breaking point. Our relationship coming to an end . . . it felt inevitable. But being his girlfriend was easy. It gave me an honest reason to refuse selling myself, plus someone to help with the rent, which in Chicago was outrageous. It wasn’t like I didn’t care about him, but sadly, I didn’t feel like I was in love.


  God, I was a lazy piece of shit. I owed him better than how I’d been. Tomorrow. I’d recover from the migraine and we could go out for Sunday brunch. Really talk to each other instead of mumbling hellos as we waited for the coffee pot to finish brewing in the morning. Did he feel the space between us? The one that seemed to grow a little bit each day?


  We hadn’t had sex in . . . oh, Christ, how long had it been? Three weeks? No, four. It’d been four goddamn weeks since he’d touched me. I was thirty years old, and shit, I was horny all the time these days. It could be from working the club, where I watched people fuck on the monitors, or I was hitting my sexual peak. Maybe it was both.


  Last time I’d had to practically beg for sex, since Matt claimed he was tired. I’d gotten more aggressive with him than before, and although he didn’t say anything, I didn’t think he was happy with me dishing out demands. Guys like a woman who’s willing to take the lead, but not one who dominates. Matt’s insecurities had kept my wildest desires locked up tightly during the two years we’d been together.


  While Nina shed her clothes, I tested my ear transmitter. “Room three, checking in.”


  Julius’ baritone voice came through the line. “I got you, Regan.”


  The nude woman before me was stunningly gorgeous, and a year of working here hadn’t lessened the impact of seeing it. Every time it was like the first. The girls of the blindfold club were perfection. Svelte, flawless bodies with curves that made the men so weak, most had a hard time finding their voice to negotiate a price. I savored that advantage.


  I handed the white silk robe to Nina after she’d folded her clothes and set them in the cubby, and then gave myself a passing glance in the mirror to make sure everything was okay. Didn’t want to spend time smiling and flirty with the potential clients with lipstick on my teeth or mascara smudged under an eye.


  “Ready?” I asked her.


  “Let’s make some money tonight.”


  I trailed behind her down the narrow staircase and into the long, dark hallway. Client rooms to my left, holding lounges to my right. Behind me, the cashier room, which I’d never seen the inside of. Joseph had set this place up to operate contained. Clients moved from lounges, to rooms, then to payment. Never allowed to move backward in the process. It was an added layer of protection for the club. Keeping everything separate meant it was harder to prove the illegal operation.


  With a flick of her platinum blonde hair, Nina pushed open the black door with the giant brass three on it and went inside.


  The first dozen times I’d come into one of these rooms, they’d filled me with unease, but now I was comfortable and confident. I’d fleeced tens of thousands of dollars from men in here.


  The crystals on the chandelier shimmered as we moved about the dim room, preparing. The soundproof tiles were aesthetically draped in black fabric, and gazes naturally went to the large cushion-top table in the center of the room. In the corner, a white wingback chair waited for me. I’d get to it in a minute.


  “I’ve got conversation in my earpiece about clients arriving,” I said to Nina, signaling we needed to get going.


  She disrobed and hung it on the hook on the back of the door, then padded to the table, sitting on top of the leather. “I’ve been meaning to ask, is that your natural color?” Her throaty voice was undeniably sexy. “Because if so, I’m fucking jealous. Guys go nuts over redheads.”


  “It’s not the hair so much as our fiery tempers,” I said lightly.


  Nina lay down on her back and smiled up at me. “You don’t seem like that. Cool as a cucumber.”


  I busied myself in the top drawer beneath the table, passing her the blindfold and pulling out the straps while trying not to think about her statement. My calm, level-headed persona was an act. Unless I’d been pretending to be the ice queen for so long, maybe I’d become her, just a little.


  The black ribbon was cool and silky against my fingertips as I wound the Velcro at the end around Nina’s wrist. She’d donned the blindfold, offered her other wrist, and I secured it as well. With her bound naked to the table, it was time to take my position at the white chair.


  “Room Three is ready.”


  “Stand by.” Julius’ voice crackled through the radio. “You’re up in ten.”


  I sank onto the chair, grateful to be off my stilettoes. I had to look the part and walk a fine line of workplace sexy. Most of the clients were wealthy businessmen, and they felt reassured making deals with a woman who looked intelligent, professional, but also with a hint of seduction. Another advantage, even though I was clothed. Two beautiful women were better than one.


  That label hung uneasy on me. I was attractive, more or less. I had pretty blue eyes, fair skin, and full lips. In fact, I’d heard I had a sexy mouth once or twice. Yet I didn’t compare to the women who chose to make their money being bound and blindfolded. I was aware my looks played a big part in landing this job, but I wasn’t in the same league as Nina.


  My head throbbed. Okay, medicine, you can start working anytime now.


  “You didn’t answer my question,” Nina said, “about your hair color.”


  Unlike most of the rest of me, “It’s real.”


  “Lucky bitch,” she teased, and I couldn’t stop the smile from cracking on my lips. I liked Nina. Hell, I liked almost everyone who worked here. They were nicer, friendlier, and more interesting than most of the people at my day job.


  “Yeah, so lucky,” I said. “I just love spending thirty minutes with a flatiron every morning, and it’s fun to lose that battle when there’s a drop of humidity in the air.”


  “You don’t know shit. Try stick-straight hair that won’t hold a curl no matter what product you use—”


  The door creaked open, silencing us, and I rose to my feet. Far less than ten minutes, but it was game time.


  “Good evening, sir,” I said, gesturing. “Please, come in.”


  Come closer so I can start evaluating you and reading body language. His watch was expensive, but his shoes were not. The navy suit fit him okay, but it had a Men’s Warehouse feel and wasn’t new—the decorative buttons on the sleeves had lost some of their shine.


  He was in his fifties. The hair around his temples had begun to gray, and he carried a bit of extra weight. The spare tire kind of build. And, shit, he looked nervous. His doughy face was flushed red and he wouldn’t meet my eyes.


  “Is this your first time at our club?” When he nodded, I added, “Please. Come take a closer look.”


  He took a hesitant step toward the table, his gaze scanning Nina quickly and then sinking to the floor.


  “Isn’t she beautiful?” I purred. “I’m not supposed to tell you this, because I should be impartial, but between you and me? I think she’s the absolute best.”


  Finally his gaze found mine, filled with suspicion. He doubted it, thinking this was just hard sales pitch talking.


  “I’m not lying or blowing smoke up your ass. All of the women here are top-notch. You’ll have a great time with any of them. But I’d spend my money on her.”


  His suspicion grew heavier. “Why’s that?”


  “She loves fucking strangers. And her voice is sexy as hell.” Nina was lying on the table with her hands bound above her head, so I casually dragged my fingertips over her bicep, skimming along until they fell off just shy of her breast. “Go ahead, Natalie.” I used her client name instead of her real one. “Say hello to the gentleman.”


  “Good evening, sir.”


  I closed my eyes as she spoke, acting like her voice was turning me on. Her deep, sultry tone was hot, but I exaggerated for effect.


  “Damn,” I whispered, my eyes fluttering open to catch his intrigued gaze on me. “Imagine what that voice sounds like when you make her come.”


  His Adam’s apple bobbed in his throat as I assumed he did exactly as told. Good. A potential buyer visualizing was a great step toward a sale. The client shifted in his suit, as if twitchy. Shy, but excited.


  My lips drew back in a deep smile. “Would you like me to take your suitcoat? You must be hot. I guess the city didn’t realize the sun went down a few hours ago because it’s still a thousand degrees outside.”


  Talking about weather was my signal to Nina that the man in the room was of average looks. I’d discuss sports if he was attractive, and make small talk about traffic if he was ugly. Since the woman on the table was the one who accepted or rejected the offers, it was important she know as much as possible. The attractive men didn’t like to pay as much. They were used to getting sex for free, and so they came for the experience or to try something their wives wouldn’t let them do.


  “I’m fine.” His voice was tight, and he glanced over to the willing list that hung on the back wall. Nina’s menu of sexual acts and fetishes she was comfortable with. I wondered if there was something in particular he was interested in, but didn’t ask. He was skittish, and right now I wanted him to feel comfortable.


  “How’d you learn about this place? A friend?” It was not like the blindfold club advertised.


  He nodded slowly, his gaze shifting back to Nina. She lay still and quiet, not speaking unless requested, as this was a house rule. There was a flare in his expression, one I was so familiar with. Lust. I only saw it here at the club. Matt hadn’t looked at me like that in forever, and for a moment I was struck with envy. How stupid was I, to be jealous of the way this stranger looked at Nina? The hunger in his eyes said he’d do almost anything to have her.


  “My brother-in-law,” the man said. “Told me this was a good idea.”


  His brother-in-law? Well, that was a new one. The guy took one slight step closer, and it gave me a clearer focus on his situation. I always checked for a wedding ring first, as the cheating scum coughed up more money, but this man didn’t wear a wedding ring. The indentation on his ring finger said he used to.


  Newly divorced?


  The man looked embarrassed and sad. “My wife was the only woman I’ve ever been with.”


  Was. The pain in his voice was unmistakable. I drew in a slow breath through my nose and blew it out through my lips. A widower. My ice queen persona cracked and melted a little at his confession.


  “That sounds like it was really special.” The words tumbled out, but I readjusted to stay on point. “Natalie can give you a new kind of special. Would you like a taste?”


  “A taste?” It caught most clients off-guard, and kept power in my corner.


  I smiled seductively, but inside I felt nothing. The first time I’d done this, I’d been shaking, but if you did something long enough, it became normal. Like watching people fuck on monitors, which was commonplace for me now.


  Nina drew in a breath through parted lips when my fingers coursed down the valley of her breasts, and skated over her taut belly. Further along I went, down . . . She shifted, spreading her knees subtly, welcoming the touch between her legs.


  “Uh . . .” the man said, his eyes so wide they practically bulged out of his head. The girl-on-girl action wasn’t playing fair with the johns, and often had them foaming at the mouth, but this game wasn’t about being fair. When it came to sex, men played to win, and in these rooms? So did I.


  My fingers delved into her pussy, stirring her clit. Nina moaned in gratitude, then whimpered when my touch was gone. I held out my hand to the client, my fingers wet from where they’d just been.


  Again his Adam’s apple dipped in his throat. He stared at me, waiting for permission.


  “Your taste, sir.”


  But he was frozen in place, not even blinking.


  “No?” I asked casually.


  When he didn’t respond, I went in for the kill. I slipped the fingers in my mouth, and sucked them clean.


  “Mmm,” I said. “She tastes so, so good.”


  A sound came from him, as if my actions had been too hot for him to stay quiet. It was like I’d punched all the air clean from his lungs.


  “I’d say she tastes like,” I continued, “eight thousand dollars.”


  It was a low opening bid. I knew I should have started at ten, but my weakness for his situation got to me. I didn’t want to take more than five from him. It was a steal for Nina, but I knew she was thinking the same thing, if not that I’d already started too high. She was such a sweetheart.


  Hell, he’d probably only make it a few thrusts. Five grand for ten minutes of work, and she could talk one of the other sales assistants into a second round if she wanted to take another client and make more money.


  The man’s face fell. “Is that, um, negotiable?”


  I bit down on my tongue to keep my face from changing. No one had told him that? I did my best to sound reluctant. “It can be.”


  Please, dear God, low ball. I’ll help you as much as I can, but give me something to work with, guy.


  “Eight is a lot of money,” he said. His eyebrows pulled together and he looked deep in thought. “Would you take four?”


  “It’s up to Natalie here,” I patted my hand on her knee, “on whether or not to accept the offer.” My touch was intentional and specific. Since Nina couldn’t see, where on her body I touched her was a signal. The closer I got to her head, the closer I thought we were to reaching his maximum.


  “I accept,” she said almost instantly.


  I turned and leaned over, whispering in her ear, “I knew it, you big softie.”


  “Get the fuck out of here,” she whispered back. “Go home and feel better.”


  I smiled, not that she could see. My head pounded as I righted myself. “Congratulations, sir. I’ll leave you two to get to know each other better.”


  As I pulled the door closed behind me, I heard Nina’s husky voice. “No need to be shy. I’m all yours, sir.”


  The hallway was empty, and as I made my way toward the stairs, I pressed the communications button. “Room Three was four grand.”


  “You serious?” Julius sounded annoyed.


  “Take it up with Nina, but cut her some slack. She’ll have fun with him.”


  Money was great, but knowing she was going to rock his world was a nice ego boost, too. It’s not like four grand was peanuts, either.


  “You still okay with me taking off?” I asked, massaging my forehead. I needed to get home before the migraine went to the next level and the nausea hit me.


  “Yeah, girl, I got you. See you next week.”


  “Thanks.”


  Normally I’d take the CTA home, but I couldn’t deal with the train sounds or smells, so once I’d dropped off my transmitter and retrieved my phone, I flagged down a cab. I rode with my eyes closed, pinching the bridge of my nose to distract from the pain. Matt was on night rotation, so I wouldn’t see him until morning. At least the apartment would be dark and quiet, and I liked suffering alone. No one to hover over me and worry.


  I unlocked the atrium door and plodded up the steps to the apartment on the second floor, ignoring the smell of Indian food the downstairs neighbors seemed addicted to ordering. I couldn’t get the key in the deadbolt fast enough. Just a few more steps and I could fling myself face-down on the bed—


  Why were the lights on?


  The keys slipped from my fingers and clattered onto the hardwood floor. I stared at Matt, unable to find words.


  “What are you doing home?” he demanded as he scrambled off the couch.


  His tone was angry, masking his guilt. He had some nerve. He was the one I’d just caught fucking some girl on our couch.


  


  Chapter


  TWO


  Matt and the girl were naked blurs as they fumbled for clothes on the floor.


  “You don’t need to stop on my account,” I snapped.


  “Andrea,” he said to me, yanking on a leg of his jeans. “Shit, I’m sorry.” His dark hair was askew, no doubt from the skank who had been beneath him, her hands threaded through his hair.


  The girl, a blonde, was younger than me, and pretty. A side effect from working at the club, I was sure, but I evaluated her clinically. Small tits, but a nice ass as she hustled into her shorts and bra. I said nothing as she put her shirt on inside-out. If I had to guess, she was from the new crop of residents at Stroger Hospital. Young and perky, and she’d probably fawned all over the older, distinguished chief resident who was my boyfriend.


  When Matt took a step my direction, I shifted into a defensive stance. “Don’t even think about it.”


  His hands went up in surrender. “Fuck, I’m sorry. It just . . . happened.”


  “What just happened? All your clothes fell off and your dick jumped inside her?”


  “Please, baby.” His voice was soaked in regret.


  “Shut your asshole mouth.”


  The girl stood beside him, cowering and studying the pattern on the rug beneath our coffee table.


  Matt looked distraught. Pathetic. I felt nothing, except for the ache behind my eyes and the overwhelming desire to lie down. I was angry, sure, but most of it was at myself. I should have fucking known. How had I missed it? And I should have talked to him so he wouldn’t have felt the need to sneak around. Obviously our relationship had been over for a while.


  “Look at me,” he asked softly. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”


  Not that I owed him a goddamn thing, but I did as he asked and glared at him. He stood shirtless, one hand on his hip and the other raking through his hair.


  “Jesus, I don’t even know what to say,” he muttered.


  “Is this the first time?” I don’t know why I asked. He’d lied and told me he was working tonight. He hadn’t expected me home for hours—there were some nights at the blindfold club when I didn’t leave until three, and then took the train home, which made at least a dozen stops. Fucking her on the couch wasn’t an accident; this had been planned.


  “It’s the first time,” he said.


  I choked out a bitter laugh. “I’m offended you think I’m stupid enough to believe that.”


  Matt didn’t deny he’d just lied to me, again. Maybe he thought lying further was pointless. I tore my gaze away from him and stared at the sliding patio door, only it was pitch black outside, so I could see our reflections in the glass.


  “You two make a cute couple.” My voice was hollow, just like I felt inside. I was actually a little concerned at how not heartbroken I was. My statement was true, though. The two seconds I’d seen of them together seemed far more passionate than what Matt and I had.


  “Jesus, Andrea—”


  “Go back to the fucking, I don’t really care.” I tugged off my heels and dropped them with a loud thud, and made my way toward the bedroom.


  Matt was behind me in a flash, his hand on my shoulder trying to get me to turn. “You don’t mean that.”


  I shrugged off his hold. “I kinda do.”


  “Stop acting like this,” he demanded, and that got my attention. “You have every right to be pissed.”


  I whirled to face him, fire burning in between the pulsing throbs of my headache. “You don’t get to tell me what to do or how to feel.”


  “Of course not.” His voice was harsh. “You said it yourself, you haven’t felt anything since Nevada.”


  Holy shit. Matt looked almost as shocked as I felt about what he’d just said. What a fucking douche.


  “What I meant was,” he backtracked, “after you told me what you’d been through, I knew you needed time. I’d hoped you’d talk to me and you’d stop being so . . .”


  “So . . . what?” He clearly didn’t want to say it. “Go on and tell me, Matt.”


  “Detached,” he said, his voice dropping low. “You don’t need me.”


  Holy. Fucking. Shit. Really? Was this his excuse?


  “What the fuck is your deal?” I screamed it at him and had to latch a hand onto the bedroom doorframe when my vision blurred. Oh, hello, nausea. Welcome to the party. “You’re going to blame me for your inability to keep your dick in your pants?”


  “No—”


  “Get out.” When he didn’t move immediately, I added, “Get the fuck out.”


  “Don’t do this. I screwed up, but don’t go back to hiding behind your gun and your badge—” Matt’s mouth snapped shut.


  “Shit,” the girl said, “you didn’t say your girlfriend was a cop.”


  My voice was dark. “I’m not.”


  Perhaps if I wasn’t clinging to the doorframe and trying to stay above the pain, I might have read him the riot act for almost revealing I was FBI. But the pain distracted and kept me calm.


  “Not your girlfriend either,” I clarified, my gaze locked on Matt. “You can come by tomorrow to get your stuff when I’m not here. Drop your key in the mailbox when you’re done.”


  “Wait, let’s talk about—”


  I slammed the bedroom door in his face, wincing at the noise, but it was worth it. A heartbeat later I had my pillow mashed on top of my head, shutting out the world.
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  At mid-morning the Starbucks was surprisingly empty. I grabbed a muffin and a cup of coffee, then dropped down into a seat across from my handler, Shane.


  “Not much to report,” I said. “The guy Nina took last night wasn’t connected. I didn’t hear anything of interest, but I’ll log it all tomorrow.”


  Shane blinked. “Good morning.”


  “Oh, yeah, sorry. Morning.” I crammed a chunk of muffin in my mouth.


  He gave me an easy smile. Shane was a good guy, who never bristled at my direct attitude, but also called me on my bullshit. I had a lot of respect for him, and trusted him literally with my life.


  I’d been working this undercover assignment for a year, but it felt like a lifetime. It was a pretty good gig, and certainly better than my last. My days were free to work the desk at the bureau and help out, and in order to keep up appearances, I got salon treatments and a shopping budget on the government dime. I would have rather spent time at the shooting range or in the field, but after Nevada . . . I was lucky to land another primary assignment so soon.


  The bureau didn’t have options. I’d gone through undercover training at Quantico, had experience, and I’d relocated to the windy city after the major bust in Reno. When the opportunity to get someone inside the blindfold club arose, I wasn’t just the best choice for the Chicago branch, I was the only one.


  I’d changed to my middle name and taken the fake last name of Wilson, and Shane always used it. We met out in public, so it was easier this way for him not to slip.


  “What about the other girls?”


  I shook my head. “Nope. No fish on the line.”


  That was what this operation was all about, catching the little fish in our net, and getting them to bait the hook for larger ones. The evidence I’d collected during my undercover work had already assisted in a half-dozen investigations for multiple branches of law enforcement, but the truly big fish still eluded me.


  Congressman Victor Bennett. Shane and I both believed he was as dirty as they came, which was saying a lot for ‘Crook’ County, but the Congressman’s people were loyal. We had no concrete evidence, and still hadn’t found anyone willing to flip on him.


  “It’s only a matter of time,” Shane reminded. “One of Bennett’s aides or an alderman he’s worked with is bound to walk through the doors.”


  “Sooner would be better.” The bureau typically capped undercover roles at a year, although they’d let this one run longer. Even if what Shane said was true, it could take weeks to secure the little fish’s cooperation and verify their testimony. Pulling together all of the elements to support a corruption charge, one that would stick, was a lengthy, tedious process.


  “You okay?” Worry edged Shane’s eyes.


  “I’m fine.” I turned my coffee cup on the tabletop. Since Shane was my handler, I needed to make sure he had all of the information, including my personal life. Most of my undercover work overlapped with my regular life. It was the easiest way not to get caught in a lie. “When I came home last night, I caught Matt with another woman. So . . . that’s over.”


  Shane shifted in his seat as he visibly struggled with an appropriate response. “Jesus. How are you—”


  I waved my hand. “Fine.”


  He digested the information further. “Lemme get this straight. He brought another woman back to the apartment you live in?”


  “Fucked her right on the couch we bought together.”


  “I would have thought he’d be smarter than that, seeing as how he’s a doctor.”


  “He even had the nerve to blame it on me.” My gaze drifted away from the empty table I’d been staring at, and shifted to the older man across from me. “Matt said I was too detached and cold.”


  Shane’s expression gave too much away. He agreed at least a little with Matt’s assessment, but tried to hide it.


  “Wow,” I said. “You would have been horrible at going UC.”


  My handler’s shoulders straightened and he took a long breath. “You want me to lie to you? You’re smart, so you know you’re a little rough. And, Regan, that’s okay. If I was in your situation, I wouldn’t know how to deal either.” Shane’s expression was serious. “You could talk to someone about it, if you don’t feel comfortable talking with me.”


  That was pointless. “Talking won’t change what happened.”


  “You’re wrong. It’ll change the way you feel.”


  Except I didn’t feel anything. I shook my head. “I did my required time with the Undercover Safeguard Unit.” What more did they want from me? “I was cleared.” I could see Shane wasn’t convinced. “If I feel like I want to talk about it more, I’ll let you know.”


  “All right.” The muscles along his jawline tightened. Was he biting back more he wanted to say? “Anything else I should be aware of?”


  “No. We could have done this over the phone and I wouldn’t have ruined your Sunday morning with the wife.”


  His lips tugged into a half-smile. “Are you kidding? Kelly’s thrilled to have the leverage over me. She’s got big landscaping plans for the front yard, and I’ll have to help execute. Plus, it’s hard to do a visual eval on the phone.”


  “I’m fine,” I groaned. It’s not like it was Shane’s fault—the request for a check-in had likely come from above.


  “Okay, then.” He finished his coffee and stood. “You want me to give Dr. Douchebag a hard time?”


  It came from him like a big brother watching out for his sister, although I didn’t have anything to compare it to. I only had sisters. And I wasn’t sure if Shane was joking. It would be easy to pull Matt aside and ruin his afternoon.


  “Please, don’t waste your time.” I stood and downed the last of my coffee. “I’m sure you’re anxious to get to the landscaping.”


  He faked a scowl. “My back hurts already.” He took our empty cups and tossed them in the trash. “Keep me in the loop.” It was the catch phrase that had developed between us, our way of saying goodbye.


  “Of course.”
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  For a while Payton McCreary was the queen of the blindfold club, the Madame who stood behind Julius and ran it all. He’d had big shoes to fill when Joseph sold the club and went legit, so Payton had stepped up to help in the transition.


  It’d been five months, and now that Julius finally had the swing of things, we saw less of her.


  The other girls talked about Payton like she was a legend. She’d started the club with Joseph and been his original girl, but all that was in the past. She’d quit the club, moved away, and came back engaged a year later. She managed the club from time to time to help Joseph out. She got Julius on his feet, and now only filled in at the club when a sales assistant was sick. Usually she filled in for me.


  I was surprised to see her in the dressing room on Saturday night. Of all the women at the club, she was the one I gravitated toward. Payton was intelligent, friendly, and what I liked most about her—direct. I tried not to look down on the people at the club, not just because of the breaks it gave us in so many cases, but the people here weren’t actively hurting anyone.


  It was illegal, but I didn’t see the world only in hard black and white.


  “Hey, stranger,” Payton said, smiling my direction as she set about changing into more professional clothes. Judging by her jeans and t-shirt, she’d probably gotten the call last minute.


  “Hey.” I smiled right back at her. “How’s wedding planning going?”


  “I don’t know,” she muttered. “You’d have to ask my mother.” Her hands unbuttoned the jeans and pushed them down her long legs. “I keep telling Dominic we should have gotten married in Japan.”


  Payton had lived overseas with her fiancé for more than a year. “Why didn’t you?”


  A sigh came from beneath her t-shirt as it was pulled off. “Our families want the big wedding. Dominic does, too.”


  I gave her a skeptical look, followed by a grin. “Aw, he’s a romantic.”


  She snorted. “You have no idea.”


  As she reached for the dress on the hanger, I caught the flash of something black on her hip. Her tattoo. The small characters rested below her waist, by a hipbone. I’d seen it during my job interview. Joseph had led me to believe Payton had returned from Japan newly single and eager to work at the club, only the man who walked in to negotiate for her was clearly her fiancé.


  “That’s Japanese?” I asked.


  She nodded. “Dominic’s idea. He has one too, because he’s so romantic.” She laughed softly, but sobered a little. “I kinda like it. I mean, knowing I’ve got his mark and he’s got mine on him.”


  My muscles tensed. I had another man’s mark on me, a permanent reminder of what had happened. I couldn’t get it removed.


  But . . . what if I could change it?


  It was a ridiculous idea. You fucking hate needles, remember? I shoved the line of thinking away. I did hate needles, but maybe I could kill two birds with one stone. Change the reminder and kill the fear.


  “Where’d you get it done?” I asked her, my throat tight.


  “In Japan. Why?”


  The scared part of me was relieved, urging me to forget about it. “Just curious, you know, if I was thinking about getting something—”


  “Did you ever see Joseph’s tattoo?”


  I gave her a plain look. The only way I would have seen it was if I’d messed around with him, as so many of the girls here did before he met his girlfriend.


  “Oh, yeah,” she said, her voice teasing. “I forgot you’re a prude. Anyway, his tattoo is fucking amazing. He knows a guy. You want me to ask Joseph for his number?”


  It’s just a phone number, I told myself. You don’t have to do anything with it, but keep your options open.


  I shrugged. “Sure, thanks.”


  


  Chapter


  THREE


  White textured paint covered half the walls, and then gave way to black gloss. Beneath my feet, black and white checkerboard tiles. The space was an art gallery, not a tattoo parlor. Pin lighting illuminated pictures, some framed and some photo canvases. This place was upscale and sexy. Had I written the address down wrong?


  A slender black man, the bare dome of his head gleaming like it had been shined to a finish, rose from a desk in the back of the room. He smoothed down the line of buttons on his dress shirt and flashed a friendly smile.


  “Can I help you?” His voice was pleasant.


  I glanced at the enormous art piece hanging on the wall to my right, which was a hunk of twisted metal, both copper and silver wrapped around each other.


  “I’m not sure I’m where I’m supposed to be. I’m Regan. Are you Silas?”


  “Ah, no.” The man smiled and checked his watch. “He should be here any minute.”


  Okay, I was in the right place, but where were the chairs and the different designs on the wall? How the hell was I going to pick something without options? My gaze slid away from the patterned metal sculpture as I struggled against the unease. The worry about the needle and the pain was a thick sludge, churning in my belly.


  The faster this Silas got here, the faster I could get through the tattoo. I hated this jittery, agitated feeling. Weak. “Do you have some designs I can look at while I wait?”


  The man blinked at the question, like the request was bizarre. “Uh, no, he doesn’t work like that.”


  A deep rumble grew from beyond the glass storefront, and I turned to face it. The sleek, black custom bike that pulled up to the curb carried a man who was built like a linebacker. He parked, shut off the motor, and proceeded to climb off.


  Tall. Wide. Although he wore a leather jacket, I could tell his arms were thick and powerful. The jacket hung open and displayed the tight gray t-shirt that clung to a ridged stomach. He was a beast in human form. Intimidating, and maybe a little enticing.


  Then, off came the helmet.


  Sweet Jesus.


  His soft brown hair was buzzed tight on the sides, and left long on top in an undercut. A hand pushed it back, instinctively correcting the helmet hair, revealing the face beneath it. I’d never used the word gorgeous to describe a man.


  Not until now.


  The helmet was stowed on the bike, and he strolled to the front door, pushing his way through. It had to be the nerves swirling inside me that caused this reaction. A strong build and a chiseled jaw typically only held a surface appeal to me. My brain would tick the box, noting that the male was attractive, and I’d focus elsewhere. But now I could only stare at his perfect blue eyes and long lashes that contrasted the hard, defined frame of his body. One that had been toned like a warrior.


  The man peeled his jacket off as his gaze locked with mine and his movements slowed, as if distracted.


  “This is your appointment,” the assistant said. “Regan.”


  “Hey.” The voice from this wall of a man was surprisingly gentle. “Nice to meet you. I’m Silas Getty.”


  A black, patterned tattoo extended all the way down his left forearm.


  Oh my God.


  He had enormous arms. All of my training and technique wouldn’t last five seconds against his brute power if Silas wanted to take me out. It should have made me nervous, but that section of my worry was already occupied with the impending needle, and my stomach twisted awkwardly. Why the hell did I want to wrap my hands around those thick biceps? Set my palms against his hardened chest and ridged abs that his t-shirt clung to?


  “I’m Regan Wilson.” Good God, it came out uneven. Get it together.


  It didn’t happen. Instead I stared at his offered hand like it was holding a gun on me. He wanted a handshake, and I finally forced my body to comply, slipping my hand into his rough one.


  “How do you know Joseph?” His grip was confident but not overbearing.


  “I work for him. Well, worked.”


  “Which club?” Silas’s pale blue eyes tightened their focus.


  The blindfold brothel used a private, exclusive wine club as a front for their illicit activity. “His members-only wine club.”


  The hand on mine went rigid and drew back at the same time his expression seemed to fall. “I figured. You have that look about you.”


  My tone was sharp. “What kind of look?”


  What was this emotion on his face? Disappointment? The jacket was passed to the assistant with a thanks from Silas, and the man disappeared to a back room.


  Silas put his hands on his hips, emphasizing his hulking form. “All of Joseph’s girls are beautiful. It’s important when you’re selling that kind of . . . wine.”


  So, he knew what business Joseph had really been in. I fought to process that Silas thought I was beautiful, but also a prostitute. “I don’t sell my wine.” My words were clipped. “I just broker the deals for the women who choose to.”


  One eyebrow curved up. He didn’t believe me. Fine, this would make it easier. I could focus on my annoyance, rather than my body’s odd reaction to him. My heartrate was too fast, and my breathing hurried.


  “All right.” His voice was quiet.


  For a long moment, neither of us said a word and we stared each other down. All the air had vanished from the large, open gallery space.


  “Do you have some designs I can see, so I can pick something out?”


  His shoulders snapped back. “No, I only do custom work.”


  Had I just offended him? “I don’t need anything fancy. It’s not a big deal to me.”


  Nope, I hadn’t truly offended him until that statement. His lips twisted into a scowl. “What do you mean it’s not a big deal? You don’t care about the art that’ll be on your body for the rest of your life?”


  Oh. My face warmed. I’d been so nervous about the tattooing process, I’d forgotten to really think about the after. I was so stupid. “No, I’m sorry, I do care.”


  Between the nerves and Silas putting me off balance, my brain was a mess. Why did he have to be so good looking? I bit down on the inside of my cheek.


  “Look, I’m not really excited about needles,” I admitted, lacing my fingers together to stop my hands from making wild, anxious gestures. “I’ve been focused on that.”


  “You don’t like needles, and the artwork’s not important. You sure you want a tattoo?”


  “Yeah, I do.” It seemed pointless to dance around the reason, but it was still tough to say. “I’m hoping to cover a bad memory.”


  “Cover a bad memory?” His curious gaze passed over me, head to toe. His demeanor shifted and softened. “Like a scar?”


  “Yeah, exactly like that. Is it doable?”


  “Maybe,” he said. “It’ll hurt more on scar tissue, and the ink can shift. Lines will look blurry. Where is it?”


  I tapped two fingers to the spot on my left shoulder, just below my collarbone. Silas stepped forward, invading my safe zone, and my breathing ratcheted up.


  “I’ll need to see it.”


  “Why?” I didn’t want to sound defensive, but it was unavoidable.


  He didn’t react to my sharp tone. “I need to see how the skin looks, like if it’s puckered or raised. Surgical scar?”


  “No.”


  He waited patiently for me to move or say something. He peered down, and under his intense stare, I felt jagged and exposed.


  “You know I can’t tattoo you through your shirt, yeah?”


  Without breaking his gaze, my fingers crept up, hooked under the neck of my top, and tugged it down off my shoulder. My throat closed. As Silas took in the pink, circular scar, he inhaled deeply and the question had to be on his lips, but he didn’t ask. All he did was evaluate.


  Everything was so thick around us, it made my reaction time slow and I didn’t stop him. His large, calloused hand was set on the bare skin of my shoulder, slipping my bra strap to the side so he could better look at the scar.


  I’d gone too long without sex.


  His gentle, innocent touch seared across my nerves and turned my knees to rubber. I dragged air through my parted lips as his fingers trace the healed, uneven skin, and his action set me on fire. Desire wove between my legs and worked its way up.


  “Jesus,” he said in a low voice. “What’s the story here?”


  “It’s one I don’t like to repeat.” I attempted to yank the strap back in place, but his fingers wouldn’t allow it. They skimmed over the rise of my shoulder, venturing onto the other side, making me shudder.


  “Let me see that one.”


  I flinched. “No.”


  “I’m not tattooing the exit wound?” His gaze sought mine and trapped it.


  I dry swallowed, unable to find words, so I shook my head.


  The bullet that tumbled through my body had left a significant wound, but a much larger one which wasn’t visible. Roughened fingers grazed my skin as he gently grasped my shoulder. Goddamnit, couldn’t he see what his touch was doing to me?


  “Okay, Regan.” Hearing my name in his deep voice made my situation dire. Unwelcomed lust poured in my veins. “Any ideas on what you’d like me to cover your bad memory with?”


  His fingers twitched, and I jumped as if shocked. Once again, I could only muster a headshake. This cowering, timid woman had to go, but I couldn’t evict her while connected to him. His hand lingered on my skin, sparking waves of electricity downward, and goosebumps raised on my flesh.


  “What do you say we cover it with a good one?” The icy blue eyes blinked slowly. “What’s one of your favorite memories?”


  I scrambled, desperate to find something in my blank mind. He’d reduced me to a total idiot, because the first thing to pop up was the night in college I’d walked home drunk from a bar with my best friend, and we fell into a bush. Seriously, brain? You fucking suck.


  “Graduating from college.”


  He paused. “That’s an accomplishment, not a memory. Go for something that’s more of a mental snapshot.”


  I floundered. When was my last good memory? All I could see was Reno, so I dug back further. “Uh . . . the zoo.”


  The side of his sexy mouth turned up in a half-smile, wordlessly urging me to go on.


  “I was maybe seven at the time.” God, why was I telling him this? His hand was truth serum. “I spent the whole day badgering my father to buy me a snow cone. I was a whiny kid, and when my dad finally caved and did it, I accidentally dropped it on the ground.”


  “This is a happy memory?” His voice had a hint of teasing.


  “My older sister gave me hers immediately. I thought she was the greatest person in the world to do that.”


  Holy God, his smile was a thousand-watt lightbulb, and my stomach clenched.


  “So my whole family,” I continued, keeping my voice void of emotion, “sat on a bench in the shade of this big tree while I ate my sister’s snow cone. I felt loved and . . . happy.” I took a breath to even myself out. “Please don’t put a tattoo of a snow cone on me.”


  He chuckled, his fingers eased away, and I missed their warmth.


  “Tempting, but no.” He gestured toward the desk. “Come on, let me grab a pen. What kind of tree was it?”


  “Oak? I don’t really remember. It was big.”


  I followed behind Silas as he strolled to the desk, snatched up a pen, and dug a notepad out of his back pocket. The dark ink that covered his left forearm was an intricate pattern, traveling upward and disappearing beneath his sleeve. What did the rest of his tattoo look like? The arm flexed as he flipped the notebook open.


  “Oh my God,” I said. Clearly I’d lost my mind and my manners, because I snatched the small, leather-bound book from his hands and paged through the designs. “Holy shit. These are amazing.”


  He laughed and shot me a dubious look. “Okay . . . thanks.”


  Intricate patterns done in pen. A couple kissing that was reflected in a puddle, sketched in pencil. “You don’t think these are good?”


  The set of massive shoulders shrugged. “They’re fine.”


  As I flipped through, I noticed jagged paper in the binding. “Some of the pages are missing.”


  “Yeah, those ones were better.” There was an amused gleam in his eye as I continued to page through the drawings. “Go ahead, take your time.”


  Shit. I closed the notepad and thrust it back toward him. “I’m sorry. I swear I’m not usually so rude.”


  “You think wanting to look through my sketchbook and saying it’s amazing was rude?”


  “I could have asked, rather than tear it out of your hands.”


  He gave an easy smile. “If I had a problem with it, I could have stopped you.”


  Desire corded tight around me, my body straining against its hold. I brushed a lock of hair back over my shoulder and feigned doubt. “Yeah, maybe.”


  I was all over the place. Worried about the needle, off-balance and unconfident. And now . . . I was flirting. What the fuck?


  Silas didn’t appear to mind as he leaned over the desk and began sketching in the book. I watched the long strokes of the pen as he drew, the image quickly taking shape.


  “Wooden bench?” he asked. “What zoo was it?”


  “Cincinnati.”


  “Do me a favor. Look up some pictures in Google Images of the zoo and see if you can find a bench under a tree.”


  I pulled out my phone and did as asked while he continued to draw. His strokes shortening and his hand moved rapidly, filling in the detail on the tree that was forming on the page. The zoo pictures loaded on my screen, but his sketching was distracting. I’d always found people with artistic talent intriguing, probably because my artistic ability amounted to exactly zero.


  He had beautiful, skilled hands and I wanted them on my body. I’d had the one and his palm had sizzled against my skin. Imagine what two would do. I swallowed hard.


  The drawing was abandoned when Silas noticed the images queued up on my phone. He took it, located whatever he was looking for, and studied the picture intently. Like a match had been struck, the page in his notebook was turned to a new one, the phone set on the desk, and his pen began again, this time at a frantic pace.


  He wasn’t going to finish what he was working on? “What are you drawing now?”


  There was no answer, and this drawing was smaller, so I couldn’t make it out over his hand’s furious movement.


  “I sort of liked the tree,” I said quietly.


  He almost grunted, scolding me. “The first draft is always shit.”


  Did he think he was going to tell me what I liked? Because if so, that wasn’t going to work out so well for him. Abruptly the pen ceased, and as he stood back I got my first look. The circular pattern was reminiscent of a stained glass window. It was simple, yet striking.


  “It’s pretty, but I don’t get it.”


  The late afternoon sunlight from the front window angled across his face, lighting up the ends of the whiskers forming on his jawline. My breath caught as his warm gaze connected with mine.


  “The armrest,” he said, handing my phone back to me. “It’s a mandala.” I stared at him, telling him I didn’t have a clue what that meant. “It’s like a geometric interpretation of the universe.”


  My gaze drifted down to the screen and there it was. Black iron curled around the side of the bench. In the center was a round, simplistic shape that mimicked a sunflower with fat petals. Silas’s drawing was more modern and embellished, but the inspiration was undeniable.


  My voice fell to a hush. “I love it.”


  “Yeah?” He smiled genuinely. “Me too.”


  My heart thudded in my chest, each thump sharper than the last. It was as if it hadn’t been working for a while and was trying to restart itself. Or perhaps break free from the ice.


  The sketch was torn from the book and passed to me. “Make sure it’s what you want.”


  My gaze studied the details of the decorative symbol, thrilled at how quickly he’d crafted it and how perfectly it worked. Pleasantly vague on the surface, but the meaning buried beneath. A secret, covering another secret.


  And I knew exactly what I wanted. It wasn’t just the design. If this enormous, stunning man wanted to fuck me in the middle of his art gallery, I’d probably let him. Hard, and fast, and no strings was what I needed after last week. Would this artist’s creativity extend to sex?


  All traces of Matt were gone from my life and I was anxious to get what I’d been craving. There wasn’t a wedding ring on Silas’s sexy hands. Fuck, please be single.


  “It’s what I want,” I said, handing the drawing back to him. “It’s perfect.”


  He peered at me, gauging my certainty, then glanced out the front window as if in thought. “Okay. Gimme a second, I’ll be right back.”


  As he disappeared down the side hallway, I wandered the room and admired his work. I didn’t know shit about art, other than it was subjective, but most of his stuff I liked. I paused, intrigued by a poster-sized canvas layered with different shades of red. It was like two shapes intertwined behind fuzzy glass.


  “You like that one?” Footsteps approached and a huge shadow fell on the wall before me.


  “What are they doing?” I asked. These shapes in the red fog were people . . . dancing?


  His voice was light and curious. “What do you think?”


  “Are you going to say my answer is a reflection of what I want to see? Because, honestly, it sort of looks like they’re fucking.”


  He laughed, and it echoed beneath the vaulted ceiling. “If that’s true, don’t worry. I see it too.”


  I glanced up at him, and the moment our gazes met I almost burst into flames. I fought back the urge to tear my clothes off and climb on him. An expression lingered on his face that said he’d be okay with it.


  The tension was thick and it seemed neither of us could find words.


  Finally, he spoke. “What do you think your boyfriend would see in my painting?”


  “Pardon me?”


  “I’m asking about your boyfriend.” His voice was casual. “It’s because I’m curious if you have one, but I’m too subtle to ask.”


  My smile leaked out before I could play it cool. “Oh, I see.” A warm tingle built at the base of my spine. “I don’t know. I don’t have a boyfriend. My last one lacked your . . . subtlety.” I noticed the jacket and helmet in his hands. He’d stowed his helmet on the bike. “Who’s that for?”


  His fingers drummed on the hard shell. “You, if you’re up for it. My friend’s tattoo place is in Lakeview.”


  The mere thought of climbing onto the bike and wrapping my arms around his waist sent heat blasting through me. My knees pinched together. “You can’t tattoo here?”


  “No, I don’t have any of the equipment. I used to work out of my friend’s shop when I needed steady pay, but now I only do ink as a favor. I called him and he said we could come by.”


  “Favor,” I repeated.


  Silas thrust the helmet at me. “Yeah. Joseph gave me a heads up you might call.”


  I stared at the black plastic and foam that would protect my brain if my hands wandered and made Silas crash, which I had serious concerns about.


  “You nervous about riding on a motorcycle?” His grin melted my underwear. “I promise I’ll go slow.”


  No, that wasn’t what I wanted. Needles might turn my stomach inside-out, but a motorcycle was something I could handle. I pulled the helmet from his hands, headed toward the front door, and hoped he couldn’t hear the excitement that tinged my voice. “Let’s go.”


  


  Chapter


  FOUR


  Silas’s motorcycle was all chrome and glossy black with a large front wheel. It was a throwback, cruiser style, but aggressive and reeked of testosterone. I tucked my head into the spare helmet as Silas straddled the bike and donned his. The throaty roar of the engine drowned out the jitters in my head about what was going to happen. His visor was up and the whites of his eyes stood out in the shadow, then his head ticked back, gesturing for me to get on.


  Fuck, he didn’t have to tell me twice.


  His shoulder was a rock as I steadied my hand on it, hoisting my leg over the bike and settling down on the tiny leather cushion. There wasn’t much room left for me, given his size, which meant I’d have to get close. Mmmm, no issue there.


  Both of his hands were on the handlebars, and it was clear he was waiting. I slid my ass closer until my body was pressed against his, my breasts flattened against his broad back and my crotch fitted tight to him. Was this what it was like for teenage boys? To be so goddamn horny you could barely function?


  I slipped my hands around his waist and felt his rib cage expand as he took a deep breath. A smile teased my lips at his reaction, which he couldn’t see.


  His muffled voice rang out. “You ready?”


  “Yeah.”


  His hand came off the bike, cinched one of my arms tighter, and slapped his visor down. We jerked away from the curb and were off.


  The anxiety-inducing tattoo process was barely a thought. Riding on the back of the bike with one hand hanging onto his belt and the other inside his jacket, splayed on his chest, was like eating dessert before dinner. Once we got going, the September air was chilly. The fitted t-shirt and jeans I had on only gave me some protection, and I curled closer to Silas.


  It was more physical contact than I’d had with the opposite sex in weeks. It was made all the better when we came to a stop at a light and his calloused hand rested gently on top of mine.


  “I should have given you my jacket,” he yelled over the engine. “You okay?”


  “I’m fine.” It wasn’t a lie. I was happily cold, burrowed against him. Was that his real intention, to ‘forget’ the jacket and force me to snuggle close? If so, I had no problem with it. I loved the excuse to touch him. Besides, his hand on mine made me warm inside.


  Traffic wasn’t too bad, and true to his word, Silas didn’t drive recklessly or fast. I was in no hurry to get there or for the ride to be over. Was it the same for him?


  Things got interesting when we stopped at a long light, and my hand slid to rest on top of his thigh. Beneath the denim, the muscle tightened. I couldn’t help it. My sex-starved body stole command from my brain, and my fingernails raked up his thigh, narrowly grazing just to side of his fly.


  The groan was barely discernable. “Regan.” His helmet swung my direction. “What was that about?”


  “I’m interested in you, but I’m too subtle to tell you outright.”


  His shoulders lifted as if he chuckled. “Oh, yeah?” He shifted on the bike, adjusting. “Message received.”


  The light flipped to green.


  Arriving at the tattoo shop was a cold shower. Most of the lust for Silas washed away and was replaced with anxiety. My hands retreated from him as he shut off the bike and straightened in the seat, then pulled the helmet from his head.


  I did the same and stared at the thick cord of neck before me. He turned to the side, giving me a view of his perfect profile, and the lingering desire flared.


  “I can’t get off until you do,” he said.


  He clearly hadn’t meant it sexually, but my dirty mind went there. “I hope that’s true,” I said.


  There was a sharp intake of breath from him. Was I coming on strong? Yeah. But I didn’t fucking care. I was tired of not getting what I wanted. When I stepped off the bike, he peered at me, and time slowed to a halt.


  Holy shit. Holy fuck.


  The look of pure desire, of total want, the one I hadn’t seen from a man in months, was etched on every inch of Silas’s face. Lust . . . for me. My breath lodged in my chest as he rose up off the motorcycle until he loomed overhead.


  “Come on.” His deep voice was quiet, but strong. “This won’t take that long. Then I can give you a ride . . . back.”


  It dripped with innuendo and had me grinning.


  The exterior of the tattoo shop mimicked a retro pump station. Hand lettering in the windows boasted ink and piercings, and the OPEN neon sign glowed in the building’s late afternoon shadows. Silas held the door for me and I went through.


  The large room was partitioned off with half walls. Like Silas’s bike, it was mostly black and chrome, but here there were a few red accents. Open velvet curtains, the shade of blood, hung from the ceiling, and I assumed they would allow each tattoo bay privacy when needed.


  “We’re at the back, on the left,” Silas said.


  The place was mostly empty. An artist who seemed to be covered with tattoos worked on a woman’s calf, and the needle hummed quietly. It could just be heard over the rock music playing in the background. The artist nodded to Silas, but didn’t stop his work.


  Cold dread lined my stomach, and I marched toward my doom at the back of the space. A black chair waited there and looked like a modified version of what you’d find at a dentist’s office. My feet refused to move. My stop was so abrupt, Silas slammed into me and almost knocked me over.


  “Whoa, you okay?” His large hand clamped on my bicep, steadying me as much as he was himself.


  “I don’t think I can do this.” The chair, the buzzing from two stalls over . . . the word nope looped over and over again in my head.


  The hand on my arm was surprisingly firm. “Sure you can.”


  His eyes were pale blue, almost a silver color, and I was too disoriented by them to realize he was guiding me into the stall until the backs of my knees hit the side of the chair.


  And his hand was still on me, his palm touching the bare skin where the sleeve of my t-shirt stopped. Goddamnit. The hair on my arm lifted in goosebumps. I fractured in two. Nerves made me want to bolt, desire made me want to stay. Then his hand was gone.


  Rings rattled on the line as Silas drew the wraparound curtain closed. The overhead lights were still bright, but it felt secluded. Intimate. When we were completely hidden, his hands rested on his hips.


  “You’ll have to take off your shirt.” His voice sounded different. Tight.


  I swallowed thickly. I’d known this was coming. I’d hoped the tattoo artist wasn’t too skeevy, but now I almost wished for it. Skeevy I could handle. My discomfort at a leering look could distract from my discomfort while ink was layered into my skin.


  Fuck it. I would not let fear rule me, and besides—other than the scar, I didn’t have anything to be ashamed of. I worked hard at the gym to keep both my athleticism and aesthetics up to par for my job. My fingers grabbed the hem of my t-shirt and stretched it overhead, then folded it and tossed it on the side table.


  I’d worn a simple black bra for the occasion. His gaze traveled the curves of my chest, and quickly shifted away like he wanted to be a gentleman.


  “Have a seat,” he mumbled, turning his attention to a cabinet. It creaked as he opened it and began pulling out supplies. My heart beat in my throat when I slid into the chair, and the vinyl was cold against my bare skin. The anticipation was agony. Every subtle noise from him as he prepared was louder than gunfire in my ears.


  I watched Silas dig the drawing out of his back pocket, examine it, and uncap a marker. He sketched on a piece of transfer paper until he seemed satisfied, then resumed his other prep.


  “How bad is it going to hurt?” I asked.


  “I’m sure less than whatever made the scar.”


  I clenched my teeth. “Yeah, but I didn’t make the decision to get that.”


  Black latex gloves were snapped on, and I dug my fingernails into the armrests of the chair. Don’t run, or this will be worse. If I ran, every time I’d see the scar, I’d be remind of two failures. I closed my eyes tightly and drew in a deep breath.


  “Regan.”


  My eyelids fluttered open to stare up at him. He had a sponge in one hand and used the other to gently urge my bra strap out of the way. I wished the latex wasn’t between his fingers and my skin.


  “Now is when I give my standard lecture about tattoos being expensive, difficult, and painful to remove.” The cold sponge swiped over my shoulder. “More painful than getting the tattoo in the first place, they say.”


  He set down the sponge and picked up a razor, skimming the blade lightly over the surface of my skin, being as gentle as possible over the raised, uneven scar. The sponge wiped again, cleaning the surface, and my skin tingled as it dried.


  Silas retrieved the design he’d redrawn in marker. The transfer paper was set against my scar, and the sponge swiped once more. He peeled the paper down, revealing his guide.


  “Be sure you want this,” he said, his gaze on the art. “Be sure you’re going to wake up in five years and still want this.”


  Five years. It was almost impossible to think that far ahead, given my job, but I felt more certain about this than anything else.


  “I’m sure.”


  His blue eyes flicked back to mine, and his expression was . . . pleased?


  “But I might cry like a little bitch,” I whispered, nervous.


  His laugh was warm. “I doubt it. Usually it’s the big guys who whine. Women? Their threshold’s higher, or they’re better at coping, because I don’t get complaints.”


  “Of course you don’t. You’re fucking hot.”


  Silas’s movements slowed as he opened the needle from the packaging.


  “Sorry,” I said. “Nervous ‘me’ gets really honest.”


  “Can’t say I mind.” When he finally seemed ready, he pulled a stool out from under the cabinet and sat, rolling up to me with the needle in hand, the cord trailing behind. A gloved hand braced itself on my shoulder, his forearm resting between my breasts. He was so comfortable getting close. Silas’s face was only a breath away from mine.


  Could he feel the tremble in my body? Just the proximity of the needle made my skin want to crawl away.


  “Ready?”


  “No,” I said. “Just do it.”


  


  Chapter


  FIVE


  Silas pushed the button and the buzzing began. Every muscle in my body tensed. Oh God, oh God . . .


  “Relax,” he whispered. “Deep breaths.”


  I took them through my clenched teeth. Sharp pain etched into me, like a fingernail scraping my skin off. Then, another. And another. I stared at him, watching every stroke of the needle and the concentration that creased his forehead.


  I sipped air in a hiss as he got deeper into the scar. It hurt. I bit down on my lip, trying not to show it. Pain, like fear, was weakness. It was a lifetime of endless scratches, each burning just a tiny bit more than the last, until I was about to break. I couldn’t do it anymore—


  Silas wiped a towel over the skin, giving me a temporary reprieve, just long enough to regroup. “I’d like to lodge a complaint,” I said.


  He almost looked amused. “I thought you said I was too hot for complaints.”


  “With that needle you’re just all right.”


  He smiled softly. I held my breath as he went back for more.


  “You need to keep breathing.” His voice was soothing. “When you’re tense it hurts more. And seeing you in pain subconsciously makes me want to rush.”


  He paused the needle and his gaze connected with mine. Whatever he was thinking about, I could tell instantly I wasn’t going to like it.


  “You could try talking. It’ll keep you from holding your breath.”


  I blinked, annoyed that he’d stopped. I just wanted this uncomfortable process over. “Talking,” I said. “About what?”


  “You could tell me about the bad memory.”


  The sexy fucker wasn’t playing fair. I broke his gaze and stared at the floor.


  “C’mon.” He squeezed my shoulder tenderly. “You’re letting me help you change the memory. I’d kind of like to know what it was.”


  I didn’t talk about it. Not with my family, or my handler Shane, and never with Matt. I’d only said what I needed to, what I thought the psych evaluator wanted to hear, to get me cleared for field work again.


  I was getting tired of people pushing me, but I’d always been stubborn. Shane had asked me to talk about it with someone; it didn’t seem like it mattered who. Confiding in a stranger had more appeal than someone I knew. Silas’s judgement could only last as long as I wanted to remain around him.


  Wasn’t I here because I wanted to let go?


  When I sighed, the blue eyes clouded with doubt. “Hey,” his voice was low, “I get you don’t want to talk about it, and it’s none of my fucking business—”


  “I got shot.”


  His lips pressed together for a moment. It didn’t seem like this was news to him, he must have suspected it was a gunshot wound. “Ex-husband?”


  It was interesting that he immediately jumped to domestic violence, but that was the most likely assumption. “No, we weren’t married.”


  Assembling the words was difficult, but he said nothing. His shoulders lifted with a breath. My hand wrapped around his thick wrist, which rested on my chest.


  “If I’m going to keep talking, you have to keep working.”


  He nodded. The needle dug back in, but at least my focus was elsewhere, struggling to pick out what parts of the story I should tell. The pain was more uncomfortable rather than acute now.


  “His name was Paul. I was young, and naïve—” which was true, “—and fell in love.” Which was not true.


  Not exactly.


  My feelings for Paul had been confusing. He’d been my point of entry into the separatist cell, which I’d wormed my way into acting as his girlfriend. I’d played him, compiling evidence against his family until we had enough to arrest.


  I spoke over the hum of Silas’s work. “I was too stupid to see he was into some shit, and way over his head, before it was too late.” Couldn’t the same have been said of me? I inhaled deeply and blew it out, mediating my breathing. “He came from a family that was anti-government, but I didn’t know how far Paul was willing to follow them until I caught him putting together pipe bombs.”


  That was definitely true.


  The forearm beneath my hand tensed and Silas froze. “What?”


  “I went straight to the authorities.” Not really a lie, I just left out that I was part of the authorities. “But I thought he was a good guy, whose family had twisted him into this person he wasn’t.”


  I couldn’t feel the scratches anymore. It was cold in the bay, and numbness took over as I thought about the morning in Paul’s garage.


  “I was so fucking stupid,” I admitted, “but I cared about him. I told him what I’d done, and my betrayal . . .” My heart slammed in my chest. “He lost it. You gotta understand, there’s a whole ‘you’ll never take me alive’ mentality with these people. Getting caught and going to prison is more of a failure than dying.”


  The expression on Silas’s face was hard to interpret as the hand he used to steady himself smoothed down across my skin, fingers trailing. All the way until his palm was pressed over my rapidly beating heart, just at the swell of my breast. The action was disorienting and exciting, and it created a warm spot in the numbness.


  “I fought him for the gun.” I’d been so sure there wasn’t anything stowed in the garage, and like everything else, I’d been wrong. “I don’t know if he was aiming for my heart and missed, or if he’d meant for me to live.”


  The pads of Silas’s fingers moved subtly, triggering a shiver from me. It got me to push through the end.


  “After he’d shot me, Paul put the gun to his head and . . . he was gone.”


  Silas jolted. I left out the part where Paul had been crying and cursing me for making him fall in love with a narc bitch, but hearing that I’d witnessed Paul’s suicide made the color drain from Silas’s face.


  “Fuck.” He pressed down subtly, like he wanted to strengthen the connection. “Fuck, Regan.” Concern flooded his silver eyes.


  I’d grown bitter about people looking at me like I was pitiful. Yeah, I’d fucked up. I’d begged Paul not to do it. So not seeing pity, but instead concern from a near stranger, did something unexpected. The angry response I usually had was nowhere to be found. All I wanted was to reassure him I was okay and to make him feel comfortable. I’d spent so much time undercover, worried about my own ass, it was foreign and wonderful to think about someone else’s feelings for once.


  “It was rough.” My voice was unsteady. “I got through it. I want to put it behind me.” My fingers brushed up the length of his forearm until my hand was set on top of his. “Thank you . . . for helping.”


  He held my gaze for an impossibly long moment. God, I’d been fucking lucky. If I had walked into a random tattoo shop, I wouldn’t have had any of this. Silas hadn’t just created the perfect art, he’d given me the best experience possible. Nudged me into the chair, coaxed the story from me.


  When he wiped the towel over the tender skin, it wasn’t as if he’d simply wiped the memory away, but he dulled the sting somehow. His art would always be there to remind me of a better memory than the one beneath.


  “No, thank you,” he said.


  “For what?”


  Silas’s skilled hand resumed passing ink into my skin. “For telling me. For wearing my art on your body.”


  More warmth rushed through me, spreading like lava. “You’re welcome.” The emotional swing left me not knowing up from down. I swallowed thickly, needing to move to a topic that was safe. “Tell me about you. Did you always want to be an artist?”


  For a long moment there was only the buzz of the machine. “Yeah.”


  That was all he was going to answer with, after what I’d shared? I opened my mouth to protest—


  “I did an apprenticeship at a tattoo place out in the suburbs and took construction jobs when the work was slow. I started doing freelance photography about five years ago, and that helped me save up to lease gallery space.”


  “And it’s going well for you? You said you don’t do tattoos anymore.”


  “Only for favors.” His tone was . . . coy.


  “What kind of favor does Joseph owe you?”


  A strange look developed in his eyes. The faintest hint of amusement? “Not Joseph. You’ll owe me the favor.”


  I drew in a breath to push the irritation back, but it was barely contained. I didn’t like owing people. “The kind of favor where I pay you in cash as soon as we’re done?”


  “Nope.”


  “I’m not fucking you.” Wait a minute, no need to send mixed signals. “I mean, not in exchange for tattoo work.”


  “But you’ll fuck me in exchange for something else?”


  His grin was impossibly wide and the irritation turned inward. Well, I painted myself into that corner, didn’t I? No point dancing around it. “Yeah. The exchange is you get to have sex with me and I get to have a hard dick.”


  Silas’s grin froze. It looked like his brain stopped working—everything behind his eyes was blank.


  I pushed forward, goading him. “Are you up for that transaction?”


  “Yeah, sure am.” He answered quickly, like he didn’t want to miss out on a limited time opportunity.


  “Great. Then finish your art so you can take me back to your place and we can . . . transact.”


  His tone was playful. “You don’t beat around the bush.”


  “When I see something I want, I take it.”


  “Yeah?” His needle dug in, reminding me where we were. Everything in my focus had gone blurry except for him. “I’m the same,” he said. “It’s why I wasn’t about to let you bail on getting in my chair.”


  Good God, he needed to hurry up. Fucking him in this tattoo shop, a curtain the only thing keeping us out of sight, sounded more appealing each passing second. My gaze followed the needle as it traveled over my uneven skin, and I silently urged him to finish.


  “So, what’s the favor?” I asked.


  “I’m hosting a show at my gallery next Tuesday for a new artist. Come with me.”


  I turned my head away and sighed. “Like a date?” It made this hard to be a one-time thing if I went out with him after the sex.


  “Could be.” His voice was strange, as if the thought had only just occurred to him. “After the showing, I want your help photographing the pieces.”


  “My help,” I said, dubious. “How would I do that?”


  “You’d display it. Model beside it.”


  My focus snapped back to him. “I’d do what?”


  “You’re a beautiful woman, and his artwork is predominantly green. Your red hair is the perfect complement to it—”


  I was currently undercover. Too risky. “No thanks.”


  “—and I’d like to shoot nudes.”


  Was he fucking with me? I searched his expression, but he looked entirely serious.


  “It’d be tasteful and sexy, I promise,” Silas continued. “I won’t show your face, and I can Photoshop out the tat. No one will know it’s you, except for us.”


  I laughed incredulously. “Seriously, no.”


  He wiped the towel once more, swiping the drops of blood from my skin, and shut off the needle. “You can trust me, Regan.” His gaze swept over me appreciatively. “I bet you look fucking amazing naked, and I can’t imagine a woman who worked for Joseph would be shy. You don’t seem shy at all.”


  Fuck no, I wasn’t shy, and the strange thing was I sort of believed him when he said I could trust him. But too much was at stake. Several high profile cases could go bust if my cover was blown. “Let’s go back to me fucking you for the tattoo.”


  The gleam in his eyes was smug. “Pretty sure we already decided what that transaction’s going to be about.”


  “Chose a different favor then. I can pick you up from the airport sometime.”


  His busy hands went to work cleaning the irritated skin, applying a salve to the dark ink. He must have noticed me staring at the design.


  “Happy with it?”


  “It’s beautiful.”


  The corner of his mouth lifted into a half-smile. “And there was no little bitch crying.”


  Clear plastic bandage was set on the skin. It felt like I had a sunburn, which, being a redhead, I was plenty familiar with.


  “I’ll change your mind,” he said, “about the favor.” Off came his black gloves, tossed in the garbage.


  “No, you won’t—”


  His mouth was on mine, cutting me off.


  


  Chapter


  SIX


  Hot. Greedy. Dominating.


  These were words I could use to describe his mouth. My surprise kept me still as his hard kiss assaulted. His strong, skilled hands touched me, one grasping my chin between his thumb and forefinger, and the other was splayed out on my rib cage. The heat of his rough palm soaked in through my bare skin. It lit up every nerve ending in my body.


  His kiss wasn’t exactly tame, but I sensed it was like the one I was giving back to him. Restrained. Neither one of us wanted to go one hundred percent here at the shop, but we were too impatient to wait any longer.


  My lips parted as his tongue dipped into my mouth. The burn from it flashed a direct line down between my legs. A soft moan crept out of me. My hands were on him then. One slid around the back of his neck and ventured beneath the cotton of his shirt. And my left, it ducked under the bottom of his shirt and explored upward.


  The muscles of his stomach and chest were carved of warm marble. Soft, yet hard. My hand chattered across his ridges, enjoying the sensation. Did it make sense that an artist’s body would be a work of art? Because, holy fuck, it was.


  Without breaking the kiss, Silas moved over me. His hands gripped the back of the chair as he settled his weight on his knees between my legs, and pressed down into me. I could feel him everywhere except for the tattoo—he’d kept himself supported on his arm and off of the tender spot.


  My hands dug into his skin at the same moment I wrapped my legs around his hips, and pulled our lower bodies tight against each other. I’d need to be on top when we started fucking in this chair, but I’d enjoy being beneath him until that happened.


  His mouth was relentless. The restraint for me crumpled away. Was it the same for him? My heart raced as his lips left mine, trailed across my cheek, and to the edge of my ear. Warm, hurried breath ghosted over me and goosebumps lifted on my bare skin.


  His thick bicep strained, and—


  I gasped. He’d pulled himself against me, one hard thrust, his hard-on digging into the center between my legs. It felt so good, and we still had our clothes on. My fingernails scored down his chest and a quiet hiss came from him. He thrust into me again, this one harder than the last, and the chair made a groan that was just louder than mine.


  What the hell was I doing? I knew I should care about where we were, but I didn’t. I was drunk off my lust.


  Silas’s breath was hot and hurried in my ear, and I closed my eyes so I could enjoy the sensation better. I’d wanted this contact for so long, I trembled with anticipation and my body was a live wire, sparking with every touch. I arched beneath him, not caring that the raw skin of my shoulder was pressed against his chest. All that mattered was getting my bra off and his hands on my body.


  I found the clasp and unhooked it, and when the tension went slack on the band, Silas lifted up on his arms. His expression was serious and his voice low. “Really shouldn’t be doing this.”


  He shifted his weight onto one hand so he could fist my bra in his other and pull the lace down my arms, helping me along. He flung the bra noiselessly to the floor, and his palm crushed my naked breast. Rough, and firm, and I cried out in relief, my hands returning to where they’d been.


  His mouth sealed over mine, quieting my moans.


  It was dizzying under his lips, his tongue swirling against mine. My hand gripped harder onto his waist, steadying myself. Or pushing him against me, I wasn’t sure. The ache between my legs was unbearable. His weight against my center only made me hotter and more desperate.


  I kept my hand on his hip, but the other abandoned its home beneath his shirt, and left the smooth contours of his back. It slid up the length of his neck, until I could clench a tight fistful of his hair and start tugging him down.


  He grunted, maybe with discomfort, as I increased my force. What else did I need to do to show him what I wanted? I was already yanking his face toward my chest and arching up to meet him. But he lingered with his lips at my collarbone, refusing to go farther.


  “God, put your mouth on my tits.”


  Silas’s hips drove into me and our moans mingled together. “Definitely shouldn’t do that,” he whispered.


  It wasn’t cold in the space. He had my blood on fire, but my nipples sharpened into hard knots anyway. I squirmed in the chair, trying to move up. It was only a few more inches and he’d be there. His chin rubbed just at the swell of my breasts, making me tingle.


  It was a tortured, breathless plea. “Silas.”


  My lips pressed into a line to keep me silent and I bucked when he finally relented. His damp lips closed over the bud of my nipple and sucked, his hand holding my breast in place. The violent highs and lows of my emotions today had to be a factor in the experience, because I hadn’t ever felt so fucking turned on.


  I was burning alive.


  Teeth nipped at me, softly at first, and then more aggressive—enough to pull a whimper of pleasure from my throat. He took his time worshipping me. I floated in the moment, overwhelmed by the sensations, savoring his touch.


  Yet my body was greedy and soon it wasn’t enough. My hand on his waist glided up until I could palm my other breast, and I jerked him by the hair, demanding attention on the one he was neglecting.


  His bite there was far less playful this time, and I gasped in surprise. The sting was exciting, and I liked how he’d matched my level of intensity rather than backed off. Plus, this pain seemed to heighten my senses. I could feel every caress and swirl of his skilled tongue as it teased my distended nipple.


  “What the fuck are we doing?” he muttered into my flesh, only pausing long enough to get the words out. His tone was as if he were talking to himself.


  I said it through two short breaths. “You . . . started this.”


  My eyes slammed shut when his hips ground against mine, stabbing his erection at the seam of my legs while he sucked at me. It had to be uncomfortable and yet pleasurable for him. The friction was certainly pleasurable for me, but I could do something he’d like better. I snaked my hand between our bodies and rubbed him below the belt.


  “Shit.” It was a pleasure-soaked groan from him. He was impressively hard against the fly of his jeans.


  “Should I not be doing this?” I mocked. My fingers fumbled over the snap of his pants, popping it open.


  He blew out a long breath, and his body began to lift away from mine, taking his heat away. “No, we shouldn’t . . . Fuck—”


  I sat up right along with him, not letting him escape. In my haste, I skipped over dropping the zipper and shoved my hand inside his pants, where it was a tight fucking fit, but I made it work. He was up on his knees and his eyelids dropped to half-closed while he shuddered in my grip. My touch seemed to instantly change his mind.


  “Goddamnit.” His hand worked the zipper to give me more room. Then his thick fingers closed around mine, wrapping our hands together around his long cock, sheathed beneath his patterned boxers. He squeezed down, showing how much pressure he wanted.


  It was so hot.


  “Take off your shirt,” I ordered.


  He gave me a dark look that was colored with sin. He didn’t move to do as I’d demanded. His only movement was to guide my hand to stroke harder.


  “Take me out,” he commanded.


  I continued to allow him to rub my hand along his thick length, but I lifted my eyebrow into an arch. “Why should I? You didn’t do what I asked.”


  Oh shit, he could move fast. He was a blur as he whipped off the t-shirt and threw it aside as if pissed. My hand froze, distracted by the vibrant colors on his skin, spreading all across his chest and down his shoulders. There was so much to look at, it was overwhelming.


  “Focus,” he ordered. I was sure he meant it teasing, but in his urgency, the truth spilled out.


  I tucked my bottom lip between my teeth to stifle the grin. My hands dove under the waistband of his boxers and lowered the elastic until his cock leaped free.


  My mouth went slack. “Oh, Christ.”


  He.


  Was.


  Enormous. And pierced.


  “You want to lodge a complaint?” His expression was smug.


  “No, thanks.” But I would need to use both hands. I wrapped one at the base and the other on the head, and began to slide them together on him.


  It drew a long, loud breath from his lungs. I studied his tattoos as my hands gripped and pumped. It was one large tattoo, sectioned into smaller parts. Like mini-scenes amongst a whole story, and a moving picture since he was breathing heavy. A steel ball gleamed at the tip of his cock, and a matching one at the head, right where the slit began.


  “Regan.” His hands seized my wrists, stopping me. “Shit, let’s . . . put this on pause.”


  I twisted my face into a dubious look. “You want me to stop?”


  “I said pause.” His voice was strained. “Jesus, I can’t think when you’re topless,” he whispered. “Or with your hands on me.”


  “What about in my mouth?”


  His face went blank, and I used the opportunity to lean forward, bringing my lips to the tip of his cock, running my tongue over the piece of jewelry. I put a hand on his hip so he wouldn’t back away, held him steady, and closed my mouth around the head.


  A panicked noise crept out of him as I sank down, followed instantly by a sigh of pleasure. I couldn’t get him that far in, and it was awkward hunched over, but I cupped my hand into a C and slid it along with my lips.


  Both of his hands were in my hair. The intent seemed to be to stop me, but it was already too late to refuse. His fingers curled into fists, tugging on the strands. Tugging me back, and then forward, picking up the pace. It was supposed to be my pace, not his, but I let it go. He hadn’t been on board with the blowjob until it’d started.


  He was one million percent on board now. His hips thrust in time with my movements. My hair was pushed back so he could see what I was doing. It sounded like he was struggling to stay quiet, and losing the battle. A low moan rumbled from him.


  Even while I was getting face-fucked, I was aware of my surroundings. The electronic chime sounded on the front door, and heavy footsteps pounded in.


  “Hey,” a male voice said. “Did Silas come by?”


  “Hey, Johnny. Yeah, he’s in the back stall with a customer.”


  We both froze, Silas’s cock buried halfway down my throat. His hands tensed.


  “Shit,” the voice muttered. “He’s got the curtain pulled. I was hoping to watch him work.”


  Silas withdrew from my mouth, and tucked himself uncomfortably back in his pants. “Shit, that’s the owner,” he whispered.


  I wanted to giggle. I was thirty years old, and felt like we’d just been caught by his parents. He climbed off the chair and retrieved his shirt, tossing my bra back at me. I didn’t put it on, choosing instead to watch his broad, muscle-bound back as he tugged his shirt over his head.


  His gray eyes flared when he turned and saw I was still topless. “You need help?”


  I shook my head and put the bra on, gingerly sliding the strap over the bandage. My shirt was in Silas’s hands, and when I reached for it, he pulled back.


  “This is a pause.” His expression was deadly serious. “We’re picking up where we left off as soon as possible.”


  I laughed softly. “You better believe it.”


  When I was dressed, Silas pushed out a deep breath. He adjusted himself in his pants as if still uncomfortable. I felt the same unsatisfied ache he did, I was sure. I hoped his place was close by. Silas barely looked at me as he moved quickly through the space, putting the tools back and trashing what needed to go.


  The owner was waiting up front for us, curious to see Silas’s work. They chatted briefly and I thanked him for letting us use his shop. It was immediately clear how much this man respected Silas’s craft, and there was something charming about an inked-up, large, bearded man who was essentially an art groupie.


  When we were outside and beside the bike, he didn’t ask if I wanted his jacket. Silas held it out, wordlessly demanding I put the enormous leather coat on.


  “No, thank you. It’d be huge on me.”


  His jaw set, increasing the hard, beautiful angles of his face. “I’m going to be driving a lot faster this time.”


  “Oh, yeah? Why’s that?” I played dumb.


  “Because we didn’t get to find out if I can think while I’m in your mouth.”


  I smiled and sharpened my gaze. “I bet you can’t.”


  “Let’s find out. Put on the coat.”


  My smile faded to one that was strained. “I already said no, and hey, here’s some friendly advice . . . Don’t tell me what to do.”


  He reluctantly pulled his arms into the jacket, his gaze not leaving mine until he reached for the helmet. “All right, thanks for the tip. Put on your helmet. Please.”


  


  Chapter


  SEVEN


  The ride back was torturous, but my pride wouldn’t allow me to be cold. It was exhilarating to get close to the edge with Silas, and then pull back, but kind of cruel, too. I clung as tightly to him as my freshly tattooed skin would allow. I had one hand beneath his shirt, my fingers fanned out on his defined abdomen, and the cold wind whipped my hair. Beneath my legs, the throaty engine growled and vibrated.


  He drove us back to his studio, and I shouted over the motorcycle’s roar while he parked.


  “I thought we’d go to your place.”


  “We did.” He turned off the bike and removed his helmet, once again sweeping a hand over his long hair to put it back in place. “My apartment’s upstairs.”


  I stared at the building. It looked two stories tall, but the gallery had vaulted ceilings. His apartment was . . . where?


  It was like he could read my mind. “It’s in the back.”


  He opened the door and ushered me inside the gallery, and the same assistant from before appeared. He gave me a curious smile. “Hello again.”


  “Hi,” I said.


  “We’re heading upstairs.” Silas nudged me, hurrying me along. “Do you mind, Andre?”


  The black man shook his head and flashed a knowing smile. “Not to be disturbed, I guess?”


  I grinned. “Unless you want to see his dick in my mouth.”


  Andre made a horrible choking sound, like a laugh was jammed in his throat. Silas gripped my elbow and hauled me toward the back. “Fuck, you’re going to give Andre a stroke.”


  “Yeah, right,” the assistant quipped as we went down the hallway.


  The narrow passage was dark, and we went through a door into what had to be his studio. The large space was industrial and sectioned into various stations. There was a desk full with a computer and camera equipment, and on the other side a table covered with paint splatters. The rolling cart beside it had trays that held jars of paint, brushes, and all the other tools he needed.


  “I like your labeling system,” I said. The white labels announced the contents. “Pencils and shit” or “Ink and shit.”


  “What?” He clasped my wrist in his firm hand and continued to pull me along, not giving me time to examine the space adequately. He was a man on a mission, and I wasn’t about to argue. I liked his mission very much.


  “Everything says and shit.” My voice teased. “It’s so organized.”


  There was a tiny staircase on the side, and up we went, our feet shuffling on the creaking wooden risers. The steps were so narrow, he had to turn his shoulders to the side to fit.


  When we came to the top, he released his hold of my wrist and strode across the room. The entire space was long, narrow, and low. From this spot, I could see all the way to the other end of the apartment. Kitchen, living area, unmade bed, and the door to what I assumed was the bathroom.


  “Good God, how does a giant like you survive in this tiny apartment?” Crap, that was excessively rude. “That didn’t come out right.”


  He laughed. “I’m betting it did. If no one’s mentioned it to you before, you’re direct.”


  “I am, I’m sorry. Was the dick comment downstairs inappropriate?” I didn’t care what other people thought, but my brashness wasn’t fair to him. Who knew what kind of workplace relationship Silas had with his assistant?


  His lips peeled back into a smile. “No, it was fine. You probably made Andre’s day.” His gaze turned up to the sloping ceiling, which had to be only inches from his head in some places. “I’m not up here much. I’m usually downstairs.”


  The apartment was man-messy. A few dirty dishes were left in the sink, and opened mail piled on the table, but otherwise it was acceptable. The walls were decorated with some artwork, including a gorgeous picture of a tattoo. It was a lotus flower floating in a pond, surrounded by lily pads. The detail and depth was unbelievable; it was like he’d transferred a photograph directly onto the skin.


  “You did that?” I pointed to the frame. When he nodded, I added, “It’s amazing.”


  “Thanks.” He took his phone out of his pocket and set it on a speaker system.


  Music played and softly filled the cozy space. “Setting the mood?”


  He tapped a few times, adjusting the volume. “Something like that. I don’t like the quiet.”


  So, he thought it was about to get quiet in this room. I licked my lips, anticipating what was coming. “We could just keep talking.”


  He turned, setting the full effect of his stare on me. His expression was pure and carnal. “Not if we’re picking up where we left off.”


  “Oh, right. That.” My tone was indifferent, as if I’d forgotten. Like I hadn’t been thinking about it every goddamn second since we left the shop. I knew if we didn’t start fucking in the next ten minutes, I wasn’t going to die, but I felt like I might.


  He stalked forward, and I had to fight the instinct to take a defensive stance at his rapid approach. His shadow fell on me until he blocked all of the light, and his hands seized my face, drawing me into his brutal kiss.


  His aggressive mouth moved against mine, demanding and serious. I didn’t think I had room for any more desire, but his kiss was another dose that rapidly flooded my senses. We stumbled together, lips locked, until my back was against a wall. My head thumped against it, but neither of us let up.


  His hard body pressed into me, flattening me with his heat, and I hiked a leg, wrapping it behind his thigh so our bodies were tight together. The kiss deepened. It flared and burned hotter as one of his hands was on my ass, fingers digging in. The other was on my waist, pinning me in place.


  He swallowed my moan when he bent his knees and thrust against me. This teasing with clothes on bullshit had to go. I both loved and hated it. He must have had the same thought. Silas put one palm flat on the wall by my head, and the other slid down the front of my jeans.


  “Fuck, yes,” I whispered. I planted both feet back on the ground. My fingers were clumsy as I tore my snap open and unzipped, pushing the fly of my pants open wide so he could get in there.


  “Shit, your mouth is hot as hell.”


  “When it’s being direct?” I gazed up at him while his fingers burrowed deeper inside my panties. “Or when it’s sucking your cock?”


  His hand shifted and the fingers stirred, touching me right on my clit. “Both.”


  I clutched at his chest, digging into his solid form, and curled my hands into fists so I could yank him back to me using his t-shirt. I did it so hard, I heard threads ripping. Shit.


  “Hope this shirt wasn’t one of your favorites.”


  “It’s rapidly becoming that,” he whispered against my mouth.


  Then he kissed me so hard my eyes slammed shut, and there was nothing to do but stand there and endure it. I didn’t like to be dominated, but trapped against the wall by this enormous, sexy man . . . wasn’t quite so bad.


  When his kiss let up, his fingers buried inside my pants twitched. It was the tiniest of movements, but my whole body shuddered in response. My eyes flew open and I reeled, searching and finding him. I was dizzy with need, and shifted my hips, urging him to move his hand again.


  But his thick fingers just sat there, pressed against my damp, aching pussy, not moving. I needed relief. I was desperate for someone to get me off besides myself. His eyes weren’t locked onto mine. His gaze seemed to be studying my mouth and the way I struggled for breath.


  He stared at my lips like he wanted to devour them. The hunger in his expression was erotic. I swallowed dryly. The throbbing between my legs was reaching epic meltdown, and both of my hands locked on his wrist to force him to move.


  “You like to be in charge?” His voice was low and seductive. “That’s too bad, Regan. So do I.”


  In my frenzied state, I was slow. His hand withdrew from me, and before I could form the protest, he caught both of my wrists and shoved them up over my head, pinning them to the wall. His large, strong hands crossed my wrists, and he secured them both in the grip of one hand.


  My breath caught. I could escape this hold easily. A knee to the groin, or a foot to his instep which he’d never see coming. There were also several pressure points I had access to that would render him immobile long enough for me to make my escape. But any of those would hurt him, and talk about overkill. My gut said if I wanted him to let me go, all I had to do was ask.


  His silver eyes were rimmed with a darker blue at the outer edge of his irises, and it was hauntingly beautiful. He watched me as his free hand caressed over my belly, and dipped beneath the edge of my panties once more.


  Silas was slower this time, as if enjoying me like this. I bit down on my bottom lip to quiet the moan when his fingers found my clit again. I was so wet. What did he think about that? Did he enjoy how much he turned me on?


  His knee was between my legs and he kicked my feet further apart so I was more open to his touch. A gasp surged inward at his aggression. Once again, I felt dizzy. Not sure if I liked this, but I was sure I didn’t want him to stop, either.


  That fucking hand. It just remained, barely moving and teasing me until I was going to lose my goddamn mind. I flexed my hips, sliding on his fingers, and his perfect mouth bowed into an evil smile.


  “Move,” I ordered through my teeth.


  He leaned in until his lips were pressed to where my pulse raced on the side of my neck, his warm breath tickling me. “You move.”


  Then he drew back and his gaze dropped down to his hand that disappeared inside my pants, as if waiting. I groaned and the sound was a mixture of frustration and excitement. With my arms restrained above my head, it was as if I wasn’t in control, but at the same time, I could move on him any way I wanted.


  So I squirmed on his hand. I ground my pussy against his steady fingers. It felt so fucking dirty and hot. My heart thundered in my chest and blood roared in my ears so loudly I could barely hear the rock music that streamed from his radio. If it wasn’t playing, would the only sound in the room be my uneven, hurried breathing?


  “I want your fingers inside me.” Thankfully, I kept the whine from my voice.


  “Then get on them.”


  Oh, the fucker wasn’t playing fair. When I shifted forward, his fingers went with me, staying on my clit like it was their fucking home. Once again I hiked my leg around his back, but this time I practically climbed him to get up on his fingers. His hold on my wrists tightened when I was successful and two of his fingers began to intrude.


  “Oh,” I whimpered. “Fuck.”


  He positioned his fingers directly in front of his massive bulge in his jeans, and when I began to ride them, it was like we were fucking with our clothes on. Another tease I both loved and hated.


  “Do you know how hot this is?” he asked, his gaze mesmerized by my undulating hips. “Watching you fuck my hand?”


  I couldn’t focus on that, only on the lust ripping me to shreds. Warmth and tingling grew from where his fingers were, but at this angle, I couldn’t take them as deep as I needed. I pushed against his hold, but he held my wrists. His bicep flexed to keep me in place. When my pace increased, Silas’s control on himself seemed to disintegrate, because he moved to match my tempo. The fingers pushed much further, harder, and deeper.


  My head flung back and banged loudly against the wall as I cried out, “Yes.”


  I clenched my fists. Pins and needles danced over my arms as the blood began to drain from them, but I allowed it. I was so close to satisfaction, it didn’t matter.


  “You’re gonna come on this hand,” he ordered. “Then I’m going to lick my fingers and taste it.”


  I convulsed and bucked in pleasure at his dirty mouth. Christ, when had I ever had someone talk like this to me?


  “And then you’re going to put them in my mouth.”


  His fingers drove hard, thrusting up into a spot so deep my knees shook. “Yeah? You want these fingers in your mouth?”


  “I’d rather have your Magnum forty-four.”


  He blinked. “My what?”


  “Magnum . . .” I tried not to pant it. “Forty-four. Your cock’s too big to refer to as a small pistol.”


  “Shit, you sound like my sister.”


  What the fuck? I ceased moving and my muscles locked up.


  Silas’s expression turned to horror. “Whoa. That came out all kinds of wrong. I meant you sound like a cop.”


  


  Chapter


  EIGHT


  His fingers were still inside me, but he too had stopped moving. I struggled to recover. “Your sister’s a cop?”


  “Yeah. Well, kind of. She’s a U.S. Marshal.”


  He’d introduced himself earlier as Silas Getty. I blinked as I evaluated what this meant. I didn’t work with the U.S. Marshals much. I’d helped them with a case in July, but it’d been indirectly. I’d never spoken with her, but I always paid attention when another woman advanced. Even in this day and age, the authoritarian branches of government were still a boys’ club. So it had been big news when Caroline Getty had been promoted to Chief Deputy. I’d heard she was tough as nails, and I’d felt tremendous pride she’d gotten the role.


  The woman in charge of the Chicago Marshals was Silas’s sister? I couldn’t imagine she’d like a Fed fucking around with her brother, and she’d be even less thrilled about me being undercover during it.


  His fingers began to move, bringing me back to the situation until I was painfully aware. My mind fought against it, but my body screamed for release. I moaned when the heel of his palm ground against my clit, and sparks of pleasure shot from his touch.


  “How,” he asked, “does a cop end up working at Joseph’s club? That place isn’t exactly on the up-and-up.”


  I was already busy thinking of how to deescalate the situation and couldn’t follow his question. “What?”


  “You talk like a cop. You act like a cop.” His hand continued to thrust into me. In, and out, at a pace the illogical side of me thought was so fucking good.


  “I’m . . . an accountant.” This wasn’t a lie. I’d gotten my degree in accounting. “Not a cop. What do you mean I act like one?”


  He was back to staring at my mouth again, the same lust glazing his eyes. “I grew up in a family of cops, so I notice the little things, same as you.”


  He dipped his head down. His cheek was against mine, and he began to drag the sharp edges of his scruff across my skin, making his way toward my lips. I inhaled sharply at the sensation, but all that did was make him harder to resist. He smelled good, like soap and pine.


  His voice was soft but confident. “Like how you evaluate the room. I bet you can tell me where all the exits are.” He kissed the corner of my mouth, pumping his fingers inside my panties. “It’s your eyes. They’re always moving.” I shuddered as an orgasm began to threaten. “You’ve got cop eyes.”


  “I’m not a cop.” I turned my head away from his and buried it in my arm. It probably made me look guilty, but I didn’t like the idea of coming while he was studying me. I’d shown him enough vulnerability today.


  It’s not like I could tell him the full truth. I’d sought Silas on Joseph’s recommendation. Even though Joseph didn’t run the club anymore, it’d take all of a second for my cover to be blown to shit.


  I knew I should stop Silas, but my greedy body overruled it. Instead, I moved to match his strokes. I let my pussy bear down on his fingers, trying to pull him deeper inside. I wanted him to yank my pants down, shove his cock inside me, and take me to oblivion. Since I’d turned away, he took to kissing my neck. A line of goosebumps lifted in eager response. Hell, every part of me wanted to be closer to him.


  “We shouldn’t be doing this,” I whispered. Oh, how the tables had turned.


  His fingers retreated, but only so he could focus them directly on my clit, manipulating it with skill. My legs trembled and his grip on my wrists became support, rather than restraint. I sank my teeth into the soft muscle of my own arm, trying to keep quiet. Struggling not to come. Because if I came, I’d feel obligated to return the favor, and I should end this before it was too late.


  Yet I couldn’t form the words.


  “You want me to stop?” He asked it, genuinely confused.


  “This is a bad idea.”


  “That’s not an answer.” His hand withdrew and settled on my hip, right where my jeans sat, his wet fingers brushing over my bare skin above. “Look at me.”


  I turned my glare his direction. I was annoyed he’d stopped, annoyed with the situation . . . and so sexually frustrated I could barely breathe. His expression was serious, but no less attractive.


  “I’m asking if you want me to stop.”


  The correct answer was yes, but I went with the honest one instead. “No.”


  He fisted one side of my jeans and tugged them down over a hipbone. I brought my legs closer together as he hurried to the other side to repeat the action until the top of my jeans and panties were pushed down below my ass. Out of his way so I was exposed to him.


  I buckled and sagged into his hold when he touched me freely. His unhindered fingers stirred over the bundle of nerves that were throbbing and the orgasm got back on track. My eyelids fluttered shut.


  “No,” he growled. “Those cop eyes stay open and on me.”


  God, I was dripping wet between my legs and he took full advantage. His fat fingers spread it around, teasing and tormenting me.


  “Silas,” I moaned.


  His expression was powerful and commanding, and my mouth dropped wide open when three fingers speared inside, so hard I had to lift up onto my toes to stay positioned on them comfortably. Wait, that wasn’t the right word. There was nothing comfortable about it. Sexy, yes. Hot, fuck, yes. But comfortable? No.


  He darted a glance down to watch my gyrating body moving on him, then his gaze returned to meet mine. Holy shit, he looked wild and animalistic, and so fucking gorgeous. The trembles in my legs swept upward, consuming all of my body, shaking the last of the air from my lungs.


  Could he tell I was about to come? Was this why his expression warmed into a conquering smile? I jerked my wrists, trying to break them free. “I don’t want to—”


  “Yes,” he urged, his grip increasing in retaliation. “Yes. I want to watch you come just like this.”


  I gave up hope of escaping. My body was locked and loaded, safety off. He just needed to pull the trigger. Even my bottom lip was trembling now. Shit. It was wrong what I was doing, but I convinced myself I needed it. Didn’t I deserve it after sitting for the needle? As long as you don’t fuck him, it’s okay.


  The stretch of his fingers inside me went away, and he trailed them up, sliding through my valley until he could rub viciously on my clit.


  “Oh, oh, oh—”


  Trigger pulled, and I exploded. The orgasm tore through me, every nerve ending firing bliss and heat. It swept along my frame, leaving me a convulsing, quaking mess against the wall. I wanted to sob in relief, but couldn’t. The tremendous release of tension left me unable to function.


  All the while, Silas watched my mouth. His lips moved as he uttered something too quietly to be audible, but it looked very much like the word fuck. His carnal expression strengthened and abruptly the hand holding me was gone.


  My legs were boneless in the aftermath of the spectacular orgasm, so when he let me go, I collapsed into him. My dead arms fell around his broad shoulders, and my head dropped forward into the crook of his neck. I breathed him in as his arms were around me, holding me. His chest was heaving, and I rode the rise and fall while I recovered.


  “Jesus,” I muttered against the cotton of his t-shirt.


  He said nothing. A hand stroked down the back of my head, smoothing my hair.


  When my body was cooperating again, I pushed back on his shoulders and quickly moved to do up my pants.


  “Regan.”


  I shimmied the jeans back up over my hips and snapped the button closed. “Hmm?”


  “What the hell are you doing?”


  He didn’t appear too happy that I’d put my pants on, but it was so much safer this way. As soon as it was done, I wrapped both of my hands around one of his biceps and yanked hard. Christ, his arms were solid. I shoved him up against the wall, and his back collided hard with it.


  His gaze went to the queen-sized mattress where a lumpy comforter spilled halfway off of it. “My bed—”


  “Fuck the bed. You made me come against the wall.”


  Whatever protest he was going to make faded when my hands gripped him through his jeans, and I scratched my nails across his fly. I lifted up on the balls of my feet and slammed my mouth against his, thrusting my tongue past his lips. His mouth was hot and soft, and in no time he matched my urgency. The slide of his tongue over mine hinted what it’d be like if I let him fuck me with it, and a fresh wave of bargaining stormed through my brain. Let him go down on you. It’s just oral sex, not real sex, so still okay.


  Goddamnit, no.


  His hands found my breasts like they were magnetized to them. I loved his harsh, sure grip. Men treated my breasts like they were delicate and fragile, but shit, they weren’t balls. Fucking squeeze them. I liked it rough, and confident, which was exactly how he gave it to me.


  He made no attempt to stop me when I undid his pants, and he stayed quiet when I worked them down. But when I followed his jeans’ descent and was on my knees before him, Silas’s eyes clouded with uncertainty.


  Like any man, he wanted to fuck, but wasn’t about to turn down a blowjob either.


  The kitchen bled into the living space, and we’d ended up right in the transition between them, so I knelt on the linoleum flooring and jerked his boxers down until they were wadded at his ankles like his jeans. His cock sprang free, already hard and huge.


  His voice seemed strained with pleasure. “Shit.”


  I covered him with both hands and squeezed. Hard, and harder, until I heard the low noise of discomfort that said I was right at the edge of what he could take. The column of flesh was firm and pulsing, but covered in soft skin, and decorated with the silver jewelry.


  “Did this hurt?” I asked. “Getting pierced?”


  “I didn’t cry like a little bitch,” he said. “But it wasn’t enjoyable.”


  I watched him now like he had watched me. My grip twisted and pumped, sliding along the ridge of the head, and my thumb brushed over the sensitive tip, spreading around the drops of wetness. He lifted up the hem of his shirt to keep it out of my way, and he set his hand on his stomach. The fingers rested there, fanned out on the perfectly cut abdominals. Good God. How would he react if I ran my tongue over those muscles? Every inch of him was so goddamn lickable.


  But I’d stick to where he most wanted me to lick. I opened my mouth and swept the underside of his cock across the tip of my tongue. His expression was . . . nervous.


  “Are you worried about what I’m going to do to you?” My voice was low and coy.


  “Of course not.”


  Oh, but he was. He was definitely worried I was going to make him come and ruin his chances of getting laid, which he was right about. It was exactly my plan. I held him tight around the base, opened wide, and took him deep inside my mouth. The connection of gazing at him while he watched me was unexpectedly hot.


  So I continued to focus on his eyes with every slow thrust and withdrawal of my mouth. His cock seemed to grow harder the longer I looked at him. My hand not holding him steady, reached up and splayed over his stomach, overlapping with his fingers.


  “Your eyes . . .” he said between shallow breaths, “keep moving . . . except when you’re looking at me.”


  Oh, shit, was that true? He was a major distraction in all the right ways. I bobbed my head faster, spinning my tongue. He let out a moan. It was actually more of a low growl of appreciation, and was undeniably the sexiest thing I’d ever heard.


  His fingers threaded through my hair, twisting the strands loosely around his fingertips. There wasn’t tension in them at first. It was more as if he wasn’t sure where to put the hand that wasn’t beneath mine on his abs. But as I sped up, his fingers tightened to give me gentle nudges, urging me to take him deeper.


  It’d be possible if he weren’t so huge. My jaw was already uncomfortable from the intrusion. And suddenly those fingers clenched into a fist at base of my skull and held me in place, getting me to back off.


  “Okay, slow down, Regan.” It was equal measure plea and command.


  No way was I slowing down. I ignored the dull ache in my hair and continued to move at my pace. His expression was intense and a war appeared to roar behind his eyes. His desire to move to the bed was pitted against his body’s urges to keep receiving pleasure.


  “Shit,” he said. “You’re hell bent on raping me with that mouth, aren’t you?”


  I giggled as I paused on him, but stroked my hand along his wet length. “Raping you? You don’t want this?”


  His lips parted to say something, but he seemed unsure of what.


  Yeah, I thought so. “Can’t rape the willing, Silas.”


  “This isn’t how I want it—” He gritted it out through clenched teeth, enduring my hand.


  “Too bad.” Power flooded through me as I threw his words back at him. “I’m going to watch you come like this.” And I shoved my mouth around him, sucking as hard as I could.


  His knees softened and he slid a half an inch down the wall in response. God, the idea that I could bring this giant of a man to his knees made me burn. Maybe next time I could—


  Nope. There couldn’t be a next time. After Reno, I’d sworn never to get involved while undercover, and who knew what kind of relationship Silas had with his sister? She could walk in at any moment and I’d be made. Even though I didn’t know Caroline personally, we’d seen each other. She might not remember I was FBI, but she’d know I was government. Really, she’d know I wasn’t who Silas thought I was.


  I held onto the illusion that I had him trapped against this wall as I fucked him with my mouth. We both knew he could stop me if he wanted to. His half-assed attempt to fight me died when I trailed my hand across his stomach, down to the place where his leg met his body, and lower until it was involved in pleasing him. I cupped his balls and massaged.


  “Fuck, fuck . . .” he chanted through his labored breathing. Both of his hands were in my hair. “Where the hell . . . did you come from?”


  If I weren’t already busy, his rhetorical question would have gotten me to smile.


  His hips moved and flexed, and that cock jabbed in my mouth, all the way to the back of my throat. He flinched with pleasure as I skimmed my teeth lightly over the head. It was an action I loved, one that was unspoken trust, showing my intent wasn’t to hurt. But more importantly, it explained to him exactly who was in control of the moment. He could tug on my hair or push on my head all he wanted, but if he went too far, I’d be ready to deliver some sharp, immediate correction.


  My lips were coated in saliva and starting to go numb from the punishing rhythm we’d fallen into, when his legs wavered. The tiniest shiver of uncontrolled movement, but it was a clear signal that he was close. Plus, he exhaled loud and long, a moan escaping him that was filled with pleasure.


  I threw everything I had into it. My tongue, suction, my nails scraping lightly over the tender flesh below what was in my mouth. It only seemed fair. The orgasm he’d given me had been phenomenal. Could I give him the same experience?


  “Jesus Christ, it feels so good,” he whispered.


  Heat warmed across my cheeks. It was a simple thing to say, but hearing it was . . . nice. It got to me so much more than it should have. And it turned me on further. The ache for satisfaction was back, flaring wildly.


  The moan I made hadn’t been forced. It crept out of me without thought or intent. I slowed, surprised at my reaction.


  “Don’t stop.” Silas quivered and his chest lifted in a sharp, enormous breath, only to push it out in a burst. “Fuck!”


  His face twisted into one that could mimic agony, but it was clearly ecstasy, and those interesting blue eyes slammed shut. His cock pulsed and spurts of thick, warm liquid pooled in my mouth as I slowed to a stop. This time his painful grip in my hair got me to yield, and as he finished coming, I swallowed.


  “Holy,” he groaned, long and low, “shit.”


  He retreated from my mouth, but didn’t release me. I had no choice but to remain on my knees in front of him. It was probably unintentional, the logical side of my brain said. He needed to catch his breath and let the last of the orgasm drain away, but I couldn’t stand the implied submission. Up until ten seconds ago, I’d been the one in charge, and I wasn’t comfortable with how quickly things had shifted.


  Fuck, my scalp was smarting, and I shook my head, breaking his hold. As I rubbed the tender skin, he leaned down, grabbed his pants, and drew them back up. His fly was left undone. His strong hands startled me, scooped under my arms, and lifted me to my feet.


  “Are you okay?” His eyes were full of concern, and his hand covered mine, helping to rub away the pain.


  “I’m fine.” I pushed his hand off, not needing his help.


  But as soon as I brushed him away, his arms locked around me, holding me against him. Embracing me. The weak part of me liked the feeling of his strength surrounding me, but I couldn’t allow it.


  “Hey,” I said, tilting my head away from his kiss at the last second so his lips hit my cheek. “Thanks so much for . . . today.”


  He slowed to a halt, and when he blinked, his gaze grew suspicious. “You’re welcome.”


  “The tattoo is beautiful.” The skepticism in him seemed to grow into distrust. Fuck, I needed a decent exit strategy. “And this was a lot of fun, but it’s getting late.”


  “It is. We should probably grab dinner.” His statement was completely loaded. An obvious test.


  “I don’t think we should.”


  A sliver of hurt flashed through him, then was gone instantly, replaced with cool indifference. His hand slid up my spine and curled around until it could cup my face. His thumb brushed across my cheek, and his evaluating stare rooted me in place.


  “I’m sorry if I was rough. You’re really aggressive, and it’s hot as hell, but it kind of threw me.”


  He was worried that I wanted to bail because I was afraid of him? Hardly. And . . . I wished I could stay. My gaze floated to the unmade bed and I glared at what I couldn’t have. My gut said I could fuck him. The risk was minimal, but then my untrustworthy gut had been wrong on one very big occasion.


  “It’s not that,” I said. The best way not to get caught in a lie, was to not have to tell one in the first place. “Look, I just got out of something serious. I’m not looking for anything right now.”


  “It’s dinner. A conversation over a meal. You owe me, mouth raper.”


  I felt my eyes widen in surprised amusement. “Excuse me, mouth raper? Pretty sure I remember you telling me not to stop.”


  His eyes gleamed. “You misunderstood. I said don’t, and stop.”


  I laughed. “Bullshit.”


  He used the hand cupping my face to draw me in, and kissed me sweetly. It was disorienting and disarming. “Have dinner with me.”


  The tiny voice inside said it was one harmless dinner, but I knew better. The longer I remained around him, the more I’d persuade myself to give in. I shook my head. “I can’t. Thanks, though.”


  Rather than seem dejected, Silas straightened and did up his pants, and I couldn’t resist watching his strong arms flex. His expression was determined. “I’ll change your mind.”


  I wasn’t about to give him the opportunity, so I flashed a smile and stepped out of his reach. I couldn’t shake the feeling that he was letting me go.


  “Good luck,” I said.


  I was halfway to the stairs when his footfalls rang out. He followed me down the steps. “Don’t forget about the favor.”


  I sighed. “You won’t change my mind about that, either.”


  We collided with Andre at the doorway of the studio. He looked visibly relieved not to have caught us in the act, and his gaze turned to Silas. “You’ve got a customer.”


  We followed Andre into the gallery and he gestured to the far corner, where a man stood, peering at the artwork. “That gentleman wanted to speak to you.”


  Upon hearing that, the man turned—


  No fucking way. My mouth fell open, and I had to force it shut with an audible snap. Silas glanced at me, then to the man, as if unsure of what to do.


  “You’re the artist?” The man asked, studying us.


  Silas left me and strolled toward his customer. “Not of that piece. It’s Paulo Castanada’s work. He’s showing here next week.”


  “I work in Congressman Bennett’s office.” The man puffed up his chest, giving off an air of importance, like Silas should be impressed. “And I was interested in getting something for the congressman’s DC apartment to remind him of home.”


  The man didn’t just work in Bennett’s office, he was Kirk Roland, the congressman’s senior aide. The guy standing in Silas’s gallery was the right hand man of the crooked politician I was desperate to bring down.


  My brain churned, trying to figure out how I could use this to my advantage.


  “You like this piece in particular?” Silas asked, gesturing to the small painting where the Chicago River cut a swath between buildings. The water was the same color as blood.


  “It’s . . . interesting. I don’t know how well it’d go over.” Roland flung a finger at another piece nearby, a black and white picture that seemed to be a close-up of machinery. A beautiful pattern immerged among the gears. “I like that one, but it doesn’t say Chicago.”


  “That one’s mine. If you want Chicago, you should come to the showing. Paulo’s great at catching the grit and darkness of the city.”


  Andre was ready as soon as Silas reached for it, handing a postcard-sized flyer so it could be passed to the potential customer.


  Roland took the card, turning it over in his hands, and tucked it in the interior pocket of his suit jacket. “Grit and darkness, huh?”


  I could see the interest waning from Roland’s eyes and I wasn’t about to let that happen. If I could get him to the showing, I could find a way to hint at the blindfold club, or slip him a business card. Hell, I could probably get him to make an appearance at the club that very weekend. But my rapidly developing plan rested on the first step, which was getting Roland to the gallery, and Silas seemed primed to blow the sale. Victor Bennett wouldn’t want dark and gritty.


  I sidled up to the men and flashed a bright smile at Roland. “I’m sure Paulo has some pieces that are more evocative of the Chicago people typically think of.” Silas’s glance cut my direction. He had to be wondering what the hell I was doing.


  Pure calculation, was the answer. Kirk Roland was a pompous ass, and I’d do everything to appeal to it. Having him visit the club was the break Shane and I had been waiting for.


  I focused on Silas. “I’m excited to see what he’s going to show. This one’s edgy, but it’s still beautiful.” I dropped my voice a shade, slipping into a more seductive tone. “It’s also a little sexy, and I like that.”


  It was a cheap tactic to get him thinking about sex, but fuck it. Sex sold and it worked. Roland’s gaze rolled back to the painting, evaluating with new eyes.


  “Does he,” Roland said, “have something like this, but more. . .” He searched for the word.


  “Mild?” I offered.


  “Yeah,” Silas answered immediately. “He has some work with broader appeal.”


  “Perfect,” I said, planting the word in Roland’s mind.


  Roland nodded in thought. His hand touched his suit coat pocket, as if confirming the card he’d tucked there was still inside. “Okay, good. Thanks, maybe I’ll come by and check it out.”


  The men said their goodbyes, we watched Roland go, and Silas’s gaze swung my direction. “So now you’re going to the show?”


  I floundered for a response. Inside, I was a little thrilled that I’d be forced to see Silas again. “What can I say? Your cock persuaded me.”


  Again, Andre gave a choked laugh.


  


  Chapter


  NINE


  Shane sat across from me at the conference room table, his expression blank. He always had that look whenever I debriefed him about something of a ‘delicate’ nature. Delicate. That was the term my last handler used when discussing sex. It was a gray area between me and a female handler, even worse with a male one. But I appreciated Shane’s stoic attitude.


  I’d given him the rundown of the encounter with Roland and my plan to entice him to the club. I’d also casually mentioned I’d fooled around with the tattoo artist, leaving Silas’s name out of it, and thankfully Shane glossed over the finer details.


  “There’s a hiccup,” I said, “that needs to be mentioned.”


  “Don’t tell me Roland’s gay.”


  I put my train of thought on pause. Shit, was he? He’d worn a wedding ring, but that didn’t mean anything. It seemed unlikely, though, that he’d be into men. His breathing had picked up when I’d mentioned sex and his gaze had lingered on me, too long to be anything other than interest.


  “You know Chief Deputy Caroline Getty, with the Marshals?”


  Shane’s expression morphed into one that said he was putting two and two together. “What’s the connection between them?”


  “The tattoo artist is her brother.”


  Shane’s gaze dropped to the tabletop as he considered my next move. “Gotta tread carefully there. I hear she’s a fucking ball buster.”


  I glanced out the glass door of the conference room to the rest of the office, which appeared like any other. Outdated computers sat on government-funded furniture and looked as exciting as the non-existent view out the window.


  If we’d been doing this at a bar, Shane would have been more relaxed and spoken freely. He might have told me gossip about how exactly Caroline was a ball buster, because in our tightly knit department the men gossiped just as much as the women did. Especially when it had to do with women.


  He was right, though. I wasn’t interested in tangling with the cowboy Marshals on any level. “I realize that. I plan to steer clear.”


  He delivered a stern look. “Maybe refrain from putting his dick in your mouth again.”


  I went rigid, bristling at the comment. It wasn’t like Shane to judge me. “What the hell?”


  “Shit, forget I said that.” He put his elbows on the table and scrubbed his face with his hands. “I feel like we’ve been on this case forever, and I’m . . . concerned.”


  “About what?”


  Based off his expression, I already knew the answer, and now I wished I hadn’t asked. He stared at me, his long face serious. “Concerned about you. You just ended things with Matt.”


  Annoyance enveloped me so thickly I could hardly breathe. “What are you, my dad? Why do you give a fuck about whose dick I stick in my mouth?”


  Crap. Things went from bad to worse when a wounded look splashed on his face.


  “I give a fuck because I don’t want you to get hurt. It’s because you’re a friend, and also, it’s my fucking job.”


  We lapsed into tension-filled silence. Shane was a more than just my handler, he was a friend. In fact, outside of the blindfold club, he was my only friend. I hadn’t meant to be a bitch, but I didn’t know how to deal with the awkwardness. I refused to meet his gaze even as I could feel him staring back at me. After an eternity he let out a sigh.


  “Your personal life and your undercover life, the lines are blurry, but your work isn’t. There are a half-dozen cases headed for a grand jury because of you.”


  I lifted my eyes and found his surprisingly warm.


  “You don’t like what you have to do at the club, but you matter a great deal,” he said. “Even if we can’t get Roland, you’ve done a lot.”


  “I’ll get Roland.” I sounded confident, although I was no longer one hundred percent sure in my abilities. It’d been two years since Nevada, but I still felt shaken to my core, second-guessing every decision. Yet I’d do everything to ensure I wouldn’t fuck up my undercover assignment. One colossal failure in my career was enough.


  Shane was wrong, though. The dark, dirty part of me didn’t mind what I did. Occasionally I found myself . . . looking forward to it, and I struggled not to think about what was going to happen when the assignment was over.


  “I’m just saying,” Shane’s tone was even and soft, “that you’ve got a lot to be proud of, no matter what.”


  I sucked in a calming breath. “We’ve got a lot to be proud of.”


  He scoffed. “Come on, I don’t do shit. I write down what you tell me happened. Transcription.”


  I gave him a pointed look. “You do a lot more than that, so don’t give me that humble garbage. You have to put up with me. They should give you a huge-ass medal for that.”


  “I may have mentioned it to Biller,” he joked, referring to our boss with a smile. “Okay, enough of that. What about this showing? You want to wear a wire?”


  It made sense, just on the off chance Roland said something that might incriminate himself, but what if I decided to go through with Silas’s ludicrous favor? Would I have time to stash the wire somewhere?


  “Let me think on that.”


  Shane paused, probably surprised by my indecision. I was nothing if not decisive. He picked up his pen from the table and slipped it back in his suit pocket. “Sure, no problem. I guess there’s one thing left.”


  “What’s that?”


  “The tattoo. Let’s see it.”


  I let out half a laugh. “You want to see it? You’re weird.” But I eagerly tugged the sleeve down on my shirt, revealing the ink. It was still irritated and red, but the design was clear.


  Shane gazed at it and a pleasant smile creased his lips. “That’s a big improvement. It looks good on you.” His tone was genuine and heavy with meaning.


  The scar wasn’t something I had liked people to see, but now I was anxious to show it off. What a difference Silas’s ink had made.
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  Welcoming light glowed from Silas’s gallery as I stood across the street and surveyed from the alley. Through the windows, guests could be seen mingling, glasses of wine in hand. Some men were in suits without ties, others in dress shirts. The women’s clothing ranged from business casual to dresses, but nothing too formal.


  A sigh of relief eased out of me. Figuring out what to wear had been surprisingly hard. In the end, I’d put on heels, skinny black pants, and a loose, gauzy cornflower blue blouse. A black tailored jacket over that both kept me warm, and helped conceal the receiver for my wire, which was tucked in the back of my pants.


  I didn’t get nervous. So why the hell was I staring at the door to the gallery, and not moving toward it? Roland hadn’t arrived yet, but there was still plenty of time. The showing had started less than an hour ago, and I felt confident he’d make an appearance.


  Silas stepped into view, and my chest tightened. Holy shit. He wore a deep gray dress shirt and black slacks, and carried a glass of red wine. Seeing him polished and professional only made me more off-kilter. I preferred the jeans and t-shirt version of him on a motorcycle, but this one wasn’t hard to look at either.


  God, his face. Someone nearby said something to him, and the corners of his mouth lifted into an easy smile, his whole expression brightening. Scratch that, a smiling Silas was the best kind of all.


  This was the real reason I was lurking in the shadows and not doing my fucking job. I needed to see him to mentally prepare myself. To assure I wouldn’t falter or show weakness at the mere sight of him, because it was a serious threat. I’d spent the last ten days thinking about when he’d pinned me to his wall, and how he’d let me do the same to him. Focus. Get your shit together and do this.


  I strutted across the pavement and put a hand on the door.


  It was loud and crowded, which was going to render the wire useless unless I could get Roland in a quiet corner. Outside would be optimal, but he might feel less comfortable and get tight lipped. People spoke more freely indoors. There was a false sense of security with four walls, like a secret could be better contained in them.


  I took a glass of white wine from a server’s tray, only so I could look the part. I didn’t drink on the job unless necessary, and alcohol seemed to be a migraine trigger. The chilled glass felt good in my hand, giving it a purpose.


  “Regan.” It wasn’t Silas, but Andre, his assistant, who—wow—looked great. His suit was elegant and hung just right on his lean frame, and the contrast of his white dress shirt against his dark skin was enticing. Above his suit, he wore a grin like the Cheshire Cat.


  “Hello again,” I said.


  “Would you like me to track him down for you?”


  He didn’t even bother with Silas’s name. And what was up with his shit-eating grin?


  I made a face. “No, it’s fine. I’m sure he’s busy.” I didn’t come to see Silas, I reminded myself, squashing the voice in me that was eager for that to happen.


  “He is busy, but I think he’d make time for you. He’s mentioned you more than once this week.”


  Then he was gone, disappearing through the crowd. I paused when I saw a familiar face among the guests. His dark eyes evaluated me, and his head tilted slightly, as if intrigued. The girl on his arm followed his gaze, and then they were moving my direction.


  “Joseph,” I said. I hadn’t seen him since he’d turned the club over months ago. “How’ve you been?”


  His focus shifted to his girlfriend. “Great.”


  I’d heard she was young, but good God, the blonde girl looked barely legal. Such an odd fit with Joseph, who was closing in on forty, but the rumor mill at the club said they were hopelessly in love with each other.


  “You?” Joseph asked it wearing a muted version of the smile that Andre had. It made me uneasy.


  “I’m fine.” I took a sip of my wine so I could avoid his dominating stare. I’d always been on the knife’s edge around him. He seemed too perceptive, and I was careful not to give anything away. Since he didn’t appear to want to introduce me . . . “Hi. I’m Regan,” I said to the girl. “I work at the wine club Joseph used to—”


  “I know who you are.” A blank look filled her expression, and it struck me as practiced. Oh, this girl knew about his club, and didn’t seem all that comfortable with it, either. “I’m Noemi.”


  “We’re trying to find some new art for our living room,” Joseph announced. “Is that why you’re here? To look at the art?”


  I shifted on my heels, annoyed at the subtext, but wouldn’t rise to the bait. “Sure, yeah.”


  “How’d the tattoo come out?”


  “Great. Thanks for recommending him.”


  Noemi gave a warm smile. “Joseph’s been gloating all week.”


  “What?” I asked, totally confused.


  Joseph gave her a look, but she brushed it off. “Putting you and Silas together. He loves playing matchmaker.”


  My muscles locked up. “We’re not together.” I spat it out, and dropped my voice low. I accused Joseph with my glare. “What the hell, he told you we fucked around?”


  Her expression flooded with surprise, and Joseph snickered. “No, he didn’t.” His tone was smug. “But he did call me and ask for your number.”


  Jesus, I’d stepped right into that one. I took another sip of the wine, and promptly set it on a tray, wanting it gone. No more screw-ups tonight. This information dropped me in uncertain territory, because now I wanted to know the result of Joseph’s conversation. Had Joseph given it to him, and Silas had chosen not to call?


  “I didn’t,” Joseph continued. “I figured you would have done it if you wanted him to have it.”


  Coming up with an appropriate response was impossible. Plus, why the fuck was there a tinge of disappointment? Hadn’t I said I was going to steer clear of Silas after tonight? Yet I’d put on my sexiest demi-cup bra and matching lace panties because I wanted to leave my options open. The plan was to get to Roland and then disappear before the favor came calling, but . . . plans could always change.


  There was movement in the corner of my peripheral vision, too large to be anyone but him. I steeled my expression and turned to face Silas.


  Nope, still not completely prepared. His ice blue eyes looked thrilled as his gaze washed over me, and the room felt uncomfortably warm. I couldn’t blame it on the two sips of wine. This reaction was all due to him.


  “Hey,” he said, strolling up to us. His focus turned to the couple and he smiled politely. “Thanks for coming.”


  When his gaze flicked back to me, I sunk my teeth into my bottom lip. This had been a bad idea. Messing around with him only made me crave more, and already I was picturing my hands crawling on his bare, inked-up skin.


  Joseph glanced around. “Looks like you have good turnout.”


  Right, the crowd was fucking great. Wall-to-wall people who were problematic to my recording device, but that was irrelevant because the one person I needed hadn’t shown up.


  “Yeah,” Silas said, his voice dipping low, “I’m real pleased with who came.”


  It should have made me roll my eyes, but instead my stomach fluttered.


  “Regan,” he continued, “it’s nice to see you again. How’s the tattoo healing?”


  “Good.”


  Could Joseph and Noemi feel the sexual energy between us? Because it seemed like we were putting it out in waves.


  “Great,” Silas said.


  I stood beside him, feeling awkward, as Joseph and Noemi talked about their plans for redecorating, and the discussion lasted a long while. It seemed weird to excuse myself, and I had no reason to step away, but it was dangerous to remain. I wouldn’t say Joseph was domesticated now, but seeing him settled had a weird effect. It made me wonder what I’d be like domesticated. I’d cared for Matt deeply, but part of me had known from the start we wouldn’t last, so I’d never let him in.


  He hadn’t matched me sexually either, and that was a huge hurdle to overcome. I hadn’t realized just how lopsided we’d been until a tall beast of a man shoved me against a wall and made me come with a rough hand and a dirty mouth.


  What about Silas? He’d wanted to grab dinner. He’d asked Joseph for my number. If I had to describe the type of guy I thought could tame me, I’d describe a man much like Silas. Shit, this was dangerous thinking.


  I’d barely made it one step before he wrapped a hand gently around my shoulder, causing me to flinch. Just his light touch made me ache for more.


  “Where are you slipping off to?” His tone was warm and soft. It made it impossible to stay immune.


  “The restroom?” I lied.


  “Down the hallway, on the right.”


  Once I was shut inside the cramped room, I put my hands on the sink and began to reconsider what my contingency plan should be if Roland didn’t come to the gallery. My hand went to the underwire of my bra where the microphone was threaded, confirming everything was still in place.


  Who was I fucking kidding? The decision had been made the second I’d laid eyes on him tonight. It was a terrible idea, but fuck it. It would be just sex, that was all. One time, I told myself. I’d have to duck back in here after the showing was over and stash the wire in my purse.


  When I exited the bathroom, the crowd had thickened and I didn’t see Joseph or Silas. I took the opportunity to wander the space and survey the art, blending with the crowd.


  Silas had been right. Paulo’s stuff was edgy and dark, and although it wasn’t always obvious, the feel of Chicago was buried in it. In one tall canvas, the buildings were a sickly green with deeper tones in the shadows, hinting something sinister lurked there. The next piece was an older couple sitting on a bench, their faces weary but their hands intertwined. It was a sign of strength and loyalty, and the piece was moving.


  I stepped back to take it in better, only to bump into someone. A man. He turned—


  His eyes filled with pleasant surprise. “Enjoying the show?” Roland asked.


  It was game time. I brightened my expression and pasted on a big smile. “I am. How about you?”


  He nodded, glanced around, and then his focus came back to me. Well, more onto my breasts. “Yes. I don’t think we met last time. Kirk Roland.”


  I shook his extended hand, dialing back my urge to be aggressive. I like the two-handed approach so I could establish dominance, but this wasn’t the right situation for that.


  “Regan.”


  He clasped my hand too long and it made my skin crawl, but I was sure none of it showed. Steering the conversation the way I wanted it to go wouldn’t be a cakewalk, but his attraction to me would definitely make it easier.


  “Just Regan?” His tone was coy.


  I eased my lips into a seductive smile. “Just Regan.”


  Step one in building the mystery. The goal was to leave him with so many questions he’d go running to the club for answers.


  “Are your parents big Republicans?” he teased.


  “No, they’re fans of The Exorcist.”


  Roland hesitated. “Really?”


  “No, not really. They’re just Irish.” I began to move forward to the next painting, subtly getting him to follow. I was in control, leading him, both physically and mentally. “Did you see anything you liked for the congressman?”


  “A few. I think this one here is the winner.”


  The square canvas hung at a forty-five-degree angle, so it was shaped like a diamond. The bottom point was the dark city skyline, and the moon rose high in the sky above. Green fog glowed behind the buildings. With this collection, it fit in as ominous, but on its own . . . it was hauntingly beautiful.


  “It’s stunning, and it definitely says Chicago.” The unmistakable spires of the Hancock building were visible.


  “So, I guess I need to find the owner and ask how much it is.” Roland made an attempt to look for Silas, but his attention seemed fixed on me. “You know him. Is he a reasonable guy?”


  Was he fishing for information on my relationship with Silas? “I don’t know him well, but he seems fair.”


  “Oh? I thought you two were—”


  “No. He’d just done a tattoo for me.”


  Roland leaned subtly closer, his hands going behind his back. I clenched my teeth together so tightly I was sure I was going to crack my jaw, but my fake smile remained in place. Could he be any more obvious? I’d bet a million dollars he was tugging his wedding ring off so he could slip it in his pocket.


  Too late, cheating bastard. I don’t miss much.


  “I didn’t know he did tattoos.” Roland grimaced like he thought less of Silas, which was ridiculous. I had half the mind to take him upstairs and show him the beautiful photo of the tattoo hanging in Silas’s kitchen, but I couldn’t imagine either man would like that. Plus, I didn’t want to be alone with Roland, even if it would help my audio recording.


  “Yeah, a friend recommended him,” I said. “How’d you hear about Silas’s gallery?”


  “One of his paintings is in the federal building, a few floors down from my office. Turns out his sister’s a U.S. Marshal, and she gave me his name.” He finished the glass of wine in his hand. “So, Miss Regan No-last-name, what do you do for a living?”


  “I’m a sales assistant at an exclusive night club.”


  I gauged his reaction carefully. The hesitation that appeared was quickly replaced with intrigue. “Exclusive?”


  He hit on the keyword just as I hoped he would. Appealing to his pride and status was a surefire way to get him hooked. “Yes. We have to be selective about who can become a member.”


  His eyebrows tugged together. “Why?”


  “For a lot of reasons, one of which is our clients prefer discretion.” I let out a breath and leaned close, setting my hand lightly on his arm. “It’s so they can enjoy safely, without consequences or judgement.”


  His voice was hushed. “Enjoy what?”


  I made a show of glancing around, hinting I was letting him in on a big secret. “An experience you can’t get anywhere else and pleasure like you—” I drew back and pretended to be embarrassed. “What am I doing? I shouldn’t talk about it. We’ve got a lot of powerful members, but you work for a congressman.”


  I weighted my words, acting as if I was impressed with Bennett’s office. There was a spark of desire in Roland’s muddy-colored eyes, not for me, but to be included in this mysterious and exclusive club.


  “Don’t worry about that. Your secret’s safe with me.” His voice was tight with what I assumed was excitement. “I mean, as long as we’re not talking about something illegal.”


  “No, we’re not.” This was true in a basic sense. The blindfold club was set up completely legit on paper. The girls never touched the money or negotiated purchase price directly, and the johns were instructed they were bidding on a bottle of wine. Whatever happened between the girl on the table and the purchaser after the sales assistant left was between them.


  “But,” I continued, “the club isn’t for everyone. There are plenty of people who are closed-minded, and we don’t want membership to tarnish anyone’s reputation.”


  I ran a hand through my hair, shaking out the kinks, and glanced around again, keeping up the guise I was suspicious. Then I dipped my hand into my purse and pulled out a business card, keeping it tightly hidden in my palm.


  “I’m going to give you my card, but please promise you’ll tear it up if you’re not interested.” Now is when I chose to go in for the kill. How he reacted to my next move was everything. I slipped my hand inside his jacket, placing the card in his interior pocket, brushing my fingertips over his chest as I withdrew. “The place is a fantasy, any desire you want. All you need is an open mind. Sounds good, doesn’t it?”


  I nodded, knowing this would get him to nod in agreement with me.


  His eyes were big and his expression surprised, but his head moved, bobbing right along with mine, even as he visibly swallowed hard. Now I had to make my exit to leave him wanting more.


  It worked out so perfectly it was like it had been orchestrated. Silas emerged from the people and I gestured to him. “There’s the owner,” I said to Roland.


  As Silas approached, I uttered a quick goodbye and used the opportunity to slink away. I stood in the far corner of the gallery, my gaze occasionally drifting back to the two men who appeared deep in discussion.


  The guests in attendance began to thin, and I went to the table at the back where I could snag a bottle of water. The FBI agent in me demanded I leave, but the woman whose sex drive was out of control pleaded to stay. And what would I be going home to? My vibrator and whatever free porn I could find quickly. Why do that, when I could stay and fuck the gorgeous artist who’d already proven he knew his way around my body?


  I drank the bottle quickly, tossing it in the bin for recycling, and went back into the party, this time studying the art that was obviously Silas’s. He seemed to love patterns. Designs emerged from everyday items in his photographs and drawings, and now I realized exactly which painting Roland had referred to. I’d been involved in a briefing last year with the Marshals, and I’d seen the striking black and white photo of the sun reflecting off the Willis Tower windows. A pattern glowed against the black.


  The back of my neck tingled. It always happened when my subconscious was aware of something before the rest of me.


  Holy fucking shit.


  Victor Bennett stood a few feet away, his gaze studying me.


  Bennett was mid-forties and kept himself in shape, a product of his divorce, it seemed, or possibly gearing up for re-election. Or maybe the stress of all his shady deals was getting to him, although he didn’t look stressed. He wore a tailored navy suit, which made the American flag pin on his lapel pop. God, he always seemed to have that pin, like it was a uniform. Did he have it on his pajamas too?


  His dark hair was parted down the side and styled expertly. He wasn’t unattractive, but I found his eyes a little too close together, and his smile gave me the creeps. Other women might call him handsome, but not me.


  My intense dislike of him wasn’t grounded in anything concrete, but I’d heard enough murmurs and there’d been too many coincidences. He’d gotten far too close with the CEO of a major healthcare provider, and his voting always seemed to favor his friends. And I’d witnessed enough of the same behavior from others who’d been corrupted by power to see those traits in him. The lavish parties, the excessive vacations, the way his supporters always seemed to land coveted positions. Crooked politicians were a way of life in Chicago, and I knew with certainty Victor Bennett was one of them.


  His black eyes sharpened as if he were assessing me for flaws. My stomach turned. I didn’t care how smooth he thought he appeared. This guy had the same aloof, elitist look of a prison guard, telling me I should feel lucky to breathe the same air as him.


  FBI training dictated I should go and strike up a conversation, but my feet wore shoes made of cement.


  “Regan.” It was Roland, who had materialized at my side. “Would you like to meet the congressman?”


  I gave a tight smile, swallowed back the nausea, and nodded.


  “Victor Bennett.” The congressman threw the words like he was lobbing a grenade. “Nice to meet you.” He made a production of checking his expensive-looking wristwatch. “Kirk, we need to go.”


  “Got it.” Roland’s gaze returned to me. “Maybe I’ll see you again some time?” His hand patted his chest, right where my card sat inside his pocket.


  “Hopefully,” I answered, forcing a playful tone.


  Bennett cast a final look my direction, and his expression was unnerving. I watched the men go and . . . what the hell was that? I couldn’t tell if he wanted to fuck me or murder me.


  Silas was on the other side of the room, chatting with Andre, but the conversation came to an end and the sexy-as-fuck artist began his approach.


  “I’m going to be another ten minutes,” he said. “If you want, you can hang out upstairs.”


  “In your place?” My voice was dubious.


  He shrugged. “Yeah.”


  He didn’t have a clue he was offering an FBI agent unsupervised time in his personal space. Dangerous. If I wanted to, I could probably discover all his secrets with a quick, ten-minute investigative search. Although I wouldn’t mind learning more about him, I shook my head.


  “I’m fine. Do whatever you need to.”


  His eyes flashed with a devious look. “I plan to.”


  


  Chapter


  TEN


  I sat on Silas’s workbench, the one covered with multicolored paint splatters, and watched him work. After the showing had ended and the guests left, I helped Andre and Silas with cleanup, which wasn’t a big deal, but they were appreciative. Really I’d done it to stay busy. I was operating right on the cusp of coming to my senses and fleeing the gallery, so it was a welcomed distraction to put used wine glasses back into racks.


  The wire had been shut off and tucked inside my purse, shoved all the way to the bottom, just in case. The action had been a bit of a relief. Even though the recording was worthless, having the audio off was like being off the clock.


  I could almost be the real me tonight.


  Silas moved to the tempo of the music he’d put on, but he seemed to do it unconsciously. The rock song was guitars and drums, with a rough, bluesy feel. It fit my mood perfectly because it sounded like a good song to fuck to.


  He’d done some of the photography setup before the party. There was a large white backdrop in a corner of the space. The thick paper lay flat on the floor and curved upward to the ceiling so it was seamless. I admired the view as he finished placing the final lighting stand. He’d shed his dress shirt and revealed the white undershirt beneath that clung to his perfect form. My eyes followed his movement, and I wished he’d lose the pants next.


  “Let’s talk about this favor,” I said.


  He kept his focus on the sophisticated camera he worked to install on a tripod. “Let’s.”


  “You said you’d make sure my face wasn’t in any of the pictures and you were going to Photoshop out the tattoo.”


  “Yeah. I’ll crop out or airbush anything in the raw pictures.” He had a remote in his hand. There was a flash from the rigged lights on either side of the backdrop, and the sharp snap of the camera’s shutter.


  “I’m going to need to make sure that’s done,” I said. “If you’re not correcting the photos tonight, I’m going to hold onto the memory card until you can.”


  That got his attention. “What?”


  “You seem like a trustworthy guy, but I can’t have a naked picture get posted and haunt me the rest of my life.”


  He looked moderately offended. “Regan, that won’t happen.”


  “I know it won’t, because those pictures stay in my possession until you’ve altered them.”


  He put his hands on his hips, hinting at his frustration, but . . . tough shit. I’d worked too hard to risk my career over a bad decision. And if I was honest with myself, this night was going to be one really bad decision. Hopefully so wrong and naughty, I’d never feel regret about it.


  “Okay,” he said on a sigh, but his expression suddenly brightened. “You’ll have to give me your number, then, so we can arrange a time.”


  Shit. “Or we could just do it tonight.”


  “No. We’ll be too tired.” He was rather cocky about it. “And there’s been a change in plans. Your cop eyes noticed I didn’t bring any of Paulo’s work in here, right?”


  Silas’s mysterious smile made me nervous, and my tone cautious. “I did notice that.”


  “Joseph’s birthday is soon. Noemi wanted to have some boudoir pictures taken as a gift.”


  It took me a moment to keep up. “And she wants you to shoot them?”


  I couldn’t imagine she’d feel comfortable posing for Joseph’s friend, or a man in general. And . . . seriously, brain. Why the fuck was I annoyed at the thought of Noemi posing in lingerie in front of Silas? So what if she was young and beautiful? I barely knew him, and we weren’t together.


  “No,” he answered. “I don’t think she’d planned on that. It was supposed to be a surprise, but Joseph found out, and now he wants me to photograph the two of them together.”


  Silas’s attention returned to his setup, and he snapped a few more test shots, then studied the screen to check focus or lighting.


  “Okay,” I said. “I’m not following. What does that have to do with,” I waved my hand toward the backdrop, “all this?”


  “I’ve never shot anything like that before. I’d like to practice . . . with you.”


  “How—” I got that same sensation I had when going into a meeting underprepared. “We’ll pose together?”


  His smile had to be better than the devil’s. “Think you can handle that?”


  The challenge in his words got me to hop down off the table. “I’m sure I can.”


  “Awesome. I’ve been waiting all day to say this, Regan.” His eyes gleamed with amusement. “Take off your clothes.”


  He’d spun me off guard, and I’d taken a breath before it sank in he’d just issued an order. I didn’t take those from anyone but my superiors, and I opened my mouth to remind him once again—


  “Please,” he corrected.


  I stood in his dimly lit art studio, my gaze focused on him, and tried to remind myself for the final time I was a foolish, horny woman, and what I was about to do could backfire spectacularly. Yet all I could think about was how quickly I could get his hands on my body. I slipped off my jacket and tossed it on the table.


  Silas went to a cabinet of deep drawers and tugged the one open that was labeled “Photography shit.” He retrieved a large wad of white fabric, stepped onto the backdrop, and unfurled it. It was faux fur, like a fluffy bearskin rug. It was spread on the floor, and then he moved back to his camera, checking its placement in the viewscreen.


  And when he seemed satisfied, he turned his undivided attention on me, like he didn’t want to miss the show. I grabbed the bottom of my blouse and camisole and lifted up, until I had them off and cast aside. My bra was steel-colored and sheer, barely better than being topless. But he wasn’t looking at my tits.


  His heavy eyes followed every curve of the tattoo he’d put on me, and I shuddered under the weight. His expression was engulfed with desire, and thank God he seemed to struggle with it as much as I did mine.


  His voice was low. “It looks so fucking good on you.”


  I inhaled sharply when he stalked toward me, and then I got my wish. The softly calloused skin of his palm was placed on my shoulder. His simple touch was . . . sexy. It warmed all of my nerve endings, and when his thumb brushed over the ink, those nerve endings burst into flames.


  He stared at the tattoo while I peered at his silver eyes. The flecks of dark blue scattered among the icy gray were so . . . pretty. Not that I’d tell him that. With his hand on me, I was rapidly dissolving into the idiot version of myself.


  His fingers traced my bra strap. “Keep this on.” Those fingers slipped along the bare line of my collarbone and his eyes followed the path. “I can’t wait to photograph these.”


  “My tits?”


  “Your freckles.”


  Heat burned in my cheeks. Like most redheads, I had an abundance of freckles, and plenty of self-consciousness to go along with them. But of course Silas would like the abstract pattern of tan dots on my pale skin.


  The space between us was suddenly gone. His hand continued the journey upward until it was buried in the hair at the nape of my neck and gently tugged so my head was tipped up to meet his intense gaze. His lips were so close to mine, I could feel his hurried breath rolling over my skin.


  “I’m going to direct you, is that okay?”


  I laughed softly. “Yes. You have my permission to tell me what to do.”


  “Yeah?” He was back to staring at my mouth again. “Take off your pants and go kneel on the rug.”


  But he didn’t release me. His expression was one of confusion, like he wanted me to follow his request and also stay exactly like I was.


  “You gonna let me go?” I teased.


  “I really fucking want to kiss you.”


  A short laugh burst from me. “Okay, then. Do it.”


  He shook his head. “It’s a bad idea. Last time I had a really hard time stopping. We need to get through the shoot first.”


  “You’re putting it on pause.”


  He gave me a lazy smile. “Yeah. Most definitely to be continued.” He let go, looking reluctant, and gave me space to do what he’d asked.


  “Christ, the floor’s cold!” I said as I took off my heels and stepped my bare feet on the smooth concrete, which had to be a few degrees warmer than ice. Was it weird to be nervous about taking my pants off? He’d already seen my naughty bits, not all at once, but still. God, I was being such a girl. A man would whip off his pants and be proud to show himself off, and I’d spent years trying to emulate male confidence at my job.


  I shoved the pants down to my ankles and extracted one leg at a time, then confidently added them to my pile of discarded clothes.


  Silas’s Adam’s apple bobbed as if swallowing hard. Did he like what he saw? The sheer panties hid nothing. I strolled toward the backdrop that was bathed in light, walking tall.


  He’d told me to kneel, which wasn’t going to be easy for me. I watched women submit to men all the time, but I’d envied the men. The rush of power of controlling someone else’s pleasure or drawing it out . . .


  I’d done extensive research on BDSM when I’d gotten the assignment. Some of it had made me anxious, and other parts I’d found intriguing. They’d turned me on. Left me wondering what it would be like to be the top in a scene, the one dictating how it went.


  Joseph had figured me out within the first five minutes of our interview, but it’d taken me longer to accept it. I didn’t do submission. A large part of me wanted to explore the other side, but Matt had made it clear he wasn’t interested in that.


  I took a deep breath and lowered to plant a knee in the soft rug. My focus went to the darkened figure behind the camera who was obscured by the bright lights. Silas seemed like he didn’t have a submissive bone in his body.


  “Good,” he said, when I’d sat back on my heels. There was a soft pop of the lights and the loud shutter click.


  “Good? I feel super awkward.”


  “Put your hand on the rug beside you. Lean your weight on it.”


  I did and giggled. I had to look ridiculous. Whenever I tried to look sexy, it usually resulted in me looking the least sexy.


  Silas stepped into the shot, gently grasped my shoulders, and angled them. “Right here. Perfect.”


  That was how it went for a while. He’d position my body and snap pictures, and every time he came back to guide me, I grew a little more excited. Eager for his touch. By the time he had me sitting with my back to the camera, I’d worked myself into a frenzy of need.


  As the camera continued to click away, I undid the clasp of my bra, but held the cups to me. Not like it was a big reveal of my naked breasts, since the bra was flimsy, but the action encouraged him to move on. And there was also the order from me. “Take off your shirt.”


  There was rustling, another click from the camera, and eventually heavy footfalls approached. I flinched when his hand swept my hair to the side, over one shoulder, tickling the sensitive skin and tiny hairs on my neck. I was hyperaware of him when he was this close. He toyed with the loose bra strap, trying to get it to lay just the way he wanted it to, and like me, the bra was mostly cooperative.


  His tattoo was all patterns. Different colors and shapes, repeating. Half-circles and triangles overlapping that grouped together formed an even larger pattern. The ink flowed all across his chest and down, over his ribs and his left arm.


  “Your tattoo is beautiful,” I whispered, my voice sounding as sincere as I felt.


  “Thanks.” He pressed a button on the small remote in his hand, taking the first picture with him in the shot.


  The tattoo was distracting. “What happened to your pants?” I asked.


  Silas shot me a half-smile. “They fell off.”


  “Are those lobsters?” His light blue boxers were patterned with red.


  “Yeah.”


  Here I was, in my sexiest lingerie, and he had on silly underwear? I grinned. His inked-up skin and muscular build made him look tough, but the juxtaposition with the comical pattern was charming.


  His expression turned serious and intense as he grasped my shoulder and gently urged me down so my back was against the soft fur. Silas guided my feet to rest flat on the floor, my knees bent, and he knelt between them. He towered over me, all powerful and in command.


  Click. Click. Click.


  The camera’s shutter went much faster as he drew the bra away. I arched my back off the rug, shoving my breasts up to the ceiling. I wasn’t trying to be sexy now, but I felt that way as he tossed my bra out of the shot, and the camera documented Silas staring appreciatively at my bare flesh. My nipples tugged into sharp points, aching for more than just the touch of his gaze.


  Hunger painted his face, but he stayed like a statue looming. “Touch yourself.”


  He didn’t specify where, but I started with my breasts, sliding my palms over my firm skin, pushing my tits together. I let out a sigh when my thumbs rolled over my nipples.


  Click.


  “Okay,” I said in a hushed voice. “This is kind of hot.”


  His smile was diabolical but he looked very much in agreement. Not to mention, his erection announced how much he liked what he saw. I left one hand on my breast, but the other skimmed down slowly, and he watched intently.


  His bottom lip was snagged in his teeth for the briefest of moments when my fingers dove between my legs. “Fuck, I’m so wet.”


  He exhaled sharply, drowning out the sound of the camera, but the flash of lights let me know he was probably pressing the button as fast as the camera would allow.


  “I want to see your cock.” I wasn’t sure how much longer I was going to last and needed the layer of clothing gone. As he shed his boxers, my fingers curled around my panties to pull them down—


  “No.” The word from him was aggressive. “I want a few more shots with them on.”


  A noise not unlike a whine came from my throat. “Just so you’re aware, no one has ever accused me of being patient.”


  He chuckled. Was he enjoying my frustration? I was too turned on and needy to care, plus now his thick cock was in view, standing out proudly from his body. My hands returned to the soaked fabric covering my pussy, rolling circles on the aching nub as he stroked himself with a fist.


  I couldn’t hear the camera or the music. My focus was only on the sexy visual of him fucking his hand. The way his muscles moved, the silver piercing gleamed, and his long, artistic fingers gripped his hard cock, filled me with nervous energy. It wasn’t news, but he was big, and getting his dick inside me was going to be quite the task.


  Click.


  When I pushed the crotch of my panties out of my way and touched my clit, his eyes hooded and his muscles tensed.


  “I can’t stop thinking about touching you,” he said. “Tasting you. Fucking you.” He admitted it as he gave himself one stroke, all the way from tip to base.


  “Yeah? Then do it.” I moaned as my fingers fumbled faster, searching for release that I wanted to come from him.


  “You’re so goddamn hot, Regan. Why’d you bolt last time?”


  I made a face. I didn’t want to get into it. “Can we not, right now?”


  He leaned over, snatched my wrist, and flung it away. Then he fisted the front of my panties, urging them down. More clicks of the camera. I lifted my hips to make it easier. What did we look like? I was sprawled out beneath him as he dragged the underwear down my legs. I couldn’t wait to see the photos.


  He’d said he’d edit my face out, but what about his? Maybe I could talk him into letting me keep a few just for myself before he altered them. It was because he was so . . . captivating. His strong jaw flexed when I was finally naked, as if the sight of it were almost too much.


  I launched upright, shoved his hand aside, and wrapped both of mine around his cock. He was insanely hard, and throbbing. It turned me on even more to know this was my effect. I pumped my hands on him and enjoyed his reaction. He shuddered in my grip.


  “Spread that pussy wide for the camera.”


  It wasn’t a request, he demanded it. Any other time I would have balked, but not tonight. Common sense and my unwillingness to submit had burned away with my desire. I shifted on the rug so I faced the camera, and he slipped behind me. He positioned us so I was leaning against his chest, my bent knees open wide like I had nothing to hide, even though I did.


  His damp lips ghosted kisses on the spot where my neck met my body, and goosebumps lifted on my legs. He moved fast then. My arms were tugged behind my back and out of view of the lens, so Silas could press the remote into one of my palms.


  “This one,” he whispered, and pushed my finger on a button, “works the shutter. I want you to catch your face right as you’re coming.”


  Right as I was—?


  He’d passed me the remote so he could free up both of his hands, and instantly the pads of his fingers were tracing patterns on my legs. They slid over the inside of my knees as he scooted closer. His thick, muscular legs were on either side of me and his hard-on dug into the small of my back. Since my hands were already there, I closed my free one around his cock and squeezed.


  “Fuck,” he groaned. “Harder.”


  I complied, tightening on the thick column of flesh. Soft as velvet on the tip, but rigid. Silas sank his teeth into my skin. The sudden sting of pain caused me to jolt, and I pressed the button on the remote without meaning to, at the same instant my knees tried to snap shut.


  Oh, God. I swallowed a breath as he forced my knees back open, and a half-second later his palm was on my pussy, the heat soaking into me. I gulped another breath as his hand ground against my slit. Thick, probing fingers teased and pleasured, and I took another picture because I wanted to see what this moment looked like.


  His hands were on fire.


  One roamed over my body while the other focused only between my legs. He fingered my clit and my head fell back to rest against his shoulder. His touch, and his mouth sucking on my neck, made me weak, and it was the only kind of weak I could tolerate being. Was the air around us static-charged? It sure the hell felt like it.


  “Oh my God,” I said breathlessly.


  Tremors crept up my legs when his fingers stirred faster. His other hand worked my breast, kneading and pinching. My fist on his cock moved slowly, but it was awkward with my hand behind my back. I couldn’t get my grip as tight or as comfortable as I wanted it. But I wasn’t about to let go. I liked giving pleasure just as much as receiving it . . . maybe more so.


  “You want to just do this all night?” His evil tone mocked me, and I loved it. “Are you going to suck me off and run away again?”


  Had I wounded his ego that much by not fucking him? “What are you complaining about? You got a blow job.”


  “Yeah, an amazing one, but let a guy buy you some fucking dinner afterward. It’s polite.”


  His dark tone singed me further, and how did he expect me to respond when he was touching me like this? I choked back a moan when his index finger dipped into my body, and I clenched around it. God, it all felt so good. The fingers tugging on my nipple, the scruff of his chin against my shoulder, the tempo he’d started to fuck me with his finger . . . and the remote in my hand, letting me control when to capture each moment between us.


  His chest rose and fell quicker as I twisted my grip on him, trying to match his pace. My head lolled toward him so I could peer up into his eyes. Breath came and went rapidly through his parted lips, and his forehead was creased in what looked like concentration. He’d been staring down, perhaps at my pussy, or maybe his gaze stopped at my breasts, but it lifted and met mine.


  He was so good looking it wasn’t even fair.


  I moaned loudly as his finger withdrew and resumed its circles on my swollen clit. Once again, his touch was a live wire. I jolted with pleasure, crying out as the build deep in my belly began. The orgasm swelled like a hurricane, picking up intensity when he lowered his mouth to mine.


  His kiss—it took without asking permission. It was unapologetic and demanding, and as the orgasm dawned in me, I felt a new sensation. Conquered. And the scariest thing was I didn’t hate it like I thought I would. For some insane reason, I’d allow this man to do it.


  “Oh, fuck!” I broke our kiss and squeezed my finger tight on the button. The lights flashed softly just as the first wave of bliss rolled up from my center, and I convulsed in his steady, sure embrace. Heat pumped through my veins as I came, delivering delicious shivers.


  Holy hell, the orgasm was amazing. I gasped for breath, my grip on his cock slowing to a distracted stop, but he pulsed in my hand, as if enjoying watching me fall apart.


  Orgasming with guys was sometimes difficult. I didn’t like to lose control, and I had a hard time letting go. Giving in to a moment of vulnerability always opened the door for emotions, most of which I didn’t want to have. Try as I might to be a tomboy, I was still a woman. The need for connection on a higher level than just a physical one lurked in the shadows of my damaged heart.


  No, I steeled myself as I began to come down from the euphoria. You will not get attached. Attachment brought hurt and disappointment, and I couldn’t stomach any more right now.


  His hands ceased moving on me, but stayed. My breathing grew steady and even, and the blood rushing through my ears was quiet again, so the only sound was the music wafting in the open space around us.


  “I want you inside me,” I whispered, and it narrowly avoided sounding like a plea.


  


  Chapter


  ELEVEN


  Silas moved like I’d cracked a whip. His support was gone so fast, I fell backward onto the rug. But his hand was there to catch my head and stop me so I didn’t slam against the ground. He lowered me the last inch and then shot to his feet, moving with purpose off the backdrop and disappearing into the dark beyond the lights.


  There was rustling as he dug in his discarded pants, no doubt for a condom, and then he stepped into view. Gloriously naked, and my head clouded and swirled with lust. I flinched when the unopened condom wrapper smacked onto my belly.


  “Get that open,” he ordered, dropping down to his knees on the rug between my bent legs. His rough hands were on the insides of my knees. He wanted me to open the condom for him? Annoyance flamed and heated my face. Like I was about to service him? He could open his own fucking condom—


  “What are you doing?” I gasped.


  His hands had coursed up my thighs and spread me wide open to him, and he sank down to the rug. He couldn’t open his condom because he was about to be too busy going down on me. My back bowed off the rug and I seized his head in my hands, tangling my fingers in the strands of his long hair.


  All the air drained from my lungs as his tongue tasted me.


  Oh my fucking God. He was good with his hands, and even better with his tongue. I got dizzy from how hard he had me breathing, and under the lights, I began to sweat. His tongue fluttered and massaged. A panicked moan escaped from my lips as I writhed. Jesus. He made my legs shake.


  “Fuck me,” I cried.


  He paused just so he could speak. “I am fucking you.” And then he was right back at it. His intense gaze watched mine as his tongue licked and stroked. The image of him on his knees, his mouth covering my pussy, was hot as sin. He lifted up just enough so I could watch his pink tongue trail over the most intimate part of me.


  Control was slipping from my fingers faster than the locks of his soft hair, and I placed a trembling hand over my lips to stay quiet. What was I supposed to do? Come again for him? I wasn’t even touching him other than my fingers threaded on his head. I wanted to give pleasure as well. My greedy body had no problem with this plan, though. The thirst for another orgasm was growing every passing second. With every caress of his mouth.


  “Please,” I begged. I couldn’t help it, and I wouldn’t feel shame over asking for what I wanted.


  His pointed attention went to the condom that rode untouched on my quaking stomach. “I gave you one job, Regan,” he teased. There was another flash of his tongue as he licked. “I’ll have to keep doing this until you’ve got something for me to put on.”


  I snatched the condom up as fast as humanly possible and tore it open. He was up in a heartbeat. Maybe he was right at the edge like I was, but concealing it better. He yanked the condom from the wrapper and rolled it down his length. I’d gotten up on my elbows and attempted to sit up, but he crushed me with his heavy weight, flattening me to the rug.


  Missionary wasn’t the most submissive position, but it was a close second. I would have preferred to be on top, but when the tip of his cock nudged between my legs . . . yeah, didn’t care anymore.


  I cradled his hips with my thighs, wanting to control his descent into me. He had the bulk of his weight braced on his forearms that trapped my head, his fingers curling into my hair, like he wanted to hold me in place. He was radiating heat, and his damp skin pressed against my chest.


  His eyes focused on my mouth, and studied it like the most fascinating secrets might pour out of it any second. Then his forehead rested against mine, giving me nowhere else to look but at him. It was . . . shockingly intense. My lips rounded into a silent O as his cock pushed forward, creeping inside.


  As he intruded, a pleasurable but tight feeling of being full came with it, and instinctively I tried to back off of him. Yet there was no escape. When the slightest noise of discomfort came from me, he went rigid.


  “Okay?” he whispered.


  Concern was such a strange emotion. I barely knew him, and most of what he knew about me were lies. Or half-truths, which were essentially the same. It made me uncomfortable when others showed concern. Even Shane’s worried looks left me feeling uneasy.


  And Silas was dominating in both presence and personality, so I hadn’t expected him to freeze. What difference did it make to him if I wasn’t enjoying the first moment his enormous cock pressing inside me? I’d get used to it.


  “I’m okay,” I said. Being with him disoriented me and must have shut down my common sense. “I like it a little rough anyway.”


  His expression went blank. Fuck, why did I just say that? What a great way to make things awkward. It was the truth, but one I hadn’t admitted to another soul. At least, I believed it was true. Watching the Doms at the blindfold club had started a fire in me I couldn’t get back under control. Why not go all the way and tell Silas I was the one who wanted to be rough?


  “That’s interesting,” he said finally.


  I groaned. “Jesus, forget I said that. I didn’t mean to make it weird.” I could distract him with the sex. I locked my ankles together behind his back and urged him deeper.


  He blinked rapidly as if he couldn’t focus his vision. “Motherfucking shit. Gimme a minute.” He blew out a long breath that was almost a hiss.


  Was he struggling? Did it feel so good he was having a hard time restraining himself? A scowl threatened his expression when I shifted my hips, allowing him to slide further inside. The muscles in his shoulders and arms were so tight they were quivering.


  “I’m warning you, you’re playing with fire,” he said, his face serious. “We should go slow.”


  My response was immediate. “Fuck that. Give it to me.”


  He pushed the last inch of himself inside, and the tight stretch felt so good, I almost let loose a sound of relief. His hipbones dug into my inner thighs as he seemed to collect himself. Prepping for the main event.


  My hands wound around the back of his neck and my lips pressed against his. It was overwhelming. I’d needed satisfaction for so long—vibrators had been a temporary fix, only staving off the worst of my cravings. Placating me.


  I cried out with pleasure when he moved, and my nails dug into the thick cord of his neck. His thrust was . . . hard. And deep. My eyes slammed shut as he buried his cock so far inside it caused my eyes to roll back. It came from my lips dripping with encouragement. “Yes, Silas. Yes.”


  He drew his lower body back, and then crashed his hips into me. Our moans matched each other’s, just as our panting breaths did afterward. That was when he began to move in earnest. Fucking me like I’d hoped he would. The force of him drove me into the rug and I scored my nails down his smooth back.


  There was something wrong with me. I thought I didn’t want anything from him other than the sex, but now I hoped my nails were marking him. Announcing he was mine, just for tonight.


  When I’d fallen backward on the rug, the remote for his camera hand been abandoned at my side. At some point between his mind-numbing thrusts, the camera clicked loudly. He’d scooped it up in a hand. My pussy clenched at the thought of the dirty pictures.


  “I want copies,” I gasped.


  “Do you?” His wicked mouth latched onto my ear, nibbling the lobe. “You want to see what I see?” Confusion must have splashed on my face, because he continued. “You want to see how amazing you look when my cock’s deep inside you?”


  Oh, God. I nodded quickly, not able to say it out loud. Not because I was embarrassed, but because it was too difficult to speak.


  Our bodies slapped together. Beneath him, I rose up to try to meet his thrusts, perhaps trying to control the rhythm. My legs squeezed, the arch of my feet smoothed up and down his legs, doing anything I could to give me leverage. I didn’t really mind being fucked, but what I really wanted was to do the fucking.


  He reached back, his hand locked on my ankle so he could hold me in place, and his hips undulated against me. Flashes of ecstasy sparked from him, teasing a new orgasm. The wet slide of his dick inside my body was like nothing else.


  “God, fuck.” I moaned it into his shoulder.


  He was slick with sweat as he pumped into me. I was hot and sweaty as well, and worse, he had me breathing so hard I was lightheaded. Could he tell? Abruptly one hand hooked under my knee and the other scooped under my back, and I was lifted in the air. He shifted me and set me back down so I was sideways to the camera and completely in the shot. He rose so he was sitting on his heels while keeping us connected, and both of his strong arms were under my thighs, holding my lower body up to meet his punishing thrusts.


  Click.


  I put my hands on my breasts, partly because I wanted the touch, but also because I wanted to make the picture look as good as possible. Never would I have thought I’d be into this, but shit, I was. It was so freaking sexy.


  The long hairs on top of his head refused to stay back anymore and fell into his eyes, but it didn’t deter him. His biceps strained. He pounded into my pussy while his grip on my thighs was so hard I wondered if he’d leave marks. Did he want to, as I wanted to mark him?


  “Christ, you feel so fucking good,” he growled.


  He was a beautiful monster of ink and muscle, and it was impossible not to be transfixed as he fucked me relentlessly. I grabbed one of his hands and guided it to my breast, sighing loudly when he clenched hard. How did he know exactly what I wanted? Matt hadn’t figured it out in all the time I’d been with him, and Silas’s first try was hitting it out of the ballpark.


  “Rough enough?” he asked. It wasn’t mocking, his curious expression told me he was serious.


  A smile warmed on my lips. “Is it for you? I can give as good as I get.”


  Hesitation flashed over him, then dissipated when I pushed up on my hands, forcing myself up. It was so I could band my arms around his shoulders while I straddled his lap. In this position I was on top, and I could fuck him.


  Heat and chaos swirled around us, choking the air as I rode his cock. I rocked my hips while he put one hand on my waist, his fingers biting into my skin. He forced my head down into his kiss, snagging my bottom lip between his teeth. Aggressive and with a delicious edge of pain.


  I clawed at him. He tugged on my hair. I twisted one of his nipples. He shoved a hand between our bodies and pinched my clit. Every action escalated and pushed us closer to the brink, while his camera captured it all.


  “Yeah,” he said. “Ride me.” He slapped a hand against my ass so hard it stung. “Fuck my cock.”


  I was dizzy and teetering right on the edge. My head flung back, tendrils of my hair clung to my damp face, and somewhere along the way my legs gave out. I wasn’t in control anymore. He was beneath me, but his powerful legs were dictating the tempo and keeping me moving on him. They kept my stomach sliding against the defined ridges of his washboard abs, my nipples brushing against his hardened chest.


  He leaned me back in his arms. His mouth sucked on my tits, alternating from one to the other, and my climax closed in. The moans from me built in urgency until they were desperate cries.


  “I’m gonna come, I’m gonna . . . shit. Oh, shit!” My body tensed in anticipation of the flood of pleasure, and it didn’t disappoint. Everything else faded away until all that was left was ecstasy. It exploded sharply, stealing my breath, and as it rolled down my spine, I quivered.


  I’d just finished when he seemed to start. He struggled for breath, and the arms holding me up tightened, and deep inside I felt the rhythmic pulses as he went. I scrambled to find the remote in his hands and click the button as he groaned with satisfaction. His face was wrought with pleasure, and watching him like this . . . all sorts of sexy.


  I sealed my lips over his, trying to drink up the last of his moans as I rode out the end of his orgasm.


  For a long moment we remained still, our bodies glued together with exhaustion, our lips fused. Then I tipped my head further still, resting my sweaty forehead on the bony part at the top of this shoulder.


  Silas’s hand slid gently up and down my bicep, and then I was shifted in his arms, slowly lowered back to the rug. He withdrew from me, peppering kisses along my jawline, working his way to my ear.


  “I’ll be right back, don’t go anywhere.”


  “Where would I go?” I said. “You were right, I’m too tired.”


  He laughed softly as he climbed to his feet and padded out of view. My spent body gave me no choice but to lie prone on the fluffy rug in a post-sex haze. I heard water run briefly. He had to be using the utility sink that was on the south wall of the studio.


  An alarm blared in my head that I needed to extract myself from the situation ASAP to avoid awkward cuddling, but I promptly hit snooze. There was a snap of a light switch and light spilled from the corner. A creaking sound rang out and grew quieter. He’d gone upstairs to his apartment? I should use the opportunity to collect my clothes and start pulling them on, but everything was working against me. I was starting to get cold and the rug was soft and warm. It was late, and the release of tension had made me incredibly sleepy. I just needed five more minutes.


  The creak of the steps grew louder as he returned. A click, and the two lights on poles died. The only light in the room was the one over the stairs leading to his apartment that he’d left on. Silas carried two pillows and the comforter I’d seen on his bed.


  It amazed me how quickly I could go from being sweaty and hot, to freakishly cold after a workout, and lying on a floor with only faux fur between the concrete and me wasn’t helping. Silas draped the comforter over my shivering body.


  “Thank you.”


  “I thought about carrying you upstairs to my bed, but we’d never fit on the stairs.”


  “You barely fit on the stairs.”


  I took the offered pillow he extended to me and mashed it under my head. It was a damn good thing it’d worked out this way. Getting into his bed was a bad idea. I said nothing as he dropped the other pillow beside me, sat down, and stuck his feet under the covers. He looked like he was preparing to settle in. Would his arm curl around me next? My heartbeat quickened.


  With worry.


  Not with excitement . . . Right?


  “You forgot to turn off the music,” I said.


  “No, I didn’t.” The rock music continued to play in the background. Could he not hear it? My lack of response must have forced him to continue. “I told you, I don’t like the quiet.” He settled down beside me, tugging the comforter up to mid-chest.


  “Why?”


  He wasn’t touching me, and it was dark, but I could sense the unease in him. This one word was questioning something . . . difficult. His pause was exactly the same I had whenever someone saw my scar and casually asked, “What’s that from?”


  “It’s stupid,” he said.


  “You don’t have to tell me.” Even though I’d shared my most traumatic secret with him, it didn’t require him to do the same. Why the hell did I want him to, though?


  I jumped when his body enveloped mine, his warm hand sliding over my stomach beneath the heavy comforter. My breath stalled in my lungs. I wasn’t supposed to allow this. Fuck, I wasn’t supposed to like it either.


  “My grandparents used to have this giant hand-carved cabinet. The thing was solid. Sometimes my sister and I would take the blankets out of it and play inside.”


  There wasn’t any anxiety in his voice, but there didn’t need to be. I could sense exactly where his story was headed.


  “I don’t remember what I did to piss Caroline off. That’s my sister.” The pad of his middle finger traced an infinity loop on my bare skin. “Whatever it was, it was bad. To get back at me, she locked me in the cabinet and told everyone I’d gone across the street to a friend’s house to play in their back yard.”


  I blew out a breath. “How old were you?”


  “Seven.”


  I hesitated, not really wanting to know. I didn’t want to think about being trapped in a dark, confined space for any amount of time. “How long were you in there?”


  “About six hours, I’m told. It seemed . . . longer.”


  “Holy shit. You couldn’t get out? No one could hear you banging or yelling?” He’d said the cabinet was solid.


  “The thing was in the basement. I tried to get out, believe me. I kicked the backboard loose, which was good. That kept the air from going bad.”


  I clenched my hand on his, getting him to pause. “Oh my God, you could have died. Did she realize that?”


  “Yeah, my father made it plenty clear to her. She probably came closer to dying that day than I did. I’d never seen him so mad.”


  Silas’s hand twisted, and suddenly our fingers were laced together. It seemed wrong to move away while he was sharing the story. Hell, it seemed wrong to do anything but listen, as he’d done for me.


  “I don’t blame Caroline. She was just a kid too, and kids do stupid things. I probably deserved it.”


  My head snapped toward him. “Are you fucking kidding?”


  “I was a pretty mean little shit.” His smile was guilty. “Anyway, that’s why I prefer noise. Music, television, whatever. The quiet gets to me.”


  He needed anything to convince him he wasn’t trapped in the silence. My gaze left his and went up to the ceiling. “I’m sure.” What was I supposed to follow up with? “What about the dark?”


  “We were playing with flashlights. That’s how she got me to go in there.”


  I blinked and struggled with the vision of a boy locked inside a thick, wood box, screaming and kicking to no avail, one small beam of light to keep him company. How long had he tried before he’d given up?


  “That had to be awful.”


  “It wasn’t great. After I realized no one could hear me and I couldn’t get out, I tried to keep busy so I wouldn’t think about it.”


  “How’d you do that?”


  “I played mental games and shit. Looked for images in the pattern in the woodgrain.”


  Jesus. Even now he was looking for images buried in patterns. My heart thudded painfully. It gave all of his artwork deeper meaning. Made it more beautiful, even the patterned tattoo he’d placed on me.


  I swallowed thickly. “I’m sorry you went through that.”


  “Thanks, but I’m fine. It was a long time ago.”


  When the conversation lapsed, I closed my eyes. What the hell was I doing? It sure as hell wasn’t fair to let him think this could lead to anything. I was undercover, and if he found out, he’d go straight to Joseph and destroy the operation my co-workers and I had spent months on. Plus, I wasn’t going to get involved while UC ever again.


  My body felt heavy with sleep, and both the comforter and the thick arm on me were warm. I knew I should go. I shouldn’t have let him snuggle close, hold my hand, or share the painful memory which had shaped his life. Yet, I couldn’t move. His breathing deepened and slowed to a languid pace, and the weight of his arm grew as he fell asleep.


  I swore I’d rest just another minute. Let him get deeper under, and then I’d slip away, but one minute became two. Two minutes turned into five, and then it was too late. I gave in to yet another thing I shouldn’t have, and fell asleep.
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  I startled awake. Something chimed that sounded exactly like my phone when I got a text message. No, it was my phone, chirping across the room. Where the fuck was I?


  The man next to me sighed in his sleep as I pushed his hand off and sat upright. Silas stirred, but didn’t wake. There weren’t any windows in the studio. Oh my God, what time was it?


  I cringed as my bare feet padded across the icy floor and hurried to my purse. I dug the phone out, and scrolled to Shane’s text message under the fake heading of ‘Uncle Phil’.
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  Crap. I hadn’t checked in with him after the showing was over. He had to be wondering how my meeting with Roland had gone, and he wouldn’t text unless he was worried. Holy fuck, it was two a.m. My thumbs tapped out a quick message saying everything was fine and I’d see him in the morning.


  I was still naked, and shivered. Clothes were scooped up and tugged back in place, and all the while I watched Silas for signs of waking. The covers were pushed down to his waist, and his hair fell across his eyes. He looked stunning. Still formidable with the ink spilling across his skin and those muscles beneath it, but peaceful, too.


  I couldn’t stay, but did I wake him?


  It’d take practically no convincing on his part to get me to stay. I could see how it would play out. He’d tempt me with a single look and I’d be upstairs, tearing my clothes off so we could fuck in his bed.


  So I went reluctantly to the camera on the tripod and spent a frustrating minute trying to figure out how to get the damn thing down. It was heavy, and I treated it with care as I turned it over in my hands, finding the latch where I could get at the memory card.


  When it was done, I placed the camera on the center of his paint-splattered table, tucked the memory card in my purse, and searched for a piece of paper to jot my phone number down on.


  For being an artist’s studio, one would have thought it’d be easy, but all I could find was a piece of wadded up newspaper in the trash. So I tore a piece off, grabbed a red colored marker, and scribbled out my name and number. Then I pinned the paper under the camera so he could find it when he woke and I was gone.


  I cast a final look at him. His hand rested on the rug on the bare spot where I’d been sleeping, and the tinge of longing to return and burrow beneath it didn’t go unnoticed. You’ll see him again, I reminded myself. If for nothing else, he’d want that memory card back.


  


  Chapter


  TWELVE


  Silas didn’t call the next day, which was surprising. He was probably pissed I’d skipped out on him without saying goodbye, and this delay was to teach me a lesson. If the roles had been reversed, I might have employed the same tactic.


  By Friday I was nervous. It’d been three days since his gallery showing, so he’d made his point. Maybe I should have been relieved. Perhaps he’d decided it was worth the forty bucks for a new memory card so he could move on without a messy conversation. We’d had great sex, I’d told him I didn’t want more, and I had the pictures, so this was the logical end of things between us.


  Only I hated it.


  Friday afternoon I bought a card reader, and after dinner I hooked it up to my laptop. I’d held off until now, wanting to look at the shots together with Silas for some insane reason, but if he wasn’t interested . . .


  Fuck me!


  I scrolled through the raw images as my body burst into flames. I breezed through the beginning shots, only mildly interested in the ones of me alone, but once he came into frame, I swallowed hard. Out of habit, I glanced around my apartment before undoing the snap of my pants, forgetting that I was single and Matt wasn’t going to catch me looking at porn. The one time it had happened, he’d gotten embarrassed and fled the room, rather than stay and join me.


  I dropped my zipper and shoved my hand down my pants, touching myself as I clicked through the pictures, taking each one in. Not every image was perfect. Every few or so, the camera caught a bad angle. My thigh blocked the shot, or everything was out of focus except for an elbow, but even those in the series told the story of two people with explosive chemistry.


  He’d captured one shot near the end where I was staring down at him. We were both glazed with sweat, his gorgeous arms wrapped around me, my breasts pressed against him, and the look in my eyes . . . it was the same look of hunger and lust I saw every night at the blindfold club. The look I’d been craving, only here I was the one delivering it. It was . . . provocative.


  I got myself off looking at the pictures.


  Twice.


  In fact, I’d enjoyed myself a little too long and had to hurry to finish getting ready for my shift at the club. How could Silas not call? We’d been off the charts hot, and these pictures were the proof. I copied them to an external hard drive under a folder labelled ‘Recipes’ and stuck the hard drive in the bottom drawer of my dresser, like I worried at any moment there’d be a raid on my apartment seeking only the contents of this drive.


  The beautiful tattoo on my shoulder mocked me as I slipped into a deep purple suit dress, and I covered it with a black jacket. During the train ride to the club, I scrolled through the news on my phone, scanning but not digesting any of the information. My head was too busy mulling over my options.


  I knew were Silas lived. I could call the gallery and ask for him, or call Joseph and get Silas’s cell number. Then it dawned on me. Maybe this was a strategic move where Silas put the ball in my court and wanted to force me into action. If that was true . . . fuck. It was working. If I didn’t hear from him soon, I’d make that happen.


  Marquis, club security, sat just inside the blindfold club’s entrance, and his eyes tightened into slits when he realized who it was. He pulled himself to his feet from the stool he’d been sitting on and towered above me. The move would appear casual and polite to others, but I knew better. He wasn’t rising because a lady had entered the room, he did it so he could assert a position of power and dominance.


  When Marquis wasn’t a bouncer at the club, he boxed. His frame was lean and toned, not an ounce of fat allowed. I’d heard what he lacked in technique in the ring, he made up for with cruelty. He didn’t win half his matches, but he’d been successful in sending a few opponents to the hospital. Broken noses, ribs, a ruptured spleen. Aggression poured off of him, vibrating at a frequency too loud to be ignored. The only good thing about it was it kept the johns in check.


  Marquis flashed a wide, fake smile, and his white teeth contrasted sharply with his black skin. I returned the same fake smile, and went through the interior door as he announced my arrival into the comm. I wasn’t afraid of Marquis, but was more comfortable when he wasn’t around. Our relationship was held together by the thinnest web of lies.


  I hadn’t heard all the details of his arrest. The DEA had caught him with an automatic weapon, and he’d offered up the club to save his ass. He’d been less than thrilled when the FBI got involved and told him the only way to avoid prison was to help me infiltrate the club’s operation. He’d done it, though. Marquis vouched for me to Joseph, and after I’d proved myself, I was hired full-time. I’d even become the best sales assistant here.


  Yet Marquis could turn on me at any time, and he looked like he expected the same from me. There wasn’t trust, only the unspoken agreement not to fuck the other person over. He seemed to be a ticking time bomb. The question wasn’t if Marquis would sell me out, only a matter of when it would happen. His resentment over his situation should have been self-directed, but instead he’d placed it all on me.


  I swung by Julius’s office before heading into the dressing room. He was an enormous bear of a man, and the small desk only exaggerated his wide build.


  “Wow, love the suit,” I said.


  Dark wool clung expertly to him, and the deep red dress shirt looked, well, surprisingly sexy. Julius’s dark eyes lit up. “Thanks. Payton found a guy who makes custom stuff.”


  His other suits were fine, but I could see the tailoring that went into it. Perfectly made for him, and what a difference. Julius had come a long way in looking the part of manager. More refined and elegant than his days as bouncer. A handful of the regulars, always older and white, had struggled with doing business with the man they’d written off as a thug.


  “Did you get any potential client calls,” I asked, “that mentioned me this week?”


  Julius scrubbed a hand on his shaved head. “Don’t think so, why?”


  I hid the disappointment from my voice. “I gave my card to someone. They seemed interested.”


  He glanced at the sheet in front of him. “He’d be outta luck anyway. We’re full. You got Tara tonight, Room Two.”


  “Yeah?” My voice pitched upward. “Great.” If you asked anyone which working girl was the best looking, the answer would be Tara. The crown had passed from Payton when she’d left for Japan.


  It didn’t take long to find Tara across the hall in the dressing room. She sat in front of one of the mirrors, wrapping strands of her long blonde hair around a thick barreled curing iron, and when her gaze met mine through the glass, she smiled.


  She had a not-so-secret crush on me. An infatuation, but only with my hair, she’d joked one night. I refused to feel awkward, especially since I was kind of flattered. She was a gorgeous woman who could have nearly anyone, and her bisexuality gave her plenty of options.


  I’d messed around with another girl once in college, the total cliché experience. Too much Jäger had made us both handsy, and we’d fooled around on a couch at a house party after everyone else had passed out. The girl freaked the next morning, called me a lesbian, and I never saw her after that.


  I preferred men. Their feelings weren’t overly complicated and what they wanted was clear.


  “Hey, Regan.” Her voice was as warm as her expression. “Are you taking your boyfriend to Payton’s wedding? Please tell me he has to work so I’m not the only person going solo.”


  “Actually, we broke up a few weeks ago.”


  She paused and her face went serious. “Oh, no. Are you okay?”


  “Yeah.” I set a hand on my waist and tugged my lips back into a small smile. “We’ve both moved on. I just wish he’d waited until after we’d broken up before sticking his dick in someone else.”


  She shook her head and resumed her curling. “Fucker. A guy who’d cheat on that hair? You’re better off.”


  I forced a laugh and went to the Room Two cubby, depositing my purse and retrieving the comm pack. But of course I checked my phone a final time, only to see I had no missed calls or texts. As I installed the earpiece in my left ear, I chatted with Tara. Everyone at the club had been invited, but it was surprising she was planning to go to Payton’s wedding alone. Dating had to be difficult for a working girl, but it wasn’t impossible. Nina made it work.


  By eleven p.m. I had Tara in Room Two and strapped down to the table, her gorgeous pale skin illuminated under the crystal chandelier. Her blonde strands were held back in place by the black blindfold, and the only color on her was her petal pink lips. Her nude body totally on display usually sent the clients into shock. I couldn’t blame them. She was magnificent.


  Who would it be for her tonight? She had a regular, but Mr. Gold wasn’t on the schedule and he wasn’t one to show up unannounced. I sat on the edge of the white wingback chair, waiting to get the confirmation that Room Two was next.


  My mind was set. I’d call Joseph later tonight for Silas’s number. There wasn’t a point in fighting it any longer. I didn’t want to get involved while undercover, but . . . I wouldn’t be undercover forever. I was sure Roland would come to the club, and once I landed him, I’d feel satisfied. I’d end the assignment successfully, and that would clear the way if I wanted to try anything serious with Silas.


  The comm buzzed in my ear. “Regan, Room One is in negotiations, standby.”


  I pushed off of the chair and straightened my skirt as I stood, then tousled my hair a final time.


  “Client on his way to Room Two.” Marquis’s thick voice stormed through the earpiece.


  We wouldn’t hear the footsteps as the men approached because each room was soundproof. Joseph had designed the place to provide ultimate privacy. He wouldn’t have cracks of paddles or moans of pleasure bleeding from another room and disrupting a client’s evening.


  The door swung open and the client stepped inside, and I caught Marquis’s sneer for a split second before he pulled the door shut. The client was hulking, and—


  Oh. My. God.


  My mouth fell open but I couldn’t produce words. I couldn’t even find air to breathe.


  Silas’s hands at his sides were tensed into fists. His gaze found mine and didn’t deviate. The icy blue eyes blinked once, and his expression was . . . harsh. Guarded. What the fuck was he doing here, and why did he look pissed?


  I stared at him. He wore his black bike jacket, a simple white V-neck shirt, and stone gray pants, dressed way down from the suits we usually saw at the club. I was supposed to give him a greeting but I couldn’t force it out. “What are you doing here?”


  “You owe me a memory card. I’m not leaving until I have your number, Regan.”


  Tara’s gasp was subtle, but audible.


  What was he talking about? “I don’t understand. I gave you my number. I’ve been waiting for you to call.”


  “How?” His hand dug in his pocket as he strode toward me, and then he produced the torn piece of newsprint. “With this?”


  He held it up for me to see. My handwriting in red was a bloody mess. The R of my name was the only thing legible- the rest looked like blobs. The marker had bled and smeared with the black newspaper ink, making it impossible to see a single digit.


  “It didn’t look like that when I wrote it. I mean, it was dark, but I had no idea it would spread like that.” Jesus. I’d wanted him to call but left him no way to do it.


  “You could have woken me up so I could put it in my phone. You know, instead of bailing on me again.”


  I was annoyed that he was annoyed with me, and set my jaw. “I had every intention of giving it to you.”


  He freed his cellphone from a pocket, tapped in a code, and then waited on me with a pointed look. “Yeah?”


  I rattled my number off and he typed it in, only to hold the phone up to an ear.


  It was obvious what he was doing. “I don’t have it on me,” I said. “But the voicemail should tell you I didn’t give you a fake number. Because, like I said, I had every intention of giving you mine.”


  It was deathly quiet until my recorded voice played, muffled against his ear. His shoulders relaxed a degree as he turned it off and tucked the phone back in a pocket. As he collected himself, his gaze drifted to his left—


  It snapped right back to mine, but there was fire there. Like he was trying very hard not to think about the beautifully naked woman on the table.


  “It’s a bit drastic,” I said, “coming here for my number.”


  Every moment that passed between us, the tension in Silas seemed to fade, and heat moved into its place. His expression filled with desire. “When I see something I want, I go for it.” He tossed my words back at me, more or less the same ones I’d said when he’d finished the tattoo.


  “And Joseph wasn’t any help?”


  “He helped.”


  I tilted my head to the side. How? Clearly Joseph hadn’t given him my number.


  Silas hooked his thumbs into the belt loops of his pants. “He told me to come here and he’d cover whatever price you wanted.”


  My knees almost gave out but I locked them in place. “What? I am not fucking you for money.”


  In my shock, I hadn’t been aware he’d moved closer until he was right in front of me, a hand on my waist. His voice dipped low. “Okay, you’ll fuck me for free?”


  There wasn’t audio in the room unless I turned my comm on, but there was a camera. One of my stipulations with the assignment was the FBI never linked into the feed. I couldn’t do what I had to, knowing my coworkers were watching, night after night. There was a backup drive I’d planted in Joseph’s office my third week here. I pulled the data from it Saturday nights, examined the johns, and wiped it to make room for the upcoming weekend.


  At least, the FBI not watching was what I’d been led to believe, but I’d be a fool to trust the bureau completely. This ongoing operation was the crown jewel, probably too valuable to give me free rein. There was always the chance the hidden camera in the corner of this room was broadcasting to an FBI receiver somewhere outside the building.


  “The only woman in this room,” I said, my voice low to match his, “you’re allowed to fuck right now is on the table. Are you interested, sir?”


  The thought on his face was loud, screaming “Avoid. This question is a trap.” His hand on my waist tightened and he hauled me up against him. “I’m only interested in this.”


  Oh, really? I smirked as I shook off his hold. A bluff, and I couldn’t help but challenge it. “Then you’re crazy, because I think she’s spectacular.”


  I felt off-kilter with Silas here. I liked being the one in control, leading the client through the bargaining process. I was used to them wanting the woman I was selling, but this man flipped everything upside down. It wasn’t fair to Tara to lose out on a paying customer.


  His eyes went thin and skeptical. “I don’t get what game you’re playing.”


  Now it was my turn to bluff. I laughed softly. “I’m not playing a game. I’m just doing my job. A client walks through this door, and I’m supposed to negotiate.”


  “For wine.”


  I strolled on my heels toward Tara. She had to be wondering what the hell was going on. “Yes,” I said. “Would you like a taste?”


  I expected him to say something. To call me out for egging him on, but there was no response and it forced me to act. My fingertips glided down her arm and across her stomach. Any second he’d give me a command to stop.


  Only it didn’t happen. I dipped my fingers down between her legs, which parted to give me more room, urging me to touch her. Holy shit, she was hot and already wet. There was a reaction from him finally.


  He inhaled sharply. “You’re touching her.”


  I am, Captain Obvious. “Yes.”


  “Do you like doing that?”


  His question gave me pause. No one had ever asked me that before. I’d done it enough times there’d become a disconnect—I no longer thought about the sexual act I was performing on another woman. Did I like this? The woman on the table at my mercy? “Yes,” I whispered. “I do.”


  “What if,” Silas said in a deep, slow voice, “I purchased the wine . . . so I could watch you drink it?”


  I froze, my entire body locking up. We’d volleyed bluffs back and forth, but he’d just upped the ante. Was he testing me, or was this something he actually wanted? My fingers withdrew from her, and my head churned with thoughts. Did I want this? To let Silas purchase a night with Tara, so he could watch us together?


  She didn’t have an issue with it, and he’d said Joseph would cover the cost . . . No, this was a bluff. He was trying to see how far he could push me.


  “Ten thousand.” My tone was firm, although inside I was quivering. What if he said yes? God, his expression was hard to read. I watched his body language, trying to pick up on the subtle cues to how he was feeling, but he wasn’t giving me anything to go on.


  “Three.” His tone was also firm.


  His gaze didn’t waver from mine and it was stifling under his intense stare. Shit, what now? I’d started negotiations with Silas, hadn’t given Tara any information about him, and now I needed to give her a signal on whether or not I thought we could bargain higher. Only I had no clue. Was it a side effect of him negotiating with someone else’s money, or the fact that Silas could walk away from the sale easily? He wasn’t like the other clients. His interest was focused on me.


  “The ball’s in your court,” I said and brushed my hand on Tara’s hip. The sports reference should help, but I was taking the coward’s way out, letting her gamble on trying to get him to increase the bid.


  “Yes,” she said instantly, like she couldn’t get the word out fast enough.


  Oh my God.


  What the fuck just happened? When the deal was struck, this was typically when I made my exit, but now? I stared at Silas, wide-eyed, my bluff called. My gaze dropped to the floor as my mind raced.


  Fuck it. The dirtiest part of me was excited. I hadn’t messed around with her for a bunch of reasons, one of which was I hadn’t been single. Everything was different. The woman before me was now mine. Silas wanted a show? I’d give him a fucking show. My attention went to the corner.


  “Pick that chair up,” I ordered, casting a hand in the opposite direction, right by the door. “I want it moved there.”


  Silas was rooted in place, as if the last thing he’d expected was for me to go along with the insane deal. “What? Why?”


  “There’s a camera in here. You’re going to turn it off.”


  Heavy footfalls rang out as he went. His hands wrapped around the heavy chair and it screeched and shuddered across the floor as it went. My hands were already sweaty when I pressed the button on my receiver.


  “Julius, come in.”


  “I got you. What’s wrong?”


  “I need a favor.” Could he hear I was almost breathless? “I’ve reached a deal, but it’s unusual, and I need to turn off the camera.”


  “Fuck no, Regan. That white boy is huge.” Of course he was worried about Tara’s safety.


  My nerves rattled in my chest as I stared at Silas, speaking to both the man in the room and the one upstairs simultaneously. “He’s not going to touch her. I’ll stay in the room and keep my earpiece in, so if he does anything he shouldn’t, you’ll be the first to know about it.”


  “What the fuck is going on? He ain’t gonna touch her?”


  “No. I am.”


  There was silence on the other end of the comm. Was it still working?


  “Julius?”


  “Yeah, girl. You sure you know what you’re doing?”


  Not really, but hopefully my words were convincing. “Yeah. Don’t send anyone in here while the camera’s off unless I tell you to.”


  I didn’t threaten Julius, but my tone implied there would be hell to pay if he disobeyed this order. If Marquis came in, there wouldn’t be a way to keep whatever I was about to do quiet.


  “See me when you’re done.” It was followed by a faint click, announcing Julius had switched off his mic.


  Silas waited like a statue, his gaze the only thing moving. It had followed every small circuit I’d made as I paced the room. I had clearance from Julius. The only thing left to deal with was the camera.


  “I’m not tall enough,” I said to Silas. “You see that square where it looks like a tile is missing?”


  I didn’t have to tell him what to do. He shrugged out of his jacket and hung it on the side of the chair, then climbed onto the seat. His beautifully patterned arm reached up so he could grope a hand into the hole.


  My lips pressed together as he withdrew the small camera with the wide angle lens. He studied it for a moment, then glanced over his shoulder, waiting further instructions.


  It probably had an On/Off switch, but without a light on the camera, I went with the easiest choice. “Unhook the power cord.”


  Silas disengaged it with a soft pop and set the camera back in its nook with the lens pointed away from the room. A weight lifted from my shoulders. Not all of it, but enough so I no longer felt a million pairs of eyes on me. Now there was only Silas’s heavy gaze to labor under.


  There was a loud thud as he stepped down off the chair and his expression was curious. “What happens now?”


  


  Chapter


  THIRTEEN


  It was an excellent question. My new role as client instead of sales assistant was awkward, and I struggled to make the shift. I could do whatever, but what the fuck did I want?


  “Sit down.” It came from me more as a request than a demand, and I got the sneaking suspicion that was the reason he lowered to sit in the chair. My focus left him and returned to the platform where my blindfolded prize waited. I’d watched her on the feed at least two dozen times, so I already knew not only what she liked, but what was expected of me.


  Tara wanted someone who would guide her through the scene. A Dominant who was powerful yet attentive.


  I could be that.


  Her chest moved with steady breath, unconcerned. Was there already a level of trust between us? I set my hand on her cheekbone and lowered down, pressing my lips to her damp ones.


  Tara answered my kiss eagerly. The muscles in her arms flexed against the restraints as if she wanted to touch me, but couldn’t. I kept the kiss light, setting the tone. This was going to be about pleasure, not connection. When her lips parted and her tongue sought mine, I moved away, taking my mouth down the delicate curve of her neck.


  Her knees clamped together. Why was that? An evil smile drew across my lips. Was my innocent kiss turning her on, or was this in anticipation of what was to come? I had theories, and was anxious to test them.


  Tara had beautiful, proportional breasts. Tight, pink nipples that hardened perfectly, and called out to be touched, and I did so. My hand on her cheek coursed down over her soft skin, over her chest where I could feel her rapid heartbeat, and onto her warm breast.


  “Yes,” she whispered. Her back bent, straining up into my touch.


  A power I’d never had flowed through me, taking command. It was shockingly exciting to have this level of control, not just of her, but of both people in the room. Silas’s lust-filled gaze burned into me, watching as I squeezed her flesh and manipulated the sensitive bud. How long would he be able to watch like this? Could I bring him to orgasm without even touching him?


  I kept my gaze locked on his as I bent over and ran my tongue on her hardened nipple. She issued a soft moan of encouragement. Silas didn’t say anything, but he didn’t have to. His eyes clouded with desire, and his hand on the armrest went white-knuckled, blending with the white upholstery.


  A dark force inside me, one that had hovered in the shadows, took over. There was no shame in what I was doing, only need. A desire to take this woman right to the brink of ecstasy and then send her tumbling over into it, all while the man in the chair watched.


  I grew hot and slick between my legs.


  Tara moaned louder when I drew her nipple into my mouth gently grasped it between my teeth, sliding my tongue on it. Her knees rubbed together and the leather beneath her groaned in protest as she shifted.


  I released her from my mouth and placed a hand on her knee, working to ease them apart. My hand slid up and down her inner thigh, threatening close to her pussy but not quite there. Goosebumps pebbled on her skin, and she squirmed under my hand. Her reaction made me power-drunk in a heartbeat. I wanted . . . more. More moans from her, more desperation. I wanted to hear her plead and beg.


  “Yes.” She gasped it, and I rewarded her. My thumb brushed at her seam, right over her swollen clit. She flinched with what seemed to be pleasure.


  Silas inhaled a deep breath and his reaction fed into my power, making it easier to shed the awkwardness I’d felt initially. My thumb stirred a circle and teased, and a tremor flashed up her legs.


  “Oh, God, Regan—”


  “Be quiet.” My tone was sharp as a knife and she winced, but it got her hot. Her chest heaved, and I was barely touching her. “You don’t speak unless I ask you a question. Understood?”


  She nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”


  Ma’am. The shift into her submission role happened in a blink of an eye.


  “That’s very proper and respectful,” the dark force inside me said. “Let’s see if you can keep it up.”


  I’d just laid my first rule on her, so I needed to be ready if she broke it or chose to ignore the command. There were tools in the drawers beneath the table. Whips, crops, paddles . . . The implements shifted noisily as I yanked the drawer open and found what I was looking for.


  The thin pole was jet black and a small swatch of leather adorned the tip. It probably made barely a sound when it cut through the air. With the blindfold on, she wouldn’t see it coming, and even if it did make noise, there wouldn’t be time to tense or run from the strike. The crop was laid beside her on the table so it was easily in reach.


  Her moan was deep, almost guttural, when I plunged my index finger all the way inside her pussy. She was like hot silk. Her body bore down on me, wordlessly asking me to thrust. Instead, I stared at Silas.


  “Do you like watching?” I asked.


  “Yes.”


  Everything about him was . . . intense. His eyes, his expression, even his body language. He sat rigid on the chair, but somehow he still seemed powerful. As if he were a king on a throne, barely needing to speak, and yet his presence was felt by all.


  My finger retreated and gradually slipped back inside her body until my knuckles were pressed against her damp skin. Tara issued a soft sigh. I moved my hand again, picking up my pace, and let her arousal coat my fingers.


  “You’re so fucking beautiful,” I said. “And your pussy looks good enough to eat.”


  She bit down on her bottom lip, probably to stay quiet. Silas made a tight noise, like a choked-back sound of excitement, and my lips tugged into a pleased smile. But I’d need to adjust her positioning so I would be comfortable, and he could watch from his seat.


  “Move down to the edge of the table,” I ordered. “Spread those legs wide.”


  Like all of the women at the club, Tara was bare everywhere below the neck. The leather cushion-top squealed as she slipped down until she was right at the edge. As I had commanded her, she opened her legs, bent her knees, and set her feet flat on the table. Her arms were straight, her bound wrists above her head and resting against the leather.


  I’d never gone down on another woman, but I’d been curious, and I figured I wouldn’t be awful at it. I’d been the receiver enough times to know some tricks. Yet, I was still anxious. No, the dark voice in my head cried. I wasn’t going to allow doubt to get in my way. My motto with confidence was “fake it until you make it” and I’d apply it here and now to my role as scene top.


  My heels were steady and sure as I walked to the end of the table and stepped up, keeping my body to one side so I wouldn’t block his view. I used two hands on her, my left palm flat where her slit began and my thumb on her clit, and two fingers from my right pushed inside.


  Her gasp was full of appreciation, but mixed with need. Would she stay quiet as instructed? There was an itch deep inside me I wanted to scratch. I needed her to break this rule because I was so fucking desperate to know what would happen next. Would I enjoy delivering a correcting tap of the riding crop against her creamy skin?


  When I moved my hands together, something that sounded like a word came from her lips, but it was mumbled. I snatched up the crop and touched the tip to the center of her chest, letting her feel the soft leather that could also generate a stinging burn if I wanted it to. I traced it between her breasts. It mapped a course over her heaving skin, down over her belly.


  The crop was placed across her hips, my fingertips holding it in place. A warning to her.


  I returned to my original task. My thumb rubbed across the tight bundle of nerves between her legs, while I fucked her with my hand, each thrust going deeper and harder. It was impossible not to think about the man I had my back to. What I was doing turned me on, but letting him see me like this . . .


  No one else knew about this side of me. Certainly no one had seen it. Was he judging me? I glanced over my shoulder, hoping his expression wouldn’t fill me with shame.


  By God, it didn’t.


  His mouth hung open. His eyes were half-lidded with desire, and in his lap, a hand covered his erection. No, wait. It was moving. Silas glanced down at his stroking hand, then his gaze lifted back to mine, a hint of a smile in the corner of his mouth.


  “If you’d asked me yesterday,” he said between deep breaths, “if you could be any hotter, I would have said no. And I would have been really . . . fucking . . . wrong.”


  Heat seared through me in the best possible way, waking up every last cell. I turned back to Tara while his approving words echoed in my mind. Her hips were moving to match my tempo and her breathing grew shallow. Her cherry-painted toenails curled as an orgasm approached.


  Her displeased moan was swallowed when I stopped moving, leaving her unfulfilled. My job wasn’t just to give her pleasure, but to control it. I’d build her up to maximize the release, and it was far too soon for it. There was so much I wanted to do, and watching her get close was exciting.


  I withdrew from her completely, letting her orgasm fade and leaving the crop resting there. I needed a moment to collect myself. It was important to pace it right, to make sure I didn’t get overwhelmed, and to focus on what I was about to do.


  This was a big line to cross. No going back.


  She startled as my hands touched her knees. I skimmed my fingers along her soft, smooth skin, moving bit by bit to her center, and once again her breathing went shallow. Sex clung in the air, thick as fog, as I lowered into her.


  “Mmm,” Tara moaned through pressed lips when my fingers spread her open and my breath rolled over her sensitized skin.


  “I’m going to lick this pussy.” My voice went deep and husky. I’d said it as a test to try to get her to speak, but she didn’t say a word. I leaned in the last crucial inch, and touched my lips to her.


  The ribbons holding her in place snapped and went taut as she jolted and inhaled. She was a sensitive girl. I’d seen clients wring orgasms from her easily with their tongues, so I knew I’d have to dial back, otherwise she’d come in just a few strokes.


  She tasted . . . good. Salty, and sort of sweet, and my tongue flitted over her, lapping at her arousal. The chair creaked as Silas shifted in his seat. Was I blocking his view, or was he trying to get his dick out?


  I sucked and nipped, then returned to focusing all of my energy on getting her close again. My tongue worked back and forth, sliding over the crease of skin that gave the most pleasure.


  She panted. Her back arched, then slammed down on the table. But I couldn’t ignore that she was squirming, and it felt too much like she was trying to lead me, so I drew away.


  She wasn’t able to stifle her complaint this time, and the frustrated noise was a loud whine. All it did was send more power flooding through me and I savored the taste. She looked amazing spread out, her pale skin contrasting against the black leather. I wiped a hand on my mouth and turned to face him, peeling my jacket off my shoulders.


  Silas was breathing like he’d just sprinted a mile and looked drunk with lust.


  I grinned. Why did this turn me on so badly? It was impossibly erotic. “Is it too quiet for you?”


  “No.” His tone was dark and wicked. “There’s plenty to listen to.”


  There definitely was. Her labored breathing echoed in the room, slowing from its frantic rate. I paced to the door and hung the jacket on the hook, over her silk robe. Then, I went to her again, satisfied I’d walked her back from the cliff, and began her journey upward once more. This time I used both my hand and my mouth. Tara cried out, her head buried into the side of her arm.


  “Don’t you dare come,” I ordered, but continued to fuck her. Her pussy was soft as velvet against my tongue, and drenching on my fingers. The muscles in Tara’s lower body clenched and strained, holding the swell of pleasure back, but judging by her tremors, it was a losing battle.


  “Please,” she whispered.


  Finally.


  


  Chapter


  FOURTEEN


  I snatched up the crop and slapped it against Tara’s inner thigh, the sound punctuating the quiet like a gun retort. She jerked and gasped against the strike.


  “Please,” she cried again.


  I struck her on the opposite side, harder this time, and watched the red flush bloom on her skin. She moaned, but it wasn’t in pain. Her petal pink lips were parted, and what could be seen of her expression with the blindfold on was clearly bliss.


  “Please.”


  I wasn’t sure what she was asking for anymore. To come, or for another lash, or maybe both. My hand tightened on the grip of the riding crop and I swung, the tip landing right against her clit. I’d been careful not to put too much into the action. I’d overheard Joseph training a Dom once, and he’d instructed the man to let the instrument do the work.


  Tara cried out and bit down hard on her bottom lip. Her body erupted upward, scrambling to run from the sting I’d inflicted on her, even as it was too late.


  Christ, I felt more alive than ever, but my voice was harsh. “I told you not to speak unless I asked a question. Didn’t I make that clear?”


  “Yes, sir,” she blurted out. “I mean, ma’am.”


  Her slip-up set me on fire. In her hazy mind, she saw me as a Dom, or equal to one, and I fucking loved it. I dropped the stick into the drawer with a loud clatter, stormed to the other end of the table, and set about undoing the straps from their anchors.


  My gaze went up to the chandelier. I kicked off my heels as my hands tore at the straps and pulled them free.


  “Up.” I gathered the straps in one hand and yanked on them, tugging her hands up toward the ceiling.


  There were hooks hidden in the intricate light fixture, and it was anchored strong enough to support more weight than a full-grown man. I hiked up my skirt and buried a knee into the leather cushion as I climbed onto the table.


  Tara sat up and kept her bound wrists together. Did she know what I was doing? She seemed to, and waited patiently as I reached up and threaded the ends of the straps through the hooks. I could suspend her from the chandelier if I wanted, but that felt like overkill. I had picked one of the lower hooks, and gave the straps a tug, jerking her up onto her knees.


  Better. She knelt on the table, her hands suspended by her head. I closed the anchor end of the straps around her wrists as well, securing her in that position. The table made no sound as I got down off of it and my gaze went to Silas.


  His focus was on the blindfolded and nude woman who mimicked a marionette. I couldn’t blame him, she looked fascinating like that. I stood beside the table and let my hands roam over her, keeping my gaze on his. Silas’s icy blue eyes seemed to follow each caress I made.


  Tara’s head lolled forward, resting against the back of her hands, as if it had grown too heavy to support. My devious touching seemed to be taking its toll on her. The truth was I was as eager for her orgasm as she seemed to be. I was so anxious for the rush, I could taste it.


  There was a cordless Magic Wand vibrator in the drawer, and I scooped it up. I put it close to her ear and flipped the switch. She startled and her head snapped toward the direction of the buzzing noise. The vibrator had a large white head, and I set it against her nipple to tease, getting her to flinch from its powerful vibrations.


  Fuck, I needed to make her come. I’d pushed both of us right to the edge. She breathed a moan as I buried the head of the toy in her pussy, centered directly on her clit. Silas didn’t seem to be blinking. Maybe he could sense I was nearing the end and didn’t want to miss a single moment of the scene.


  Her cries built in intensity and desperation as I held the vibrations tight against her, my other hand steady on her hip. She was so perfect like this. Her body undulated against the pleasure. Her hands wrapped tight around the straps holding her arms up.


  I was in command, but the power had been given to me by him. I didn’t see any reason why we couldn’t share it.


  “Do you want to come?” I asked her.


  Her voice broke as she choked it out. “Yes, please.”


  “He’s going to count down from ten.” I squeezed her hip, digging my fingers in so she’d focus on what I was saying. “You don’t come until he hits zero.”


  Then my gaze swung to Silas, wordlessly passing the control to him. A pleased look washed through him, followed by a serious, intense one.


  “Ten.” His deep, male voice rang out. “Nine . . . eight.”


  Tara swallowed a breath. She shifted on the vibrator as if trying to move away, but I wouldn’t allow it.


  “Seven . . . six.” Silas gathered strength and power. He was barely on the seat, his gaze not wavering from mine. Holy shit, he looked amazing. He stared at me as if I were a glass of water and he were a man dying of thirst. “Five. Four.”


  Tara whined. She bucked against the straps, and when she couldn’t get free, she moaned, loud and painfully.


  “Three,” he said.


  A smile burned on my lips as his tempo suddenly slowed to a crawl. It’s just what I would have done.


  “Two.”


  She cried out and her whole body shook. The muscles in her biceps flexed while she endured the pleasure of the sensations without being allowed to succumb. Would she make it? Any moment I expected her to shatter.


  “One.”


  The word was for her, but it hit me with an impact I wasn’t anticipating. I felt tinges of pleasure by proxy.


  He demanded it of her, his voice coated in authority. “Now come.”


  “Oh, fuck, oh, shit,” she cried. “Shit!”


  Tara convulsed as the orgasm seized her. She reared back on her legs, getting away from the vibrator and screamed while she came. It was such a fucking sexy sound, it made my pussy clench and ache. Watching the powerful orgasm roll through her gave me weak knees, but my heart banged in my chest. I could barely breathe as the moans poured from Tara, dwindling as her climax began to ebb.


  It must have passed, because her body sagged and she sat back on her heels.


  “Good girl,” I said, switching off the vibrator. It had pleased me that she’d done as I asked. Her submission wasn’t like anything I’d had before. I felt . . . amped. Like I was ready to take point on a dangerous raid.


  Really, I felt like I could do anything.


  I set the vibrator down, reached up and undid the anchor straps on her wrists, and her hands immediately fell into her lap. The long black ribbons slid free and fluttered through the air, raining down on her until they were puddles on the tabletop.


  “Are you comfortable like that?” I asked.


  She shifted her folded legs so they weren’t beneath her, and nodded.


  “Good. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”


  Silas’s focus sharpened on me as I stalked toward his chair. Did he like this, how I looked at him like he was a piece of meat? A meal I wanted to devour? My knees thudded to the floor when I reached him and knelt between his legs.


  I fumbled with the snap on his pants, but he made a warning sound. His hands gripped my hair and tugged my head back harshly, forcing me to look him in the eye. He didn’t say anything, not with words. His perfect lips didn’t move, yet he spoke volumes, telling me all about how this was going to happen as he dictated. Silas had a gravity that was impossible to ignore. Not that I wanted to anyway. He inhaled slowly, then let the breath out, once again studying my lips. The hands in my hair tightened, holding me still as he brought his mouth to mine.


  Good God, his kiss. It was forceful and demanding, like I’d made him wait too long for it and now he was punishing me. But it was the same as the crack of the riding crop against Tara’s skin—a punishment which brought pleasure. A punishment that was needed and desired.


  His mouth was searing. His tongue shoved past my lips and it slid over mine. The jolt of enjoyment traveled down the length of my body. I’d swear I could feel his wicked tongue moving between my legs, too.


  His lips carved a path, working to the corner of my mouth and then along my jawline, leaving my skin damp in his wake. I shivered as he went lower. A line down my neck to where my pulse raced for him. Here, his lips clamped tight.


  It felt good. I closed my eyes, and let him suck on my neck while I rested my palms on his thighs. But a warning alarm sounded in my head, and I jerked away, glaring at him. Was he trying to . . . mark me?


  “Oh, you don’t like that? I thought it was your thing, mouth raper.”


  I put my hands on his firm chest and pushed as hard as I could, sending him reeling backward so he was slumped in the seat. “You can’t rape the willing.”


  I flicked open the snap and tore his zipper down.


  Once again, his patterned boxers gave me pause. Black with red images . . . roosters? “Your cock is covered with cocks.”


  I was treated to a half-smile, but it faded quickly, returning to his serious, intense expression when I pulled the elastic waistband down, setting him free.


  He still had his hands on my head, and his fingers curled, twining my hair. “You want this cock so bad?” he said, his tone stern. “Here you go.”


  He forced my head down on him, shoving his dick in my mouth. My fingers flexed and I put my hands on his thighs, signaling to release me, but he didn’t. His grip in my hair, which verged on painful, kept me from pulling off, but . . . goddamn, it was hot. I didn’t love submitting, but witnessing him take charge? So incredibly erotic. I stopped resisting, and a half-second later, the power began to tilt back my direction anyway.


  “Yeah.” Silas’s single word dripped with sex as my tongue cartwheeled on him, toying with the piercing. “Who do you like going down on better? Her . . . or me?”


  He had my head locked in place and his hips pumped upward, sawing his cock in and out, going halfway into my throat. I moaned, enjoying the sensation.


  “What was that?” he asked. “I can’t understand you with a mouth full of my dick.”


  Christ, I loved how he talked to me. Before Silas, every time I’d let my mouth run in the bedroom, the guy had gone silent and awkward, as if I’d put them on the spot. Had I been unlucky and always dated men who had dirty-talking stage fright? Or was Silas a freak like me?


  I swirled my tongue on his flesh as he surged deep, and sucked as he retreated, and his satisfied groan rumbled out of his throat. “You’re so good, I could fuck this mouth all night. Is that what you want?” His fingers pressed down on my scalp, forcing the head of his dick deeper into my throat. “To suck my cock while I stare at the girl I just let you fuck?”


  Heat flared at the thought of his focus bouncing between me and the gorgeous woman on the table. I tensed my fingers into claws and dug them into the meaty part of his thighs, hard enough to get his full attention. He hissed in discomfort and released me, just enough so I could lift my mouth from his saliva-coated cock.


  I glanced over to the table. Tara sat perfectly still, wearing only the black blindfold and the loose ribbons fastened around her wrists. She could take them off, but since I hadn’t specified, she’d left them as I had. They probably turned her on, just the illusion of restraint and the idea she could be tied down again at any moment.


  “Lay back and touch your pussy,” I ordered Tara. “Get yourself off while he watches.”


  Her legs unfurled and she pivoted so her feet were pointed our direction, and then she collapsed back on the table, propping her knees up. Her glistening pussy was revealed when she spread herself wide. Two fingers delved down and began to rub her clit.


  My gaze flashed up to Silas, and I smiled as he watched, transfixed by the blonde who obeyed me without hesitation. His hand clenched on my shoulder when I tried to take him in my mouth again.


  “I’m going to fuck you from behind so we can both watch her.”


  Oh, God, yes. But also . . . “No, you’re not.”


  “Why not?” It was a perfect mixture of angry confusion and disappointment from him.


  “Because I work here, but I don’t work here.” I clenched his cock in my hands, squeezed, and swiped my tongue over the sensitive tip, causing him to jerk. “I don’t get on the table, and I don’t fuck for money.”


  “But you— Goddamnit.”


  He throbbed when I had him back in my mouth. It was a stupid rule to enact. Illogical, but I convinced myself avoiding true sex in this room was important. A quiet, feminine moan came from behind me, and he grew harder still. I stroked my tongue up and down his length, following my lips with my hand.


  I was quaking with need, though. I had one hand gliding on his cock, and the other up my skirt, touching my soaked panties.


  It was anything but quiet in the room.


  Silas’s heavy breathing mixed with Tara’s moans, and I joined the chorus when I pushed my fingers beneath my panties and rubbed where I ached.


  “Shit, Regan. Fuck.”


  All of the curse words, and yet the way he said my name was the dirtiest. The sexiest. I rubbed myself harder, wanting to get off while I controlled how he came. Flames licked at me, hotter than the sun. The power in this room was intoxicating.


  Tara’s moans heightened to cries of ecstasy. It sounded as if she was squirming. “Oh,” she gasped. “I’m coming!”


  I pumped on Silas as deep as I could, pulling back until the ridge of his cock was at my lips, the jewelry clinking against my teeth, then plunging down. Faster. Harder. My hand clasped him tightly, stroking along with my mouth. And between my legs I ground my fingers against my clit, just as hard and fast.


  Everything was tingling as my orgasm approached.


  “Yes,” Silas said. “Oh, fuck, yes.”


  He had one of his large hands resting on his thigh, and the fingers balled into a fist. In fact, all of the muscles in him solidified. He was right on the edge, and I was ready to hurl him over it. I released my hold on the base of his cock, sinking my mouth down to my gag reflex, and let my fingers brush between his legs. Past his balls to the sensitive spot of skin beneath. I rubbed and teased I was going to venture even further—


  Warm, thick liquid shot into my mouth as he pulsed, and Silas’s whole body shuddered. He seized my head, getting me to move on him at the pace he needed to lengthen his orgasm. The moans that came from him were obscene and incendiary.


  They were exactly what I needed.


  Bliss ruptured from my core, snaking outward. The orgasm tore through me, hot and sharp. I barely had time to swallow before I was gasping for breath. Holy fuck, it felt so good. Almost as good as when he did it. I halted my movement, enjoying every last second of the waves as they crashed through me.


  I recovered, I pulled off of him, and laid my head on his thigh.


  The position was that of a submissive, but I was too spent to move. My eyes fell closed. I had to catch my breath, then I’d evaluate everything I’d just done and how I was going to come out the other side of it.


  What the—?


  Strong hands gripped my biceps and lifted, dragging me into his lap. I struggled half-heartedly against him, but he was too strong. Too much to resist. I sighed when he had me draped in his lap, one arm under my knees and the other behind my back, holding me.


  His face was like a sculpture. Perfectly symmetrical and expertly crafted. I was defenseless against it, especially as stubble darkened his jawline, accentuating his cheekbones. I put a hand on his cheek to steady myself.


  “Come home with me,” he whispered in my ear. “If you think I’m going to let you slip away a third time, you’re fucking wrong.”


  “I can’t,” I said. “But you can buy me dinner. I hear that’s the polite thing to do.”


  Guarded hopefulness splashed on his face. “Yeah? When?”


  It’s one meal, I told myself. I could lay out ground rules on how to keep things . . . casual. “I have to work tomorrow.” With any luck, Roland would come in. “Sunday?”


  “Okay. You’ll meet me at my place at six.”


  Seriously? I gave him a sharp look.


  His eyes lit with amusement. “Oh, yeah. Can you meet me at my place at six?”


  Inside me there was a tiny thrill, but I squashed it and faked indifference. “I suppose.”


  He didn’t fall for it, and victory flashed in his eyes. It was seriously hot. So I squirmed free from his hold and got the hell out of there before I considered redrafting my ‘no fucking a client’ policy.


  My hands felt nervous, craving action. I straightened my dress and smoothed back my hair as I strode to the pair of heels I’d abandoned. Behind me, I could hear him doing up his pants. Once I had my shoes back on, I felt more comfortable. I had returned to my role of Regan the sales assistant, and snatched both my jacket and Tara’s robe off the hook. I undid the straps on her wrists and handed her the robe.


  As we dressed, I could sense Silas standing there, watching. I turned to face him. “Okay, then. I’ll see you Sunday at six.”


  “With the memory card.”


  “Yes.”


  He had his hands on his hips. In another situation I would have deemed this stance as aggressive, perhaps even threatening, but I didn’t need to worry about him using force on me. I had the terrible feeling that whatever assault he’d make would be subtle. He’d come at me sideways, striking at me on an emotional level, and it’d be far more damaging.


  


  Chapter


  FIFTEEN


  Silas’s hand cupped his tall water glass and his fingers drew patterns in the condensation that formed there. Did he even know he was doing it?


  I’d had my meeting with Shane this morning, revealing the weekend had been another bust. I didn’t tell him a thing about what had happened, nor had I told him I was planning on having dinner with Silas this evening. My first time not being transparent with my handler. I’d lied by omission, which was something I was a little too comfortable with.


  I was on a date. It was a bad idea, but the internal thought wasn’t loud enough to hear over the roar of his motorcycle’s engine as we rode to the restaurant, my arms wrapped around his waist.


  The place was nice and boasted New American cuisine, whatever that was. The long, narrow room was dimly lit and had high-backed booths against the right wall, each illuminated with a decorative hanging light fixture. We were tucked in the last booth, and as I slipped into the seat so I could face the door and watch people entering and exiting, I got the impression he knew why I had chosen this seat. Thankfully¸ he didn’t make a comment.


  “You look nice,” he said.


  “Aw, don’t do that.”


  He hesitated. “Don’t do what?”


  “Be a cliché. You’re not obligated to say it.”


  Silas grimaced. “I know I’m not obligated. All I’m doing is stating a fact. I’ll say you look nice if I fucking want.” His expression softened. “I’m an artist, Regan. I love to look at beautiful things, so I know what I’m talking about.”


  Christ. His words made me weak. How was I supposed to respond? He was the beautiful one, not me. I swallowed hard. “Okay, thanks. You look nice, too.”


  I meant it. He had on dark-washed jeans and a lightweight brown sweater, and its slim fit showed off his perfect form. He’d pushed the sleeves back, and the pattern on his forearm peeked out. It made me long to see the rest of his tattoo beneath the sweater.


  Later. There was no way I could look at those pictures he’d taken of us and not want to fuck him.


  “I have two questions for you,” I said, after we’d ordered our dinners.


  “Yeah? Let’s hear them.”


  My heartrate ticked up a notch, but I kept my expression blank. “You said your sister’s a Marshal.”


  He considered my statement, but his expression hinted he wondered where I was going with this. “She is.”


  “Well, are you two not close? Because Joseph’s club . . .” Would he think my motive for asking was that I feared for my illegal job?


  “What goes on there isn’t Caroline’s business,” he answered quickly. “She probably wouldn’t care unless a fugitive came in anyway.” He leaned on the table, cutting down on the distance between us, and his voice lowered an octave. “Don’t worry. After I found out, I promised Joseph his dirty secret was safe with me.”


  “How did you find out?” I was dying to know. “Have you been there before?”


  He chuckled. “No. I did a cover job on a tat for one of the girls who worked there. Rachel, I think? Joseph sent her my way, and she thought I already knew what she did.”


  “That had to be a helluva conversation.”


  His eyes gleamed. “Yeah, it was interesting.”


  He hadn’t really answered my question on whether or not he was close to his sister, though. I filed it away to work on later.


  “What’s the other question?” he asked.


  “I want to know what’s wrong with you.”


  It was as if I’d verbally slapped him. “Excuse me?”


  I crossed my arms and leaned on the table as well, bringing our faces only inches from each other. “You’re a great looking guy. Talented. Successful. And single. What’s wrong with you?”


  He looked pleased at the compliments. “Maybe there’s nothing wrong with me. Maybe it’s them.”


  Interesting. “Meaning?”


  His gaze drifted from mine and he seemed lost in thought as he assembled the words. “The last girl I was with, she wasn’t honest.” His tone was resigned. “She didn’t tell me how much she was drinking, or how bad her money problems were. I didn’t find out until she’d cleaned out my gallery’s expense account and got arrested for a DUI.”


  Silas scrubbed a hand over his face.


  “I don’t want you thinking I walked on her when the going got tough. I tried, but she couldn’t even be honest with herself about her problems, and, yeah. I was pissed she stole from me. If I hadn’t recovered most of the money, I don’t know what would have happened to my gallery.”


  In my mind, he had every right to leave her. She’d put his dream in jeopardy. Silas’s hand came down and he settled it on my forearm. The touch of his palm warmed into my skin, flooding every inch of my body.


  “That’s what I like about you,” he continued. “You say exactly what you mean. You’re direct. You’re honest.”


  My heart lurched to a stop. His statement sliced into me, and the word liar blared in my head, loud and on repeat. I winched and drew my arm away from his warm hand.


  He watched my reaction with measured interest. “You all right?”


  I pressed my lips together and nodded slowly. “I’m fine, it’s nothing. I’ve been battling a headache all day.” The concerned look continued on his face, so I smiled as brightly as I could muster, and it appeared to satisfy him.


  “What about you?” His hand went back to tracing on his glass. “I know we’re not supposed to talk about exes but I already broke the rule. You said you just got out of something serious?”


  I took a breath to get my head on straight. “We were together for two years, and he moved in back in February.” It was obvious Silas wanted more details. “Last month I caught him fucking another woman on our couch. Or girl, I guess. She looked like she was still in med school.”


  Tension corded in Silas’s neck and displeasure smeared on his face. “Seriously?”


  “Yup.”


  “No offense, but he sounds like a fucking idiot.”


  I shrugged. “Yeah, they should have gone back to her place.”


  “I meant the cheating. If you don’t want to be with someone, it’s easy. Just don’t be with them.”


  I held the same belief, so I gave a polite but strained look. “Preaching to the choir. Anyway, to answer your question, I guess that’s what’s wrong with me. Matt would tell you I’m emotionally unavailable. No, wait. Detached. That’s the exact word he used.”


  Silas shifted in his seat, and practically snarled it under his breath. “He sounds awesome.”


  I cringed inside when the conversation lapsed. I shouldn’t have brought it up.


  “He’s not wrong,” I said, surprising myself. “I don’t talk about what happened with this.” I set my fingers on the spot where Silas’s ink was layered in my skin. I needed to stop talking, but the words tumbled from my lips. “It takes a lot of energy to block it out, and sometimes it’s easier to just . . . not deal.”


  The noise of the dining room dwindled until it seemed to be only us. Just me and the beautiful artist with gray eyes who stared back at me. There was recognition there, free of judgment.


  “I’m sure.” His voice was soft, yet deep. “But you talked about it with me.”


  My breathing picked up. “I was worried you’d stop if I didn’t. Plus, there was the needle and that whole experience was . . .” I failed to come up with a word that could do it justice.


  “Intimate.”


  I shivered. “Yes.” It had been more intimate than anything with Matt. More intimate than anything else.


  Silas’s voice was wrapped in velvet. “It was for me, too.”


  My mouth went totally dry. All the moisture in my body flowed downward and pooled between my legs. This man could turn me on like it was his fucking job and he was amazing at it. I needed to be careful or—


  No.


  Oh, fuck no!


  Pain blossomed at the bottom of my skull and crawled up my scalp. My hands shot out and latched onto the edge of the table, gripping furiously.


  “Regan?” He could tell instantly something was wrong.


  I sucked in a breath through my clenched teeth. I had twenty, maybe thirty minutes, before I’d be completely incapacitated by the migraine. There was no way I could fake my way through the rest of the dinner. The cab ride back to my place would be twenty minutes or longer, depending on traffic. I scrambled into my purse, popped open the cap of my prescription, and swallowed two pills, chugging a mouthful of water.


  “Jesus, talk to me,” he demanded. “Are you okay?”


  The backs of my eyes had already begun to hurt and I could feel them as they shifted in my sockets to stare at him. “I’m so sorry,” I gasped. “I have to go.”


  His gaze went to the kitchen door, then back to me. “What? They haven’t brought our food yet.”


  Someone in the dining room dropped their fork and it clattered loudly against the plate, making me wince. “I have a migraine coming on. I need to go home.”


  He looked like he didn’t know what to do, not that I’d blame him. The timing couldn’t have been worse, but I had to hurry if I was going to make it home before descending into agony. I slid out of the booth and dug my wallet out of my purse. My shaky hands clawed at the bills.


  Silas was abruptly beside me. “Wait a minute. I’ve got it. Let me get our server.”


  I turned my eyes up to him, wordlessly communicating that I couldn’t wait. He leaned over the table and grabbed both our helmets, thrusting the spare one at me.


  “Okay,” he said. “I’m right behind you.”


  I took it just so I could get moving, but how in the world was I going to get on his motorcycle? My unsteady feet carried me to the front of the restaurant and out onto the sidewalk, where it was noisy and the streetlights had a horrible halo effect. There wasn’t a cab in sight. Fuck.


  I leaned on the side of a covered bus stop, plastering my back against an advertisement for a cell phone carrier that had a bright orange background. It made my eyes want to bleed.


  Up the street, something yellow turned the corner and crawled closer. I raised my hand, which made my stomach roll, but the cab pulled over and drew to a stop. I reached for the door handle when Silas came out of the restaurant.


  “You don’t need a cab. I’ll drive you home.”


  I shook my head. Bad idea. I grew dizzy. “I can’t do the noise. The engine’s too loud.”


  I sighed with relief when he didn’t fight me on it. He tugged open the door for me and I ducked into the back seat, blurting my address out to the driver. Only Silas was there, pushing his way beside me in the backseat, his helmet on his lap.


  “Your bike,” I said quietly.


  “I’ll come back for it later. Let’s get you home.”


  The cab lurched away and the motion forced my eyes shut. God, this was awful. My fucking migraine had ruined the evening. Since I was squeezing my eyelids closed, I didn’t realize he’d put his arm around me until the heavy weight was there, urging me to lean into him.


  This was always the moment I drew away. I retreated back inside myself, not wanting to be a burden, or have anyone witness my weakness. I preferred to suffer alone, but there was nowhere to go in the back seat of the cab. My head lolled into his shoulder, and I fit myself against him.


  He smelled good, and thankfully it wasn’t overpowering. My hand rested on his soft sweater with my palm centered over his heart. His reaction to everything had been unexpected. Why wasn’t he pissed? He’d just paid for two dinners that hadn’t been eaten, and now he was leaving his bike in the parking garage and would have to go back to get it.


  “I’m sorry,” I whispered. Pretty soon I wouldn’t be able to talk anymore. It’d make my head pound worse. The drum was already beating pretty hard in there.


  “Don’t worry about it.” His lips brushed at my hairline above my forehead.


  We didn’t talk the rest of the ride, which was mercifully short and smooth.


  “Don’t argue with me,” I spat out when Silas tried to pay for the cab. “It’s the least I can fucking do.”


  The pounding in my head had accelerated to a roar and I hurried to the entrance of my apartment building, ignoring everything else and focusing on getting the right key out on my keyring.


  He offered his hand. “You want me to—”


  “No, I’ve got it.” My voice was clipped. God, I didn’t mean to be a bitch, but I was fading fast. Fifteen steps to the stairwell, two flights, four doors down. You can make it.


  I flung the glass security door open, flying past the mailboxes, not knowing if Silas was planning on coming up with me or not. I couldn’t think about it. I counted the stairs as I climbed, and heard them creak behind me as he followed. Nausea hit me at the landing and I braced myself on the railing, fighting to keep myself from throwing up right on the carpet. You’ll be better once you’re home, I told myself, pushing on.


  I’d been so wrong. It was a million doors to my apartment, and I wanted to sob. “Can you go?” I said. This migraine was the motherfucking end of all migraines, and I didn’t want him to see me like this.


  “You want me to go?” His tone was pure disbelief.


  “I’m about to throw up in this hallway. I don’t want to do it in front of you.”


  He paused for a single breath. “Tell me which door is yours.”


  Goddamnit. “Green rug.” I already had the key out and he took it from my hands, moving away as I stood hunched over in the center of the hallway, my hands on my knees, panting.


  Maybe I could just lie down here until the worst of the nausea passed. I hardly ever saw my neighbors, and it wasn’t like the hallway was busy. I leaned down and put a hand on the stubby, dirty carpet. I’d just rest until the pounding was quiet enough I could move again.


  Where the fuck did this pan come from? It was on the carpet in front of me.


  “Can you carry that?” A booming male voice asked, and I cried out at the sound, but I followed the voice’s request. I stared down into bottom of the steel pan, and moaned in pain when arms wrapped around me.


  “Fuck,” I whimpered, clutching the steel handles as I was lifted and tilted back so my gaze went up to the ceiling and the terrifying lights which were as blinding as a thousand suns. Every step he took as he carried me through the doorway of my apartment was awful. It sounded like a cannon going off when he shut my front door.


  Was he trying to whisper? “Tell me what you need.”


  I needed to die, but that wasn’t possible, so I panted out my only alternative. “Dark. Quiet. Lay down.”


  It was a painful blur as he jostled me through the apartment and into my room. I was placed on the bed so I could curl around the pan, and I whimpered as he pulled off my shoes. There was a piercing crack when the lights turned off.


  He gave me the dark and the bed, but not silence. What the fuck was he doing? Loud, unnecessary rustling filled my ears, followed by two booms.


  “Quiet!” I pleaded.


  The bed rocked and I clutched the pan tighter. Don’t throw up. Don’t throw up.


  I was too focused on my goal to stop him. His enormous body wrapped around mine, spooning me. His fingers slipped into my hair, gently caressing my scalp.


  Soft, feather light strokes in a soothing rhythm, over and over, which gave me something else to focus on instead of the nausea. His touch disarmed.


  It kept me distracted long enough to let blissful sleep take over.
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  The pain behind my eyes had subsided, and I blinked them open. The worst of the migraine had stormed through and I was shaky and weak in the aftermath, but able to function again.


  The room was pitch black and quiet as a tomb.


  Except it wasn’t. Oh, no. There was a steady sound of someone breathing and an arm around my waist. He was still here? I tensed and whispered as quietly as I could. “Are you awake?”


  “Yeah.” He matched my whisper. “What do you need?”


  Oh my God. I shifted gingerly under his arm, turning on the bed so I was facing him, even though it was too dark to see. “How long have I been out?”


  “A couple hours, I guess. I don’t see a clock.”


  Oh my God! I reached a hand out, searching for his face, and my fingertips gritted over the whiskers on his jaw. “Silas.”


  “Yeah?”


  “You’ve been laying here for hours? In the dark, and the quiet?”


  Beneath my fingers, the muscles of his jaw moved as he swallowed. “You said it was what you needed. I wasn’t about to leave you.”


  My breath squeezed painfully in my lungs. I had no idea what to say.


  “How are you feeling?” he asked.


  How was I feeling? Like everything was upside-down. “I’m . . . better, but seriously, you didn’t have to stay. You didn’t sign up for this.”


  “It’s no big deal.” He pressed me gently into him. “You’re here. It’s not like I was alone.”


  His statement was weighted, revealing the truth. It wasn’t so much the absence of sound that got to him, it was the absence of people. I grasped his chin and pulled his mouth to mine.


  The kiss at first was hesitant. He was probably concerned about overdoing it, but I couldn’t contain the emotions swirling in me. The need to connect with him was more intense than the pain from the migraine. My hand drifted to the nape of his neck and clutched at his hair, driving the kiss to a new level.


  We had heat by the truckload, but this was something else. Passion. So different, and so much better. I had both hands cupping his head while his palm slid up my spine, coming to rest in the center of my back. His wet tongue slipped into my mouth, leaving me breathless.


  Fuck, everything about this man made me breathless.


  We lay in my bed, fully clothed, kissing for a long while, like we were both trying to learn the taste of each other. Our lips, our tongues, our necks. His gentle hands crept up into my hair, and then down to explore my shoulders and back, but never pressed lower.


  It was kind of amazing.


  “So,” I said, while he had his mouth buried in the crook of my neck and drew goosebumps, “this dinner didn’t go as planned.”


  “Yeah, I can’t believe how fast I got you in bed.”


  He made me smile. “Right. Demanding you to take me home before the food arrived? You totally set a record.”


  “What can I say? I’m that fucking good.”


  I tightened my hand on his shoulder and let my voice go serious. “You are.” He could have been a dick about the situation, and instead he’d been flawless. Without him, I was sure I’d still be lying on the filthy carpet in the hallway, curled up in the fetal position. “Thank you.”


  He lifted his head and planted a kiss on my lips. “You’re welcome.” He sat back from me, probably propped up on an elbow, and had his arm draped across my chest. “That was kind of intense. Does it happen a lot?”


  “Yes,” I said, my voice full of shame. “Well, no. I mean, that one was different. Most of the time I can at least function.” I set my hand on his forearm. He’d probably assume it was just a random gesture, but it wasn’t. I liked his arm around me and didn’t want him to take it away. “My doctor wants to try a different medicine, but they’re injections, and you know I’m a pussy about needles.”


  “Come on,” he scoffed lightly. “You did fine.” He nestled down beside me so my shoulder was in the center of his chest. “I have to think one needle stick would be worth not going through all that.”


  “Yeah, logically, you’d think so,” I said dryly. Too bad logic played no part in it.


  “Okay, then. You get one of those doses ready, and bring it with you next time we have dinner.” He tucked a lock of hair behind my ear as if he wanted me to hear his low words better. “I’ll be happy to stick it in you.”


  I laughed at his innuendo while my stomach churned with nervous energy. Next time we have dinner. I both did and didn’t want it. Lying to him about who I was made me feel like scum.


  “We didn’t actually eat dinner,” I said. “Are you hungry? I could order you something.”


  “You’re not hungry?”


  “No, not anymore. Although I could use a drink.”


  The bed shifted and his arm slid away. “Can I turn on a light?”


  “Uh . . .” It was likely to make me feel like shards of glass were in my eyes.


  Soft, blue light glowed and I squinted against it. Silas had his phone out and used the lit screen to guide his way through my bedroom.


  The door shut behind him and the light flipped on, pouring from the crack at the bottom. I heard him plod to the kitchen and open the refrigerator door, and I used the time to wiggle out of my jeans and slide under the covers. He was gone a while. Was he conducting his own investigative search as I had thought about doing to his place?


  It was dark again and the door creaked open.


  Silas was bathed in the blue glow, carrying a can of beer and a bottle of water, which he held out to me. “I figured you want this, unless—?”


  I propped myself up on a pillow and took the offered water. “No, I don’t drink beer.”


  “It was in your fridge.”


  “It’s Matt’s.” I paused. “I mean, it was Matt’s.”


  “Oh.” Silas eyed the can like it was contaminated, then shrugged. “Mine now.”


  His subtext had my heart racing. He climbed back into the bed and set the beer on the nightstand that had been Matt’s up until a month ago. I took a long sip from the water and tried not to think about how exciting it was to have Silas in my bed.


  Perhaps it was because we’d missed out on having dinner conversation, but the words between us came naturally. He set his glowing phone between us on the bed as we talked, each of us taking turns to swipe a finger to wake the screen back up. He told me what it had been like growing up with a father and several uncles who were detectives with the CPD, and then his sister became a Marshal. Silas’s decision to forgo the badge hadn’t been an easy one.


  “My family supports me, even though they don’t really fucking get it, but that’s all I can ask for,” he said.


  He talked about his start with tattooing and the long hours. There’d been weeks where he’d had to work twelve hour days back to back to save up for the gallery lease, and he admitted he’d been scared shitless the first six months he’d been open. But the buyers came, and he did tattoos on the side when he hit dry spells, and now he was able to live comfortably.


  “You shouldn’t have been worried,” I said. “Your work is beautiful.”


  Even in the low light, I could see his expression soften. “Thanks.”


  “Not just your tattoos and the stuff at your gallery, either. I looked at the pictures you took of us.”


  His expression turned, shifting to one that was seductive. “Yeah? How’d they come out?”


  My pulse hummed along at a frantic tempo. “So fucking hot.”


  “Of course they are. You’re in them.”


  “I touched myself while looking at them and got off. Twice.”


  His mouth dropped open, and then slowly widened into that perfect smile. “Jesus, Regan, your mouth. It makes me insane.” He leaned in. “It makes me so fucking hard.”


  I loved it. I couldn’t tell Silas I was FBI, but I felt like I could be the real me in all other aspects. Being Regan was the person no one else got to see.


  “Your memory card’s in my purse.”


  “You want to look at them now?”


  He was halfway off the bed before I could answer. “No, I can’t look at the screen.” And I certainly couldn’t do what I knew I’d want to after looking at the pictures. I was barely able to sit upright without my ears ringing. “I’m saying you should remember to get the card before you go.” He’d been such a great guy, I didn’t see him pulling a dick move and posting them. “I trust you.”


  He appeared pleased. “You can.” His gaze drifted down to the bed. “I have a question, though.”


  “Shoot.”


  “What happened to your pants?”


  I smiled and fed him the same line he’d given me before. “They fell off. Would you like to file a complaint?”


  “Fuck, no.” The light on the phone went out and we both swiped at the same time, our fingers brushing together. He took my hand in his and pressed my fingers to his lips. His shockingly sweet gesture caused an equally shocking response in me. My heart fluttered.


  “Are you going to be okay?” he asked. “I’d stay, but it’s getting late and they’ll tow my bike if I don’t get it soon.”


  “Yeah,” I said, although my voice was off. It had nothing to do with my subsiding migraine. Once again, it was Silas’s effect on me. “I’ll be fine. I’m sorry tonight didn’t go how we wanted it to.”


  He grinned, and the blue light made it look indecent. “True. There was a lot less mouth-raping than I thought there’d be. But I’m sure you’ll be back at it in no time. I believe in you.”


  “Shut the fuck up.”


  “Okay.”


  He sealed his lips over mine, drowning out all thought but him.


  


  Chapter


  SIXTEEN


  I’d failed all of my objectives when it came to Silas. I hadn’t figured out how close he was with his sister, and I hadn’t outlined any ground rules about keeping things between us casual.


  Last Sunday had been anything but casual. Every day since, my confusing feelings for him had grown.


  Now it was Thursday and I sat in the exam room of my doctor’s office, determined to overcome the childish fear. If Silas could lie with me in complete silence for hours, I could get over the needle phobia. He’d texted earlier today and asked if we could meet for lunch, but I’d told him I was following his advice and getting the prescription for injections.


  He reminded me again of his offer to stick it in me, and I’d grinned to myself.


  The pain relief drugs worked fairly well, but keeping them down during the onslaught of a migraine was difficult. The injections would solve the issue. I watched my doctor’s stylus pen stroke on the tablet as she finished filling out the script, and just that action made my palms sweaty.


  I went to the gym and worked out, and ran the rest of my errands, avoiding picking the prescription up, but finally forced myself to go to the pharmacy where the bored-looking pharmacist walked me through the entire process of loading the injector pen, how to change syringe cartridges, and of course, how to knowingly puncture my skin with a needle.


  “Make sure you hold it against you for at least five seconds,” the guy said. “Otherwise you won’t get all the medicine.” He demonstrated by pushing the blue plunger, and the sharp needle gleamed.


  “Oh, Christ,” I muttered. Maybe seeing the needle was enough of a warning to my body. You see that? You give me another fucking migraine and I’m sticking that in my arm.


  I read the patient instructions for use two more times on the train ride back to my place, because my memory of the demonstration went hazy once the needle had come out. As I walked into my apartment building, my phone rang. Payton?


  “Hey, what’s up?” Usually I called her since I was the one who needed her to fill in for me.


  “What’s the story between you and the tattoo artist?”


  She was Joseph’s best friend, but I didn’t think he was much of a gossip. Apparently I’d been wrong. Had she found out Joseph covered Silas’s evening at the club?


  “We hooked up a few times, but we’re keeping it casual.” The lie tasted wrong in my mouth. My feelings toward him were much too strong.


  “Bringing him to my wedding as your date is casual?”


  I dropped my bags on the table and froze. “What the hell are you talking about?”


  “Your RSVP card. It says Silas is your ‘plus one.’ Unless you’re dating a different Silas and the tattoo artist is your side piece?” I could hear her smile through the phone.


  “I didn’t RSVP.” I hurried to the fridge where I’d stuck the invitation. It had arrived the Monday after Matt moved out, and in the chaos I hadn’t done anything with it.


  “I’m looking at the card,” Payton said. “Ms. Regan Wilson and guest, Silas Getty.”


  The invitation was one of those fancy folder types. I dug through the tiny folder, but the reply card wasn’t there, and neither was the envelope to send it back in. What the fuck?


  “Holy shit.” On Sunday night he’d been gone a long time before he’d come back to bed with the beer and the water. Plenty of time to take the card. “He must have filled it out and sent it back.”


  She laughed. “So much for casual. I like this guy’s style.”


  “Yeah, well, I don’t.”


  “So, I should put you down as solo?”


  Tara’s words echoed back to me, that she’d be solo at the wedding. Oh my God, Tara. I hadn’t seen her since our night together. I didn’t have any regret about what we’d done, but what if she wanted more? If I brought Silas that would send a clear message. “I . . . let me figure out what the fuck is going on and call you back.”


  Silas didn’t answer my call. I hung up without leaving a message and sent him a text to call me ASAP. I put my groceries away and my gym clothes in the laundry basket, and the longer I waited for him to return my call, the more annoyed I became.


  Twenty minutes passed. Thirty. I scrolled through my texts and looked up the gallery’s number from when Payton had given it to me. It was quarter to six and should still be open.


  “SG Gallery.” The male voice wasn’t Silas.


  “Can I speak with Silas?”


  “He’s not available, is there something I can help you with?”


  I paced my living room. “Andre? This is Regan, I was at last week’s showing. Any chance you can tell me how to get a hold of him? He’s not answering his phone.”


  “He’s in the studio working. I don’t interrupt unless it’s urgent.”


  The statement hung as Andre waited for me to clarify whether or not this was an emergency. It wasn’t, but I was pissed. “It’s not urgent,” I said. “But if you see him, tell him I’m on my way.”
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  The weather had turned cold, and I pinched the front of my coat tighter as I hustled up the steps of the underground CTA stop. When I hit the street, I was battered with the nighttime wind and tucked my head down. I’d yo-yoed back and forth about what he’d done the whole way here. Part of me wanted to say no to the wedding date just on principle, but the other part desired it. Any excuse to be with him.


  The sign on the gallery said it was closed, but I could see Andre sitting behind the desk, and he rose when he spotted me through the front glass. He unlocked the door and held it open, smiling warmly as I came in.


  But he exited, pulling his own coat tight. “Can you lock this behind me? I’ve gotta run.”


  “Did you stay because of me?” Now I felt bad. “You didn’t have to.”


  “It’s fine. Have a good night.” He pulled the door closed and stood in the wind, waiting for me to turn the lock. He was gone as soon as it was done.


  The gallery was dark except for the security lights in the back. The paintings and photographs in the empty space looked forbidding, yet sexier, like this. I felt a blush heat my face when looking at the red painting, the one I’d told Silas reminded me of two people fucking. How in the world had his painting of implied sex gotten me to blush?


  Music thumped from the back, and I went down the narrow hall to his studio.


  It was much too loud in here. The music was a driving rap song, all bass and hook. It made sense, I supposed. The repetitive song was a pattern. Silas had his back to me, hunched over the table, his hands blackened with charcoal dust. His jeans looked well-worn and the black t-shirt complimented the tattoo curling down his left arm.


  “Silas.”


  He couldn’t hear me. I slipped off my coat and hung it on the back of his desk chair, pausing when I saw the picture on the printer. It was an extreme close-up of pale skin. The freckles across my chest, as I recognized the pattern instantly. No one else would know it was me. He’d been right. Up close like this, the image was pretty.


  Stop thinking like that. You’re pissed, remember?


  I went to the side of the table and glared up at him, my hands on my hips. I said it harsh and loud. “Silas.”


  The music blared from the set of speakers on the table where his phone rested, but I grabbed his attention. He did a double take when he saw me. The first glance was annoyance and the second was pleasant surprise.


  “Shit,” he said over the music. “I thought you were Andre. What are you doing here?”


  I leaned over and clicked the volume down. “You weren’t answering your phone and we need to talk.”


  Like a perfectly trained man, he went on alert at this phrase. His eyes drifted up and to the left as he searched his brain for what he’d done to bring those words into play.


  “You stole a wedding invitation and sent it back.”


  A guilty look washed over him, but it was fleeting, and replaced with amusement. “Yeah, I did.”


  “What the fuck?”


  He set down the thick black pencil and rubbed his forehead with the back of his wrist. His fingertips were filthy. “I’m available, and I thought it’d be fun.”


  Was he messing with me? “You can’t just decide that without talking to me.”


  The stone-colored eyes blinked and went stern. “I know, but I warned you. When I see something I want, I go for it. Are you planning to go to the wedding?”


  I furrowed my brow. “That’s not the point.”


  “Which means, yes. I figured if you weren’t, it wasn’t a big deal. People flake on weddings all the time.”


  “Yeah, rude people.”


  “So don’t be rude and take me as your date. Joseph and Noemi will be there. I recognized the name on the invitation.”


  I put my hands flat on the table as I seethed. “Don’t tell me what to do.”


  “I’m not. It’s your choice. Do you want me to come with you as your date?”


  I was supposed to blurt out no, but the word died on the tip of my tongue. I’d sworn to only lie to him when absolutely necessary. My gaze dropped down to my fingers spread on his table as I fought my confusion.


  My voice didn’t have as much fire as I wanted it to. “I don’t like what you did.”


  “Yeah, I’m sorry about that, but I’m less sorry if it works.”


  “You could have just asked like a normal person.”


  He pretended to look offended. “And invite myself along? That’s rude.” He turned serious. “I felt like if I did that, you’d say no, or worse, you’d bolt. You were pretty hard to nail down just on grabbing dinner.”


  He was right. If he’d asked me point blank, I would have freaked and demanded we keep things casual. It would be easier to change the RSVP from two down to one, rather than the other way around, though.


  The illogical side of me was rationalizing to get what I wanted.


  “I knew it was stupid,” he said. “And I’m a guy. We don’t like going to these kinds of things, but fuck it. I’ll go if it means I get to spend time with you. I saw the opportunity and I took it.”


  “You forced it on me.”


  “Yeah. Did it work?”


  I sighed. My voice was less confident than I liked. “Maybe. But don’t pull this shit again.” I pushed off the table and marched toward my coat.


  “Where are you going?”


  “I’m still pissed. I can’t just turn that off.” The angry rap music wasn’t helping either.


  He moved quickly, standing in my way, his dark hands held up to stop me. “Stay. It’ll be more fun to be angry here than wherever you’re planning to go.”


  “Is that right?” My tone was laced with sarcasm.


  “Come on, let’s get naked.” The playful expression morphed into something dark and wicked. “You first.”


  “Nice sales pitch, but I think I’ll pass.”


  The corner of his mouth turned up in an evil smile as he marched up to me and his shadow blocked the light. “No, I don’t think you will.”


  Now I was thoroughly annoyed. “Why’s that?”


  “I think you want this almost as badly as I do, Regan. You’re going to take your clothes off because I’m putting my hands on your fucking body in a few seconds, and you don’t want me to ruin your clothes.”


  He left me standing there in surprise and went back to the table. He picked up the charcoal pencil and rubbed it between his palms, covering his hands with even more black dust.


  It was impossible to have friction without heat, and it flickered through my body, warming all the way down to my toes. He’d told me to take off my clothes, but again it was really a choice. I could stay as I was and call his bluff, do as he asked, or walk away.


  What would those dark hands do? Would they leave perfect black handprints against my ivory skin? The image was too powerful to deny. I locked my gaze on him, only breaking it for a moment as I tore my sweater up over my head.


  Lust made his eyes heavy as he watched me shed the plain white t-shirt and work the snap of my jeans. I tugged them off and tossed them to the floor with aggression. “Okay, done. Put your filthy goddamn hands on me.”


  Fire flared so hot, it made the room scorching. He came at me, but I held my ground. His hands lifted to cup my face—wait, no. That wasn’t his intent. I inhaled sharply when he put both hands around my neck.


  I fought the instinct to break his hold with a counter maneuver and deliver a strike to his solar plexus. There wasn’t any tension in his fingers as his hands wrapped around my neck, they simply rested there. It was dominating, but it was exciting, too.


  When his hands released me, Silas made a noise of satisfaction. The sight of his black handprints on my neck obviously pleased him. My pulse sped to a million miles an hour. Did these handprints ringing my neck look like a collar? Like he owned me?


  “The bra,” he said on a hurried breath. “Take it off.” He gazed at me like I was the most beautiful thing he’d seen, and my hands moved instantly. The clasp was undone and I slipped the straps down my shoulders, letting the bra fall away. My exposed breasts felt heavy and aching for his touch, which he seemed eager to do.


  He filled the weight of one in his hand, pressing his dark, rough palm against my pale skin. As he peeled his fingers away, we both looked down and admired the perfect gray handprint he’d left. God, it was sexy. He instantly did the other breast so I had a matching set.


  “That looks fucking amazing,” he said. “Stay right like that.”


  Silas fled to the sink and washed his hands as quickly as possible, sending soap and water droplets flying as he scrubbed furiously, and then dried off with a handful of paper towels.


  His camera was tugged out of a bag, turned on, and settings were adjusted like he was being timed. He turned the camera sideways, and snapped portrait shots, moving swiftly my direction. “Turn so your back’s to the table,” he said. “Put your hands on the edge and lean back.”


  I preferred to give the orders, but I didn’t mind it when I was in his artistic hands. I gripped the edge of the wood and arched my back, jutting my breasts up toward the ceiling.


  “Perfect, just like that.”


  I couldn’t hear the camera shutter over the rap music. The aggressive, dirty song had annoyed me at first, but now it lent itself to the atmosphere. It was intensely erotic.


  When the song changed to a new one, and Silas had snapped several dozen pictures, I became impatient. He was down on a knee at my side, shooting at an upward angle, and my neck grew tired of holding my head back.


  “Enough,” I ordered. The irritated emotions lingered and were ready to find an outlet.


  He climbed to his feet so he towered over me, and his expression . . . it was raw and primal. “I’m not done. Get your ass on the table.”


  I stared at him, brilliantly stunned. Did he have a death wish? “No.”


  He leaned over and set the camera far across the table, safely away from both me and the edge, and then moved the canvas he’d been working on, sliding it to the side. Without warning, he stepped between my feet and scooped his hands under my ass, lifting me up. I was plunked down on the table, hard and with a loud thump. My mouth fell open and I prepared for fire to come spewing out of it.


  There was plenty of fire in his expression already. Dark, and sexual.


  And words failed me when he undid his belt, sliding it free from the loops. I sat, glued in place, as he coiled each end around a fist. My body tensed the split-second before he used it as a lasso behind my neck, but he’d done it simply to pull me into his devastating kiss.


  I’d been yanked tight against him so my legs were wrapped around his waist. The tough fabric of his jeans teased me through my panties when he rubbed his erection against my clit.


  He wanted to play like this? Great. I was game.


  


  Chapter


  SEVENTEEN


  The belt went slack and fell from his hands. I pushed my breasts against Silas’s t-shirt clad chest and reached over his shoulder, grabbing a handful of cotton on his back, tugging the shirt over his head. He flung it away and came back to me hungry. He wrapped his hands on my wrists and placed my palms on his warm, tattooed skin.


  The music, the situation, and his actions were the perfect storm to set me off. I dug my nails in and raked them down his chest, leaving pink track marks, adding to his patterns. The muscles in his jaw tightened and he grimaced, but a moody Silas was a hot-as-fuck Silas.


  His grip on me strengthened. It was the only warning he gave me before lifting my wrists and slamming me back, pinning me to the tabletop.


  “You want it rough?” he teasingly snarled in my ear. “Let’s do rough. I’ll fuck this pussy so hard you’ll feel my dick inside you for days.”


  Holy shit. I turned my head to him and grinned like a fool. “Don’t make promises you can’t keep.”


  He kissed me, but it wasn’t about connection. This was dominance and control, and so goddamn sexy. His lips were harsh and possessive, and at the end of it, he used his teeth, biting into my bottom lip. All the while his enormous hands held mine tight against the cool wooden veneer, keeping me locked in place beneath him. A desperate moan ripped from my throat. I was turned on so much it was painful.


  Silas lifted up, and his fingers pressed hard on my skin. Could he feel my pulse racing beneath his fingertips? He drove me wild when he flashed a cocky grin. His pelvis swiveled, slamming his hard-on into me. I had to bite back the groan, not wanting him to see how crazy he made me. He had enough advantages already with his striking gray eyes and patterned ink.


  “Your jeans are in my way,” I said, shifting my hips so I could rub on him.


  “Your underwear’s in mine.”


  He released my wrists, passed a hand over his hair to push it back, and then his fingers curled at the black silk covering my hips. Only he didn’t pull my panties down. His monstrous hands yanked furiously, muscles flexing over his knuckles as he ripped. I gasped at the aggressiveness, but also in discomfort. It wasn’t like in the movies where the fabric gave easily. The threads shredded through the silk, carrying me up until it finally tore free and I collapsed back onto the table with a loud bang. Silas dropped the destroyed scraps of fabric to the floor.


  I was completely naked and vulnerable to him. His predatory gaze gave me chills as he stared at my body. He took his fill of looking, and then lunged forward, burying his face between my thighs.


  “Oh, fuck, yes. Eat that pussy,” I ordered. My hand fisted his hair to lock him in position, and I began to move on him. Sliding my pussy on his face. Riding his magnificent tongue.


  His hands were hooked around my thighs, his fingers splayed. He’d cleaned them, but they were still stained dark from the charcoal, and looked amazingly filthy against my skin. Although between the two of us, my filthy was on the inside and probably much worse than his.


  His tongue darted over my clit and I inhaled sharply. Silas already had me tingling and my toes curling. He sucked at my clit, pulsing it between his lips and it wrung a moan from deep in my chest. Holy fuck, it felt so good. The tingling built with each lick, each swipe of his tongue until I was hopelessly out of breath.


  “You like the taste . . . of my pussy?” I purred.


  He moaned his approval, too busy fucking me with his mouth to use words.


  “Fuck,” I whispered. My back arched off the wood and I clenched my hold on his head, writhing like a woman possessed. My legs shook as the orgasm advanced and overpowered, shutting everything down except for the blissful sensations.


  And then I came.


  I jerked and cried out, exploding with pleasure while his tongue continued its obscene assault. My eyes slammed closed as the climax rocked my body, stripping me bare until I was a quaking mess in his artistic hands, and only then did he slow to a stop.


  My fingers curled around his as he righted himself. His eyes burned with intensity, like going down on me had only made his lust stronger. His need was dire. I reached for the zipper of his jeans but he stepped back.


  “I gotta run upstairs and grab something.” It was clear he meant a condom.


  “No, you don’t.”


  He paused and surprise flashed through his expression. “I don’t?”


  “I’ve got a condom in my purse.”


  Something flitted through his eyes. Was that . . . disappointment? “Oh, okay,” he said, moving toward the desk where I’d deposited my stuff. He must have thought I was offering to go without.


  I lifted up on my elbows. “Wait. I mean, unless you want to . . . I’m on the pill.”


  He turned and opened his mouth as if to say something. But then it closed, like he wasn’t sure how to respond.


  “After I caught Matt cheating, I got tested,” I added. “You don’t have any worries there.”


  He stalked back toward me, a faint smile curling on his lips. “And you don’t either.”


  “Except that I’m going to feel your dick inside me for days.”


  His wide grin dripped with sex. “Yeah.”


  “Get your fucking pants off, Silas.”


  His hand shot out and gripped my throat, pressing me back down on the table. It was aggressive, but once again, he wasn’t trying to choke me. This was him asserting himself. I wrapped my hands on his wrist, giving the illusion that I was the one controlling his hand on me.


  He set the index finger of his other hand on my lips, teasing the seam until I parted them and his finger pushed inside.


  “Enjoy it. This is all you get to suck on tonight, mouth raper.”


  As he stood between my thighs, I lay on the table and sucked his finger. I hollowed my cheeks out, while his other hand adjusted its grip on my neck. He was doing it on purpose, I was sure. Keeping me aware of where exactly his calloused palm was.


  When my tongue swirled, something appeared to snap in Silas. His posture went tense, and the hand was abruptly gone from my throat. He yanked me up off the table so I was standing on my lust-woozy legs, and spun me in his arms. My hipbones smashed against the unforgiving edge of the table when he shoved me against it. Trapping me between him and the sturdy piece of furniture.


  “You want this?” His hard-on dug into my ass and his fingers bit into the skin on the sides of my thighs.


  “Yes.” Holy fuck, yes.


  “You tell me if it’s too rough,” he said, his tone firm. “Or not rough enough.”


  A delicious shiver glanced down my spine, but then all the air evaporated from my lungs when he pulled my elbows behind me. He twisted my arms and pinned my wrists together in the small of my back with one hand and shoved me face down into the wood. My bare breasts crushed against the cold table.


  I could feel his free hand working his jeans, and heard his zipper drop. There was rustling as his pants slid down his legs. I tried to squirm out of his hold. My pulse kicked at the realization that I couldn’t break free if I wanted to. I’d have to trust him to stop if I asked for it.


  Yeah, right, like that was going to happen. Every inch of my skin was awake and clamoring for his attention.


  He used his feet to shove mine further apart, widening my stance. Then, the warm, damp head of his cock was slapped against my ass. His fingers delved in between my thighs and he gave an indecent chuckle. “You’re so fucking wet, it’s dripping down your legs.”


  His touch was electric and disruptive. Signals crossed in my brain. I didn’t like the domination, and yet I did, too. Feeling his power got me so fucking hot.


  The naked tip of his dick slipped between my folds, and then he rammed hard, impaling me with one swift move. I gasped as my body protested the sudden intrusion. He plunged deep until his hips were pressed against my ass, not giving me time to accommodate him before he began to fuck me.


  “Oh,” I moaned. My face twisted with agonizing pleasure. His thick cock thrust with force, slamming me into the table. I jolted and tried to break my arms free, but he tightened his hold and his grip bordered on painful.


  I fucking loved it.


  He moved at a blistering tempo. So fast, it made him out of breath. Or perhaps it was fucking with nothing between us that had the effect. It felt so good having his skin inside me, where I could feel the defined ridge at the head of his cock, the hard, steel piercing, and every pulse. Fuck, all of it.


  I clamped down with my internal walls, milking him as he beat against my hips. The hard slap of bare skin against skin was louder than the angry, fast rhymes spewing from the speakers. Aggression and intensity blanketed us like a thick, dense fog.


  “Faster,” I demanded. “Harder.”


  Instead, Silas retreated and a sharp crack rang out. It took a solid second for the pain to register. He’d brought his hand crashing down on my ass. I panted as warmth swelled across my skin.


  “I’ll fuck you how I want, Regan. I’ll make this pussy come when I’m goddamn ready.”


  A nervous but delighted sound bubbled up from inside when he slammed back into me. The hand that wasn’t holding my wrists clenched on my waist so he could hold me steady while pounding away. His movement was so deep inside . . . Christ, so deep. My cheek was flat against the table and I reverberated with each of his furious thrusts, making my sweaty skin stick and pull as I rocked from his motion.


  Being with him was freeing. Everything clicked.


  I stared across the studio. A canvas was propped against a desk, and I was unsure if it was a project that had been set aside, or one that had been abandoned. I hoped not. Even half complete it was striking. Not quite as much as he was, but intriguing nonetheless.


  I groaned with pleasure as he bent his knees and thrust upward, shifting the angle minutely. Just enough to make me tremble and get me reacquainted with an orgasm. There was a sound from him which caused my breath to stop. Like a small burst of air through his lips. Something wet landed on me, rolling down between my ass cheeks.


  Oh. My. Fucking. God.


  Had he just spat on me? My pussy clenched at the nasty, dirty idea. And he wasn’t done, either. His goal had been lubrication for the finger that was now probing my valley.


  “Yeah, I thought you’d be into this.” His tone was dark. “You want a finger here? Tell me. No, fuck that. Beg me for it in your ass.”


  It was so hard to concentrate over the rising bliss. His cock struck my G-spot on each thrust, the metal piercing adding to my enjoyment, and my body was consumed with need. Growing frantic for release.


  “Give it to me,” I said. I squirmed against the table, trying to position myself so his finger was as my other entrance.


  “What’s the magic word?”


  “Now.”


  He laughed, and the finger began to advance with its awkward, uncomfortable feeling, but one I liked. I’d only gotten Matt to do it a few times when I’d asked for it and he’d been drunk. Who would have thought a doctor would be squeamish about that?


  I moaned when he pushed deeper. “Fuck, Silas.”


  “Take it. You like it in this tight, little ass?”


  “I do.” The finger went all the way to the knuckle. “So much.”


  His cock flexed and I moaned again; this one was throaty and desperate. If I had use of my hands . . . I struggled against his hold, but it was futile.


  “I want to touch myself,” I gasped.


  “You want your hands back?” I couldn’t see him, but I pictured him with a cocky smile. “Say please.”


  “Fucking please.”


  His hand let go, and I swallowed back a breath as my shoulders protested. But it faded quickly. There were other sensations going on that took higher priority. His hard cock drove into me, and his finger thrust deep in a matching rhythm. It felt impossibly good, and I twitched when I wedged my arm between my body and the table, and touched my fingers to my clit.


  It wouldn’t take me long like this—


  I cried out when my head jerked back. Silas had grabbed my hair and yanked. Hard. The pain was white-hot and then gone when he let go. His action had forced me up, and I supported myself with one hand flat on the table. Wouldn’t dare stop what I was doing as my fingers fumbled over my clit, though. I was so close. Lava pumped through my veins, making me hazy. His hand was on my breast, squeezing. Gripping it so hard it stole my breath.


  Silas fucked me like I had pissed him off, not the other way around, but it was what I needed. He was rewarding me with punishment. I deserved to be mistreated. To be used.


  It’s what you did to Paul.


  Only he hadn’t gotten enjoyment out of me using him. All he’d received was betrayal and a self-inflicted gunshot.


  “Rougher,” I pleaded.


  Silas slowed his tempo and his grip fell away from my breast. “Jesus. I’m not really into . . .”


  I shook my head, forcing the emotions back. I didn’t really want it rougher, either. It was a reflex. Anything to keep me from thinking about Reno. Why the hell had I allowed myself to do that? It was more proof that Silas wasn’t just fucking me, but he was fucking my mind, too.


  “No, don’t stop,” I whispered. “I’m right there.” My hand rubbed furiously and the tremble built in my core, vibrating outward as the tendrils of the orgasm corded around me. My desperate request set Silas off. He returned to his punishing tempo both with his hips and hand.


  “Come on my cock.”


  His dirty order launched me into ecstasy.


  “Oh, oh!” Pleasure burst and consumed, and it went on and on. Each wave of it was amazing. My arm went weak and I collapsed forward, gasping for breath while the aftershocks swept through me. My hair flopped down on my face, but I didn’t care. Everything was tingling.


  Only when I fell on the table, the speaker stand with his phone tipped over. There was a chime, the rap song cut off, and a new song began to play. We both froze.


  “It’s on shuffle now,” he said. His finger retreated. He took a deep breath, and he began to move inside me again.


  Sparks flashed upward from where we were connected as I was still incredibly sensitive. “The song . . . change it . . .”


  “I’m busy.” His hands were on my waist, pulling me back onto him so he could push even deeper than before. Holy shit it felt good, but the strains of the synthesizer were distracting.


  “Silas.”


  “What?” He pretended he was serious. “I can fuck you while listening to Journey’s Don’t Stop Believing if I want.”


  The guitar wails began and I laughed. He’d gone from intense to silly in the blink of an eye, and I kind of loved it.


  “Fine,” I said. “Just know if you start singing along, I’m out.”


  “Got it.”


  He moved, and this pace was all about him. My orgasm had been satisfied, and although I doubted I’d get another, what he was doing still felt awesome. I loved his firm hands on my skin, pushing and pulling me exactly how he wanted it.


  But the song . . . “I feel like we should be drunk after a Blackhawk’s game.”


  He chuckled, but the muscles in his legs went tense. He set a hand on the table beside my shoulder and I clasped my fingers around his wrist, wanting more of a connection with him. God, I was already hopelessly past ‘casual,’ so far I couldn’t even see it anymore. His moan rose up louder than Steve Perry’s vocals. The hand on my hip clenched and he shuddered, letting lose a groan. As he came, I closed my eyes and savored the feeling. The slow, unhurried movements as he recovered. How his patterned forearm looked with my fingers encasing it.


  His damp, warm chest pressed against my back as he leaned into me. His lips caressed my shoulder. It was tender. Sweet.


  Dangerous.


  His kiss caused me to go blurry. He was a soft-focus lens, making everything else seem better. I didn’t argue with him when he pulled up his jeans, collected our clothes, and pointed to the stairway. I didn’t fight the offered shower either.


  The stall was like everything else in his apartment, it was tiny. I stood under the hot water and let my thoughts go to the man on the other side of the bathroom door. Why had I been mad at him? I liked persistence. Silas’s “I don’t take no for an answer” attitude was the same as mine. I had a bit of disappointment about washing away the charcoal handprints which lingered on my neck. I enjoyed his artistic marks on me.


  He was sitting on the edge of the bed when I came out of the bathroom with one towel wrapped around my body and another on my head. His elbows were on his knees and his fingers laced behind his neck. He was still shirtless and his magnificent artwork was on full display.


  Soft emo music played from the speaker in the kitchen.


  “Hey.” Silas’s head snapped up when he heard the door, and the bed squeaked as he stood. “We need to talk.”


  My mind went blank. Oh shit, what had happened? I sifted through my memories of the evening, taking stock of what I could have done to earn the dreaded phrase. Ironic how the tables had turned.


  “Yeah?” I tried to play it nonchalant. Hopefully any sweating he saw he’d assume came from the steamy shower I’d just taken.


  “Rougher,” he said. “Tell me about that.” His voice was soft and unassuming, and his expression was supportive. “Does it have to do with the man who . . . gave you the scar?”


  I was scrubbing my hair dry with the towel, and everything turned to ice. Silas wasn’t a cop, but he knew more than the average person. He’d probably heard his fair share of domestic violence cases from his family.


  My chest constricted. You said you wouldn’t lie unless you absolutely had to.


  “Maybe,” I whispered. “But not like you think.”


  He closed the distance between us. His hands settled on mine, tossing away the towel I’d been drying my hair with, like he wanted my full attention. He said it as an offer, not a demand. “Tell me.”


  “I don’t like thinking about what happened.”


  “I know. You said it was easier not to deal, and it’s none of my fucking business.” His fingertips slipped across my cheekbone, holding my cheek in his palm. “But you can’t push it down forever. That can’t be good.”


  I stared up at his icy blue eyes and felt like I was coming undone. Was his hand on me the only thing keeping me standing? I hated the weak feeling, but I was also so tired of avoiding feelings altogether.


  “He’d still be alive if it wasn’t for me.” My voice was coated in guilt. “So, the truth is, I feel like I deserve to be punished.” Holy shit, I couldn’t believe I’d said it out loud. “How fucked up is that?”


  His eyes went wide, and then his other hand was on my face, trapping me in his gaze. “It was not your fault. You didn’t make him shoot himself.”


  “Didn’t I?”


  “No,” he said, his voice forceful. “You didn’t. Thinking that is stupid.”


  My mouth dropped open. “Excuse me?”


  “If he wanted out so bad, a guy like that finds a way. Suicide by cop, or he picks a fight in prison with the wrong guy on purpose, whatever. You did the right thing and probably saved lives. He chose to build bombs, just like he chose to take his life. You didn’t make him do either of those things.”


  I blinked rapidly against the burning in my eyes. Tears? Forget it. I sucked in a calming breath. Silas was absolutely right, though. Part of me would always carry the guilt, but letting some of it out lessened the burden.


  He leaned in to kiss me, but I met him halfway. My kiss was urgent and needy, and I shrugged out of the towel so I could press the length of my naked body against him. I hadn’t done it to provoke him sexually. I’d done it to encourage him to wrap his arms around me, and it worked.


  His embrace sent my weakness running.


  We tumbled onto the unmade bed, barely breaking the kiss. This was insanity, but fuck it. Most of my instincts had been wrong anyway, why fight it?


  “I’d like to keep things casual,” I said. “But I expect sex on the regular and don’t want you being casual with anyone else.”


  “Oh?” He murmured it between kisses. “What about you?”


  “I’m not interested in being casual with anyone else.”


  “Good. I’m glad you’ve decided that you can’t hit it and quit it with me.” He rolled me onto my back, and his head lifted so he could peer down. His eyes were lit with amusement. “I guess now is when I tell you I had a huge crush on Julia Roberts in Pretty Woman. His fingers toyed with my damp hair, twisting a curl around his finger.


  I smiled woefully. “You were, what, five?”


  “No, I didn’t see it until it had been out for a while. Caroline had it on VHS.”


  Oh, shit. Caroline. I’d have to fix that situation as soon as possible, but then his hands were on my breasts, and I decided to come up with a plan tomorrow.


  Tomorrow I’d have a clear head.


  


  Chapter


  EIGHTEEN


  Getting an appointment to see Caroline Getty hadn’t been an easy task, as her schedule was hectic. I’d told the Marshal I’d spoken with that I only needed ten minutes of the Chief Deputy’s time, but I had to drop my name to get penciled in.


  Her office was at the back of the room, and I felt every pair of Marshal eyes on me as I was escorted to it. It was like the cowboys could sense a Fed on their turf, and it made them uneasy. Tension had grown between the departments after an incident two years ago. I’d transferred to the Chicago office a month before a federal judge had been assassinated, and the Marshals made a fucking mess of the case that should have been ours.


  Caroline looked similar to her younger brother. She had the same silver eyes, soft brown hair color, and long, straight nose. Her dark gray business suit was paired with a bright blue dress shirt, and her long hair was pulled back in a low ponytail. Everything about her from her stiff posture to the gold star on her hip screamed business.


  When I wasn’t undercover, I assumed the same would be said of me. I might own that exact same suit.


  She stood behind her desk speaking on her cell phone and motioned for me to take a seat. My escort, a guy with sideburns which were too long, took one of the unoccupied chairs. He assumed this was a work-related conversation.


  I kept my voice low not to disturb Caroline’s conversation. “I need to talk with the Chief Deputy about something alone.”


  “She’s going to bring me up to speed as soon as you leave, so let’s save time.”


  “It’s personal.”


  The Marshal’s expression flooded with surprise. “Um, okay. I guess I’ll leave you two girls to chat.” His gaze flicked up to hers and he sobered when he realized Caroline was no longer on her call. Her dark expression sent him running from her office, and the door swung closed behind him.


  For a quiet moment Caroline and I exchanged a knowing look, wordlessly acknowledging the sexism which was still rampant in our professions. She had it much worse than I did, and I was struck by how far she’d climbed in spite of it.


  She thrust her hand out. “Chief Deputy Getty.”


  Her handshake was like mine. Firm and dominating.


  “Special Agent Adams.”


  “Thanks for your help on the Serbian case. Is that what we’re talking about?”


  So, she did know who I was. When she took her seat, I followed suit. “No, ma’am.” God, the words were stuck in my throat. “Uh, it’s about Silas.”


  My statement grabbed her full attention and her shoulders straightened. “Why the hell is the FBI interested in my brother?”


  Oh, Christ. “They’re not.” A lie. I’d used Silas’s gallery showing to get close to Roland. “I mean, I can’t discuss ongoing investigations, but his involvement was minimal, and it’s over now.”


  Her pretty face soured. “Awesome. So this is a heads-up after the fact? Typical of the Bureau.” Her sharp gaze made me feel an inch tall. “Okay, thanks for letting me know. Next time, ask my fucking permission before pulling one of my family members into an undercover op.”


  I gnashed my teeth. “It was nothing. He was completely safe, and he doesn’t know I’m undercover.”


  She paused. Her thoughts were clear through her eyes. Her cop eyes, as Silas would say.


  “He doesn’t know?” she repeated. “You’re still in contact with him?”


  Oh, yes. There’d been plenty of contact last night in his bed. “Yeah.” My voice faltered. This conversation was about to get awkward. “I’m seeing him.”


  She went entirely still. Didn’t even blink. “Meaning, what? You’re sleeping with him?”


  My non-answer was answer enough. I held my head up, readying for her to send a volley of nasty things my way. I didn’t want to introduce myself like this, but it couldn’t be helped.


  Her shoulders tensed and her voice rose. “You’re fucking my brother as part of an undercover case?”


  “No. I told you, his part in my op is done. I’m fucking your brother because I want to.” Way to win her over. I sighed, set my hands on the armrests, and pushed myself to my feet. “I like him. I wish we hadn’t met while I was UC, but Silas is connected with people who only know me as my cover. I can’t tell him I’m FBI until my work’s done.”


  Caroline’s expression was thinly veiled anger. “Okay. Why are you telling me this?”


  “I wasn’t sure if you knew who I was. My cover took months to build, and I can’t risk it getting blown if you decided to stop by his gallery.”


  “You want me to lie to him?”


  I crossed my arms over my chest. “When you made Chief Deputy, I was thrilled. I’m sure this boys’ club gets on your nerves sometimes like it does mine. I didn’t ask for this assignment, but I was willing to do it because of the cases I could help close. Like the Serbian one. You do what you need to. All I’m asking for is the chance to do the same.”


  Hopefully my appeal to her as an ambitious woman in law enforcement would make the connection I needed.


  Her gaze lingered on me, then shifted to look out the one tiny window in the office. “I’m not about to get in the way of the FBI. You threw us a bone when we needed it, so your cover’s safe as far as I’m concerned.” She turned back to focus on me. Caroline was a beautiful woman, but her expression now was intense. The chip on her shoulder had to be bigger than mine, which meant it was as big as a glacier. “Silas is a big guy, but he’s still my little brother. Keep that in mind.”


  Her subtle threat was actually a little sweet. “Understood. Thanks for your time.”


  I was halfway out the door when she spoke again. “Adams.” She still wore the intense expression, but it had an edge of authority now. “As soon as your work’s done, you tell him. Or I will.”
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  My next stop was to Shane’s desk, and I loomed at the edge of his cubicle. “Come on,” I said. “Let me buy you lunch.”


  He paused his typing on the computer and glanced at me. “You’re buying lunch? That can’t be good.”


  “I haven’t kept you in the loop about something,” I admitted. “Let’s get out of here and I’ll correct that.”


  I spilled the story over a plate of shrimp tacos, filling Shane in on my night with Silas following the showing, and hurried through the part where he had arrived at the blindfold club looking for me. I glossed over details, but Shane got the gist. He did his part, listening without questions or judgment.


  “He RSVPed Payton McCreary’s wedding as my plus-one. I went to his gallery to confront him, and I, well, I ended up spending the night.”


  Shane wiped his mouth with his napkin and gave me a direct stare. I wished he’d say something. His silence was unnerving.


  “We’re together, like a couple. I even asked him for that. Christ, Shane, will you say something?”


  “What do you want me to say? This is a gray area. You can have your own life, as far as the Bureau is concerned, but getting involved while undercover isn’t a great idea.”


  “I know that,” I snapped. My frustration leaked out and I scowled at myself. Shane was only stating the obvious, there wasn’t a reason to be pissed at anyone but myself. Maybe I could be pissed at Silas, too. He’d been impossible to resist.


  “You going to tell him?”


  I flattened my lips into a line and shook my head. The last time I’d revealed I was undercover was still too fresh and raw. “We’ll get Roland, and I’ll be out. Then I’ll tell him.”


  “Wait a minute.” Shane jolted with alarm. “Didn’t you say his sister was a Marshal?”


  I waved a hand. “I already took care of it. We spoke this morning.”


  “How’d that go?”


  Honestly, better than I’d expected. Caroline Getty was driven and focused. She wasn’t happy I was lying to her brother, but she saw the ends that justified the means. At least, I believed she did.


  “It went fine.” Could he sense how much I wasn’t saying?


  I refused to second-guess myself. I liked Silas, like, a lot. We’d stayed up until two in the morning talking about everything from movies to music. He had an eclectic taste, just as I did, but he used the different genres of music to infuse mood into his art. His charcoal piece had been an angry, aggressive one, which explained the rap.


  I’d woken at seven this morning, dressed quickly, and kissed him goodbye before high-tailing it to my apartment. It’d been a mad dash to get ready for the day after that, and I’d tried my best not to think about him.


  Because he made me giddy.


  It was something no other man had done. After Reno, I felt like I was all darkness. Silas was light, my opposite, and it rubbed off on me in the best possible way. I liked Regan, the woman I was around him. But lying brought reality crashing back to me. All I’d wanted was to be an FBI agent. Not sharing such a huge part of my life with him was eating me up.


  At least coming clean with Shane helped a little.


  “I have a feeling,” Shane said, “that something’s going to happen soon. We’re gonna catch a break.”


  God, I hoped so.
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  I went home Saturday night cursing both Kirk Roland and Victor Bennett. Another weekend down, and Roland hadn’t shown his face. He hadn’t reached out to Julius, either. I went home to my apartment pissed off at the situation.


  There was a small UPS package sitting on my green rug, and the box looked like it’d been too big to fit in my mailbox. I scooped it up and carried it inside, curious. I didn’t remember ordering anything recently, and didn’t recognize the sender. Once I was in my apartment, I cut it open, and a laugh bubbled from my throat. Without reading the packing slip, I knew instantly who’d sent me the pair of patterned underwear. They were black with orange pumpkins on them.


  I dug my phone out and sent a text message to Silas, not sure if he was still awake.
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  I smiled. Silas’s simple gesture had brightened my shitty day and I was grateful.
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  His single word sent a thrill through me.


  We fell into an easy pattern of dates after that. Not necessarily seeing each other every day, but we always talked. Sometimes he’d work late into the night to finish a project, or I’d be assisting an investigation at the office that spilled into after hours.


  Hope dwindled further each weekend that passed without hearing from Roland. I considered going to his office, but Shane advised against it. Not only would it skirt the edge of entrapment, but he felt strongly that Roland would have shown up if he had interest. Fuck, I’d been so sure I had him on the hook. Just another one of my instincts that was dead wrong.


  It was early November when I took Silas out to celebrate the sale of his red piece, the one with the people having sex in the fog. He’d sold it to a decorator who was designing a fancy restaurant on the Gold Coast, and it made sense. The painting made me hungry.


  We’d finished our meal when Silas laid his gaze on me, his expression unreadable.


  “You have plans tomorrow night?” His voice was casual, but I picked up on the tightness. Was he nervous?


  “I don’t think so. Why?”


  “I’m doing Joseph and Noemi’s photo shoot.”


  “Oh.” Conflicting emotions surged through me. Joseph and Noemi would be naked and probably fucking while Silas took pictures. I’d heard they were both exhibitionists from Payton.


  I wouldn’t have said I was a jealous type, but Matt’s betrayal had knocked me sideways. And maybe I wasn’t jealous of my boyfriend looking at another woman, as much as I was jealous he’d be doing it without me.


  But Silas was an artist, I reminded myself. Surely he’d used nude models before, and his tattoo work had to have put a lot of naked people beneath his needle. Not to mention, he’d already received the payment for the photo shoot. Payment that had been one of the hottest nights of my life.


  Why had Silas asked if I was available tomorrow?


  “You want me at the shoot?” My voice was coated in surprise. “Are they okay with that?”


  His smile was cryptic and got my blood hot. “Yeah, Joseph said it was fine.”


  “What aren’t you saying?”


  He laughed lightly. “Joseph’s got an idea, but I can’t tell you about it.”


  “What kind of idea?”


  “Did you hear what I just said, how I can’t tell you?” Silas seemed to be enjoying this a little too much. “It’s a secret, Regan.”


  “I’m great at keeping secrets.” It was supposed to roll out of my mouth with a fun and flirty tone, but I choked at the end. My stomach bottomed out each time I was reminded of my deception.


  Thank God he didn’t notice. “Nice try. You’ll have to show up to find out what it is. You game?”


  My pulse jumped. Obviously I didn’t have a problem watching other people have sex; I did it twice a week. Yet it was behind a monitor, and the filter kept me from feeling connected. It wasn’t live or interactive, and the couple usually didn’t have the chemistry of two people in a real relationship. How would Joseph and Noemi compare to the shoot Silas and I had done? I was suddenly anxious to find out.


  “Yeah,” I said. “I’m totally game.”


  


  Chapter


  NINETEEN


  Like last time Silas had done a shoot, I sat on his worktable and watched as he adjusted the lights. This time, though, there was no music. He’d said it would be distracting while he tried to give guidance to the subjects. He wore a red printed t-shirt and dark jeans beneath it, and my gaze flitted over his brawny form. He must have sensed my stare, because he turned and took me in, watching my dangling feet swing beneath the table.


  “What are you smiling about?” he asked, an amused smile playing on his lips.


  “I’m wondering what kind of patterned boxers you’re wearing today. Horseshoes? Shamrocks? One of the other marshmallows from Lucky Charms?”


  He must not have remembered. He grabbed the hem of his shirt and peered down over his defined stomach to the orange waistband protruding above where his jeans stopped. “Penguins.”


  “Christ, put your abs away or I’m going to need to change my panties.”


  Someone cleared their throat behind me.


  Joseph. He wore an immaculate black suit with a crisp white dress shirt and a gold tie. Beside him, Noemi looked stunning in a cream-colored cocktail dress that draped over one shoulder and left the other exposed. They were quite the pair, even with fifteen years separating them. She was soft and feminine, and he was hard and distinctly masculine.


  “Wow,” I said. “You two look great.”


  “Thank you,” Noemi said, her eyes shining.


  Silas put his hands casually on his hips. “I’m all set up.” His gaze turned to Joseph. “You ready?”


  “I suppose.” Joseph’s hand extended to the white backdrop, wordlessly asking Noemi to lead the way.


  She walked on her gold heels and stepped cautiously onto the thick paper. “Just in the center?”


  “Yeah,” Silas said. “I’ll need to take some test shots.”


  Joseph stepped up and slipped an arm around Noemi’s waist, turning his head toward her so his lips were right by her ear. Whatever he whispered caused a smile, and pink color bloomed over her cheeks. Shit, I hadn’t thought this through. I’d forgotten how powerful it was to see Joseph like this. Intimate, and in love.


  Silas snapped his test shots, evaluating the results in the viewer, and made adjustments.


  Meanwhile, Noemi fidgeted. “I feel weird not smiling. Should I be smiling?”


  “If you want to,” Silas said. “Do whatever makes you comfortable.”


  “Are you nervous, baby girl?” Joseph asked, his voice soft and perhaps teasing.


  She almost seemed shy, but I’d worked at the club long enough to know looks could be deceiving. There’d been a few quiet clients who’d morphed into alphas the second I’d left the room.


  “No, I’m not nervous,” she said, her voice breathy. “Are you?”


  “I am, a little.”


  Her eyes went enormously wide and her head snapped his direction. “What?”


  “I’m good to go,” Silas interrupted. “Joseph, go ahead and take a knee.”


  Wait a minute. I jolted upright. My breath stalled when Joseph’s hand darted inside his pocket and he sank down, his other hand clasped on Noemi’s.


  “Wait.” Her voice trembled. “What are you doing?”


  She wasn’t paying any attention to the furious clicks of Silas’s camera. Her focus was only on the man down on a knee who produced a small black box.


  “Wait,” Joseph repeated. “I haven’t heard you use that word in a while.” He pulled the box open, revealing the diamond ring nestled in black velvet. It twinkled under the bright lights, and she gasped.


  “Wait! Oh my God, you can’t do this.”


  Confusion blanketed his expression. “I can’t?”


  “I mean, my father. He’ll be upset you didn’t ask his permission first.”


  A coy smile stretched across Joseph’s lips. “I already asked him, baby girl.”


  “You did?” She looked concerned. “What did he say?”


  A tight laugh escaped him. “He said no.” Her mouth fell open as if she were about to speak, but he cut her off. “He said he knew it wouldn’t stop me, and it was your decision to make. His daughters are the most important thing in his life, and although I don’t deserve you, as long as I spent the rest of my life trying to, he’d allow it.”


  “Allow it?”


  “Yes.” He smirked. “I had to bite my fucking tongue, but I did it.” His expression melted into one that was intensely serious. “I love you, Noemi. More than anything. Marry me.”


  Her throat bobbed as she appeared to swallow hard. “Is that an order?”


  “Only if you say no.”


  Emotions welled in her eyes. “Yes,” she gushed. “Yes. Wait, no.”


  The pleased look on Joseph’s face shattered. “What?”


  “I have a stipulation, and you won’t like it.” Her teeth skimmed over her bottom lip for a second. “I can’t take your last name.”


  She was right, he did not like that. His jaw set. “Sure you can.”


  Her blonde hair shimmered when she shook her head. “It’s the name of the company.”


  “No, Noemi, you misunderstand. You can keep your maiden name at the office or use a hyphen.”


  “You’ll give me a hyphen?” she teased, although she may have been serious. Her nervous voice made it difficult to tell.


  “If that’s what you need, of course. I’ll give you whatever you want.”


  She sucked in an enormous breath. “Then give me the fucking ring.”


  He grinned widely. “Telling me what to do? Do I need to correct this behavior?”


  “Joseph,” she whined. She held her shaky left hand out to him, eager for the ring to find its home. He pulled it free from the box, snagged her hand in his, and slipped the ring on her third finger.


  “When we met, I was living by the phrase ‘nothing lasts forever,’ but I was wrong. This lasts forever.” He held up her hand, giving her a better look at the ring. “Do you like it?”


  “I love it.” She shook off his hold, threaded her fingers through his dark hair, and yanked him up into her kiss.


  Witnessing this monumental turning point in their relationship made the earth tilt under my feet. The power knocked me back and I latched a hand on the table to steady myself. A force drove my gaze to Silas, who was busy snapping pictures, documenting Joseph’s proposal. I’d expected the evening to be about lust and sex, not love and romance.


  I wanted to storm over to Silas, to rip the camera from his hands, and demand he kiss me with the same passion the newly engaged couple had. They’d inflicted all these feelings on me. I was so out of my league and drowning in emotions for the first time in a long while.


  When Joseph and Noemi’s frantic kiss finally concluded, she stared at her hand on his chest, looking at her new ring much like she was in shock.


  “It’s beautiful,” she commented softly.


  He kissed her forehead and turned to Silas. “Did you get some good ones?”


  The camera lowered to his side. “Yeah, definitely.”


  “Great.”


  Noemi’s fingers tangled behind Joseph’s head. “This was why you were acting so weird on the drive over.”


  Joseph’s hands settled on her waist. “I thought you’d find the box in my pocket when you couldn’t keep your hands to yourself.”


  She gave a sheepish grin. “I’m not responsible for what happens when you wear this suit.”


  “Control yourself a little longer. We’re meeting your father and Claudia for dinner.”


  “We are?” She straightened and her expression fell.


  “I promised him. He said he wants to celebrate, but I’m fully expecting to be presented with a lengthy pre-nup. There might even be a team of lawyers waiting for us.”


  She sighed, but her focus went back to the ring. “These pictures were supposed to be your birthday present.”


  “They are. Now I have the moment you said yes forever.”


  Joseph and Noemi didn’t stay long after that. Silas took a few portrait shots, and then they were off, leaving Silas and me alone in the studio. The dirtiest side of me was disappointed I hadn’t gotten to see Joseph and Noemi play. I was wound tight as a spring, ready to snap. There was a throbbing ache between Silas and me. Could he feel it as strongly as I did?


  “I’m happy for them,” I whispered, unsure what to say.


  “Yeah.” Silas set his camera down on the desk and hooked his fingers in his belt loops, like he wanted to occupy his hands. “Me too.”


  His gaze locked on, sucking me in like a tractor beam. I should run before things got worse, but who was I kidding? It was already too late. I took a step toward him. Then another. All he did was stand there and wait. Flexing his power over me without doing a goddamn thing.


  His broad shoulders lifted in a deep breath as I moved closer. And closer. I took his reaction to my proximity as a tiny victory. At least I wasn’t the only one whose heart was threatening to beat out of their chest.


  My feet shuffled the final two steps until there was no space left between us.


  “Hi,” he whispered.


  “Hey,” I whispered back.


  I shut down my hesitant or nervous thoughts, and did only what I wanted. My hand slipped up his chest and curled around the back of his thick neck, and I lifted up to slant my lips on his.


  The kiss rivaled Joseph and Noemi’s somehow. I felt it all the way down to my toes when his soft, wet tongue tentatively slid over mine, asking for more. I loved the way he held me as he kissed. Trapping me as if he worried I’d bolt any moment, although that wasn’t an issue.


  I was greedy. My fingers burrowed beneath his t-shirt and walked over the smooth and hardened plain of his chest. The kiss deepened layer after layer, but in the pit of my stomach guilt balled into a stone and weighed me down. At every turn with Silas I’d drawn a line in the sand and then immediately stepped right over it.


  I could not fall in love with him. Not while I was lying.


  So I set my hands on his chest and eased him back, pasting a smile that covered the turmoil I felt beneath.


  “We should work out together,” I said, stepping out of his embrace. I needed distance ASAP. “I could spot you,” I joked.


  I’d swear I could hear the train wheels coming to a screeching halt on Silas’s seduction. “Get back over here, I wasn’t finished.”


  I was unstable around the romance, but when he shifted into lust, I was back in my element. “I don’t like being bossed around.”


  “I remember.” He grinned. “Don’t care.”


  It was such a lie. His actions and the way he looked at me said exactly how much he did care about me. My hands went to the bottom of my shirt and lifted it, casting it aside.


  “What are you doing?” he asked.


  I ignored him and toed off my shoes. I undid the fly of my pants and pulled them down my legs so I could step out of them.


  Silas’s gaze hooded. “What happened to your underwear?”


  “It’s laundry day.” I reach behind and freed myself from the bra, so I stood before him completely naked. He’d seen me this way plenty of times, but his gaze . . . He’d told me he loved to look at beautiful things, and he always made me feel beautiful.


  I stalked back his direction, setting my hand right on the bulge that was swelling in his jeans, stroking firmly. As he leaned down to kiss me, I darted away and thudded to my knees.


  He didn’t stop me when I undid his pants. I stared up at him with hungry eyes, and was met with the same expression. I clasped his jeans and boxers and tugged them down over his hips, wadding them at his ankles.


  “Let’s make a deal,” I said, gripping his cock. I slipped him in my mouth, and he groaned when my tongue massaged.


  “Yes, whatever it is.” He said it on a low, hurried voice and his eyes fell shut.


  I pulled off of him. “Whichever of us is the first one naked in your bed gets to be in charge tonight.”


  “What?” His eyes popped open.


  I bolted to my feet and dashed for the stairs. When I hit the first step, I heard him moving swiftly and stumbling with the jeans around his ankles. He’d never catch up to me, and even if he did, I was ahead of him in the narrow stairway so he couldn’t get by. I pounded up the steps, skidded through his messy kitchen, and dove into his unmade bed.


  The sheets smelled like his deodorant and cologne, all woodsy and manly. I snuggled into them, draping my body, and waited as he plodded up the stairs. He took his time. Sore loser? I chuckled to myself.


  He came into view wearing an annoyed expression, and his pants were still undone. “You cheated, mouth raper.”


  “Don’t be mad at me. You’re the one who agreed without hearing terms. Take off your shirt.”


  Would he play along? It didn’t seem so. He went to the radio and flipped it on. More emo music. It tinkered softly, all filled with angst and acoustic guitar.


  Silas reached behind his back and tugged his shirt off. It dropped to the floor and he stared at me expectantly. Awaiting my next command.


  I grew giddy in an instant. “Your pants. I want you naked right fucking now.”


  Shit, his forearms were sexy. Watching the muscles subtly flex while he slid his jeans and boxers down his legs was an impressive show. He stood naked beside the bed, staring down at me, and his hand went to his erection.


  “I didn’t give you permission to do that.” My tone was strict. I held the sheet pressed to cover my breasts, sat up on the mattress, and pushed his hand away. “You need to ask.”


  He actually grimaced, like the simple concept was painful to him. Maybe it was. I knew I’d be gritting the question out if the roles were reversed, which they usually were.


  “Can I touch myself?” His voice was tight.


  “Yes.” How far would he let me push? “Get on your knees.”


  He sighed, but did what I asked. The power I held had blood humming through my body, but it wasn’t quite the same as when I’d been with Tara. Silas’s reluctant submission wasn’t a complete exchange of power.


  The bed was low. I flung the sheet aside and moved to the edge by him, opening my legs wide. “Eat this pussy.”


  This was an order he clearly did not mind.


  He lunged forward, attacking my clit with his mouth. I instructed him the whole time, not that he needed guidance, but I wanted to feel like I was in control. I’d say, more pressure, or suck right there. I flopped onto my back and set my feet on his shoulders, trying not to come too soon so I could prolong this experience.


  “I need another finger,” I gasped. I was closing in on my climax, and I was sure he knew. He’d learned all the signs my body gave before he brought me to orgasm. He’d become incredible at it.


  His hand moved up to grab one of my breasts and I slapped it away. It was the final straw, apparently. The hot mouth on my pussy was gone, and as soon as it registered his cock was there, Silas slammed deep into me, all the way to the root.


  My mouth opened, but his hand slapped over it, silencing me. His expression was wild, like a man pushed to the brink. He looked dangerous, and fucking gorgeous.


  “I couldn’t wait any longer,” he muttered. “Deal with it.”


  Beneath his palm, I smiled. I’d met my match in Silas, hadn’t I?
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  Julius and I had been watching Taylor and her client on the monitor for more than two hours. This guy had serious stamina.


  I turned in my chair to glance at my boss. “At this point, is she even enjoying it anymore?”


  “Guy’s getting his money’s worth.”


  And I’d gotten the client to agree to eight. On screen, the guy’s posture went stiff and he jerked, coming violently. I watched relief shimmer through Julius.


  “About fucking time,” he muttered under his breath and pressed the button for his comm. “Marquis, you’re up.” When I went to stand, Julius put a hand out and stopped me. “I gotta talk to you about something. Come see me when you’re done.”


  For one tiny moment, I panicked and worried I’d been made, but it faded instantly. There’s no way I would have sat beside him for two hours if he knew who I was. Honestly, I had no idea how Julius would react if he found out. He was a sweetheart underneath that impressive, intimidating package. I should be worried about him breaking my face, but I worried more about my lie breaking his heart.


  But whatever it was, it had to be important. Julius had decided to wait until the client wouldn’t be a distraction for either one of us. We watched the man dress and leave, and as Marquis escorted him to the payment room, I made my way down to help Taylor. She sighed as I undid her straps and then began to rub her shoulders.


  “Oh my God, Regan, that feels like heaven.”


  “If I see him again, I’ll tell him there needs to be a halftime break.”


  She let me rub her shoulders and arms for another minute, and I used the time to wonder what Julius was going to say. Was this the conversation where he asked me to get on the table if I wanted to keep working here? If so, this would be my last night at the club.


  When we were done and I was once again seated in Julius’s office, he set his elbows on the desk and steepled his fingers together.


  “I got a call yesterday. A guy said you gave him your card at some art show.”


  Holy shit, yes. “Yeah, I did. Is he interested in coming by?”


  Julius’s expression was . . . weird. It was dimly lit in the office and with the flickering screens, it cast an eerie glow in the room. “Guess it depends on you, girl.”


  It set me on edge. “How’s that?”


  “I told him what we do here and he was all about it, till he found out you’re not one of the girls he can buy.”


  Shit. My hands instinctively clenched into fists. “Are you saying he won’t come in if I’m not on the table?”


  “He’s got a real hard-on for you. Only you.”


  My mouth went dry and I shook my head. “No. No way.”


  “You sure, girl? Guy who wants it that bad is gonna pay big money. Since it’d be your first, I’d only take ten percent.”


  My gaze dropped to my knees as I processed what I’d just been told.


  Fucking Roland. I’d come so close to what I wanted, and now it was unreachable. I was angry at the situation, and spat it out like fire. “I have a boyfriend.”


  Julius put his hands up in surrender and flashed a pleasant smile. “Just giving you options. Lemme know if you reconsider. You don’t need to audition,” he added, looking somewhat uncomfortable. “You’re like family. You didn’t get stage fright with Tara and the client last month.”


  No, I hadn’t. I also didn’t mention the client was now my current boyfriend, the one who I had powerfully strong feelings about.


  You’re like family, Julius had said. The guilt crashed into me and I was sick to my stomach. Walking away from this assignment wasn’t really an option anymore. The other major sting my office had been running just ended in a catastrophe of epic proportions, and sent people scrambling to defend this op. It was unspoken, but if I walked, I’d be letting down a number of my fellow agents. Jobs could be in jeopardy, not just Shane’s and mine.


  “I doubt I’ll reconsider, but thanks for letting me know.”


  He nodded, resigned. “Okay, see you tomorrow.” His expression brightened. “It’s gonna be a helluva party.”


  


  Chapter


  TWENTY


  Glasses clinked as they were tapped with cutlery from somewhere across the large ballroom, and the noise swelled as more tables joined in. The Japanese couple sitting across from me looked bewildered.


  A smile broke on my face. “Will you tell them it’s a custom?” I said to the couple’s hired translator. “The bride and groom are supposed to kiss.”


  I couldn’t hear much of my words repeated into Japanese over the sound, but the couple turned to glance at the head table and watched as Dominic leaned down and kissed his new wife on the lips.


  Payton looked exquisite. She’d worn an elegant and understated floor length dress for the ceremony, and had changed into a short party dress that was all cutout lace with a slit down the front of the bodice. It was conservative for her, but still sexy and cute.


  The wedding had been quick but beautiful. I hadn’t seen Dominic since my fake negotiations a year ago. I thought he’d been attractive then. Today, in a tuxedo and blushing at the altar while waiting for his bride, he was all of that and then some. Their chemistry was palpable.


  The chemistry of our table at the reception was a different story. Across from me were the Japanese couple, friends of Payton and Dominic’s who’d made their first trip to America to celebrate. Yuriko, the young woman, was shy. I got the feeling that even if she could speak English, she probably wouldn’t. Was it the man beside her who caused this? Akira was an overwhelming presence. His dark, evaluating eyes seemed to miss nothing, and although he wasn’t touching her, I could sense his possession of the stunning woman beside him.


  Welcomed possession, judging by the diamond necklace she wore high and tight on her neck. Her collar. On the other side of Akira was a male translator who seemed thrilled to be seated beside Tara. She was hard to miss, not just because of her beauty, but the bright orange dress that clung to her curves and showed off her figure.


  I had been worried it would be awkward when Tara grabbed the seat beside me, but she flashed a carefree, friendly smile and her gaze went to Silas as she waited for me to introduce him.


  “This is Silas,” I said.


  He leaned over me and shook Tara’s hand. “Nice to meet you,” he said quickly. I felt comfortable with this, but Silas seemed to struggle.


  She laughed. “I think we’ve already met, but maybe you don’t recognize me with my clothes on.”


  The translator coughed as if he’d swallowed his drink wrong, and Silas’s mouth snapped shut.


  Tara nudged me with an elbow. “I don’t know what your last boyfriend looked like, but shit, you had to have traded up.”


  I couldn’t stop my smile, nor did I want to. “You better fucking believe it.”


  Tara’s gaze drifted past Silas and she nodded a warm hello to Joseph, then turned to the translator and began to shamelessly flirt.


  Noemi was sandwiched between Joseph and her father, and I had to wonder who at this table felt the most awkward. My money was on Mr. Red. Of course I knew his real name was Rosso. He was the wealthiest man in Chicago and a larger-than-life type. The FBI had examined him closely, curious if his enormous media company used blindfold club connections to make shady deals with the FTC, but Rosso had come up clean.


  I’d negotiated dozens of deals with Mr. Red at the club for the woman seated to his left. Claudia. By the time I’d started working there, Mr. Red was her regular, and she was already halfway in love with him.


  He’d swept her off her feet, and she’d done the same back to him. How else could you explain him coming to this wedding? He was a powerful man, but here he seemed on edge and uncomfortable. Maybe it was that he’d slept with the bride. He’d been Payton’s regular before Claudia. Or perhaps it was Joseph’s arm draped around Noemi. Good God, Joseph was poised to be Mr. Red’s son-in-law.


  Silas broke my train of thought when his hand was set on my knee. “I forgot to tell you earlier, and don’t give me any lip about it, but you look nice.”


  I put my hand on top of his. “Thanks. So do you.”


  He faked as if he was offended. “Such a cliché.”


  “You want the truth? You’re so fucking beautiful, I’m amazed the women in here aren’t losing their shit and throwing their babies at you.”


  “Throwing their babies?”


  “It’s an expression.”


  “It is? Who says that?”


  I shrugged. “I dunno, people.”


  “Yeah, weird people. What the hell am I supposed to do with these babies once I’ve been pelted with them?”


  “Why don’t you try shutting your beautiful mouth?” I teased.


  Conversation tended to stick between the couples, except Yuriko and Akira barely spoke. I tried to be friendly and inclusive with them. We made small talk about their trip, but when I asked how they met Dominic and Payton, Akira’s expression turned to stone.


  “He said ‘it’s not polite discussion,’” the translator relayed. “Japanese people value their privacy,” he explained. “He’s not comfortable speaking about it.”


  “Oh, okay.”


  There was a deep, booming laugh at the next table over. Julius said something else, and there was more laughter. He sat beside Nina and, as my gaze shifted over to the man I assumed was her boyfriend, my mouth dropped open in shock.


  “Holy fuck,” I whispered to Tara. “Next to Nina. Is that who I think it is?”


  Her grin was wide. “Oh my God, you didn’t know?”


  I shook my head. Silas followed my gaze, curious what had me so stunned. “What is it?” he asked.


  “Nina’s boyfriend.” I realized he had no idea who she was. “The blonde at the next table over. Does the guy with her look familiar to you?”


  He glanced again. “Maybe?”


  “That’s Scott Westwood.”


  Silas blinked blankly, and then the name visibly clicked. “The porn star?”


  I’d seen a lot of Scott’s work on Tumblr. Hell, I’d gotten myself off to a lot of his stuff. It was so strange to see him in this normal setting, like he was just a regular guy. Nina’s boyfriend Scott, instead of porn star Scott Westwood.


  “I’d always wondered how she made it work,” I admitted. “How her boyfriend was okay with what she did.” Because Scott was doing essentially the same thing, sleeping with strangers for money.


  Tara took a sip of her wine and leaned close to me. “He’s been trying to put a ring on it for the last six months, but she won’t have it until they’re retired. They’ve been together forever.”


  Some might argue that their unconventional relationship wasn’t real because they weren’t monogamous, but I wondered if maybe the opposite were true. Couldn’t the argument be made that Scott and Nina were rock solid in their commitment to each other? Neither one of them was going behind the other’s back, like Matt had done to me.


  “Would you think less of me,” I whispered to Silas, “if I ask for his autograph?”


  “It’s fine as long as you get it on paper and not on your tits.”


  I sighed. “I guess I’m not asking for it to be written in cum, then.”


  He gave me a dark look, but it was seriously hot.


  When dinner was over, I excused myself to the restroom, and Tara rose from her seat to join me. The hallway was empty except for the man in a tuxedo who stood a few feet away from the ladies’ restroom. A newborn in pink was asleep on his shoulder as he paced back and forth. I recognized him from the ceremony. He’d been Dominic’s best man. Logan, the program had said.


  When he spotted Tara, his face went blank.


  And when the bridesmaid came out of the bathroom and reached for the child, she pulled up short at the sight of Tara as well.


  “Payton told me you two had a baby,” Tara said, smiling. “Congrats. She looks beautiful.”


  “Thank you,” they both said.


  And without another word, Tara pushed on into the bathroom, leaving me to follow her.


  “What was that?” I asked.


  “I fooled around with them a few years ago.”


  “Like, as a couple, or separately?” The large bathroom was empty, and my voice echoed off the tile.


  Tara turned to face me, smoothing her hands down her pleated skirt. “As a couple. Do you think that’s weird?”


  Weird? If anyone was weird, it was me. I’d learned a long time ago not to judge. “No, I don’t. If you haven’t figured it out yet, I’m pretty open-minded.”


  Her soft laugh was pleased. “Yeah, true.” Her pretty face turned serious and she was hesitant. “And what about Silas? Is he open-minded?”


  My blood rushed a little faster at her loaded question. “I’m not exactly sure.”


  Was this when she asked if I wanted to fool around? I’d never do that to Silas. Yes, being in command of her had been an eye opening experience and intensely hot, but I was . . . his.


  Oh my God, I was so fucking his.


  If it was about to get awkward and I was going to hurt her feelings, I’d rather get it over as quickly and painlessly as possible for her.


  I took a deep breath. “Why do you ask?”


  Her eyes were full of mischief. “I have an idea.”


  [image: ]


  Cherry blossom centerpieces rose up and branched outward from tabletops, giving the ballroom a hint of Japan. There’d been a pair of chopsticks tucked in the napkin along with our cutlery, and I’d watched with interest as Akira and Yuriko skillfully used them.


  It was a strange collection of wedding guests. Payton’s family were lawyers, and I’d overheard her father’s firm had been invited. It was impossible to miss the distance between the bride and her parents. They seemed far more interested in their guests than their own daughter. Like the wedding was an excuse to network.


  As the cake was served, Dominic and Payton floated from table to table, mingling and making their way our direction. The Asian woman across from me hid it well, but a spark grew in her eyes as Payton approached. The two women seemed like polar opposites, and yet I understood. Submissive Yuriko responding to Payton’s dominant side.


  Mr. Red’s unease also seemed to build as the newlyweds stopped at the table next to us.


  “It’s okay,” Claudia whispered to him, although the whole table could hear. “I talked to her. It’s only weird if you let it be weird.”


  “Too late,” he muttered.


  “Tony.” Her tone was stern. “We had a deal. I went to that God-awful golf outing where I wanted to slit my wrists.”


  “It wasn’t all bad.” Mr. Red gave her coy look. “We had fun that night, if I remember.”


  Noemi’s eyes glazed over. “Hey, speaking of weird . . . Joseph, remember that time my dad talked about sex in front of me?”


  There wasn’t time to let awkwardness stifle the table.


  Dominic and Payton bowed respectfully when their Japanese friends stood, and Yuriko hadn’t finished her bow before Payton snatched the delicate woman up in a fierce hug. The foreign language came from Dominic’s mouth, and it was a strange fit on the American man. He turned his shockingly blue-eyed gaze to the translator.


  “Can you grab a drink? I’d like to speak in private.”


  “Of course,” the translator said, rising from his chair. He gestured to Tara. “Can I grab you anything while I’m over there?”


  She smiled and shook her head.


  Dominic waited until the translator was out of earshot, and Japanese spilled from his mouth. His hand moved inside his tuxedo jacket, and pulled something colorful from the interior pocket. The envelope was decorative paper of red and gold, and Dominic presented it to Akira with two hands.


  Akira bowed and accepted the envelope, also with two hands, looking appreciative.


  “What’s happening?” Payton whispered to her husband.


  “I’m giving a gift. It’s Japanese culture, a gift for a gift. They flew all the way here for us.”


  Akira didn’t open the envelope. He put it in his own suit coat pocket, bowing again.


  “What did you give him?” Payton asked, looping a hand around Dominic’s waist.


  He smirked. “They’re here until next Sunday, so I opened a tab for them at the club.”


  Payton recovered from her surprise quickly. “You evil genius. They’ll fucking love it.”


  Dominic and Payton made their rounds, saying hello. Her gaze sparkled at me when she greeted Silas. They didn’t chat long with our table, needing to keep on the move. The wedding was well over three hundred people. It had to be daunting, but Payton took it in stride. Anything for her husband, I was sure.


  Silas’s arm hung on my shoulders, and I enjoyed the feel and weight of him. I leaned close and whispered in his ear, “I’m glad you were a devious asshole and came with me.”


  “Yeah?” His gaze was electric. “Me, too.”


  We danced, and drank, and I watched Taylor throw herself shamelessly at Payton’s older brother. I couldn’t really blame her. The guy was attractive, and Kyle hadn’t brought a date to the wedding. I bumped into Payton at one point during a slow song when I had my arms wrapped around Silas, and she shot me a knowing look.


  “Look at you,” she whispered. “So casual.”


  Hardly. I’d given up fighting it weeks ago.


  We didn’t stay all the way to the end of the wedding, but the crowd had thinned substantially. The Japanese couple and their translator were gone, as were Mr. Red and Claudia. I tracked the newlyweds down, gave Payton a quick hug, told her she looked amazing, and then whisked Silas out of the hotel and onto the cold sidewalk.


  He laced my hand with his and put both of them inside his coat pocket to keep them warm as we hurried to the closest El stop.


  “My buzz is fading,” he said as we rode the train back to my place.


  “There’s still some beer in my fridge.”


  “You’re not going to drink? We haven’t had sloppy, drunk sex yet.”


  I laughed. “Well, you make it sound so appealing.”


  When we arrived at the atrium door to my apartment, I buzzed up, and Silas’s expression turned to confusion.


  “I forgot my keys,” I said.


  As soon as we were through my front door and had our coats off, Silas was on me. His mouth was insistent on mine, and his hands were up the skirt of my dress, but I spun away.


  “Wait a minute,” I said, my heart racing.


  “Fuck, Regan, all I can think about is the last time you were in a skirt.”


  A laugh stuck in my throat. “Okay, hold that thought. Put some music on, I’ll be right back.”


  He pulled out his phone and moved toward my speaker system as I went to my bedroom and pushed the door open.


  When I came back to him, a seductive love song flowed through the room. He’d turned off the overhead lamp, so only the light from the pass-through window in my kitchen glowed in the space. The atmosphere was subdued and sexy.


  Silas glanced at my sapphire-blue dress. “I thought you were changing. I’m glad you didn’t.” He wore a simple black suit and patterned silver tie, and I ached at the sight of him. All male, gorgeous, and mine.


  “No,” I said softly. “I wasn’t changing. I was making sure everything was ready.”


  “Ready?” he repeated, and immediately froze.


  Tara strolled into the room and stood between us, not a stitch of clothes on her stunning body.


  


  Chapter


  TWENTY-ONE


  Silas went wooden. His chest didn’t move and he didn’t blink. My blood rushed so loudly in my ears, it was a roar. Could he hear it?


  He came back to life and spun away from us, but not before I got a look at the scowl painting his face. “What the fuck, Regan?”


  I hurried to him, sliding my hands up to cradle his jaw. “She asked if she could play with us. Silas, that night at the club with you and her . . . Didn’t you like that?”


  His hands gripped my wrists, holding me firmly. His intense stare pinned me in place. “Of course, but—” He looked at a loss for words.


  “You and I are amazing together. Imagine what we’d be like if we worked as a team, instead of fighting each other for control.”


  Breathing was no longer an issue for him. Now his chest was heaving, like he couldn’t find air. He studied me intently, waiting for the other shoe to drop, but there wasn’t one. “You want this?” he whispered.


  “Yes.” My voice was strong. I wasn’t sure if I could ever give my submission, but I could give us this. “Don’t you want it?”


  His eyebrows tugged together as he faced an impossible question. Worry etched his eyes, but it was unnecessary. I’d screwed up so much and been wrong before, but of this I was completely sure. I needed to make him feel the same.


  “I want to watch you do all the things to her,” I said, “that you want to do to me.”


  My memory went back to the moment Tara had asked if she could join us. She was so excited about it. Why have one Dom, when she could have two? I’d gotten incredibly turned on thinking about all the things Silas and I could do to her together.


  His eyes were so wide they seemed ready to fall out at any moment. “You want to watch me fuck her?”


  “Yes.” I said, my voice tinged with excitement.


  Society dictated there was something wrong with me. I shouldn’t want to share my man with another woman, and it was abnormal I didn’t want to be the submissive. I wasn’t supposed to crave what I did, or like how the control made me feel.


  But communication and defined rules were important to make this work. “I want to watch you in command. I want to see her writhing under our power.”


  He wiped a hand on his mouth, muffling a profanity. He made me wait an agonizingly long time. “You’re sure you want this?”


  “You tell me.” I grabbed his hand and pressed it between my legs, letting him feel how soaked my panties were.


  His eyes went heavy with desire, and I rose up on my toes, slamming my mouth over his. The kiss was reckless, just like what I was doing, but I felt safe. I was confident in my feelings for him and his feelings for me.


  When the kiss ended, his eyes were closed and his forehead pressed to mine. “Okay,” he breathed. “But if you change your mind, you tell me immediately.”


  “Same for you,” I whispered.


  He eased back and turned to gaze at the other woman. Lust descended on all three of us together.


  The air in the room was thin, but somehow I found my voice. “Tara. Come here.”


  Her hips swayed as she followed my command and her expression flooded with excitement. I knew Silas was watching her breasts as she ambled toward us, because her perfect tits held my focus as well.


  I threaded my hand through her hair, acting like I was going to kiss her, but at the last second I turned away and forced her down onto her knees. I should take it slow, but fuck that. I was an impatient bitch, ready to play with my new toy. Judging by the intense look streaking Silas’s face, he felt the same way.


  I snagged the tail of his tie and whipped it over his shoulder so it would be out of her way.


  “Undo his pants.”


  Silas’s head turned to me, but he held still as the woman kneeling before him began to undo his belt.


  It was a position of power. Her naked on her knees as the sub while I was fully clothed beside him as the primary. We both watched as the belt slid free from the buckle, the button undone, and his zipper dropped.


  “Suck his cock,” I ordered.


  Silas’s gaze snapped to mine and his eyes flared. Out of my peripheral vision, I could see her movements as she extracted him from his boxers, and there was a soft noise of surprise from her. She was pleased, maybe even impressed. Good. You should be.


  His mouth fell open, and he exhaled softly, letting his warm breath wash over my face as she stroked his length, preparing to take him in her mouth. Abruptly, his hands were on my shoulders, pulling me close. I slammed into him and before I could catch my startled breath, he was there, stealing it. His hot, wet mouth was pressed to mine, smothering his own moan the moment the other woman wrapped her lips around him.


  There wasn’t a way to describe the experience. Hot wasn’t even close. Blistering was better, but still inadequate. Kissing him while he received such intense pleasure . . . God. How long could I keep her down there? I wanted it to go on forever.


  Silas had an arm threaded behind my back to embrace me, and a hand on my cheek. His fingers moved, stroking my skin as he kissed me deeply.


  “Fuck.” His word was drenched with appreciation and spoken between two frantic kisses. His breathing had gone ragged in just seconds of being in her mouth.


  “Do you like this?” I asked him. “Because I think it’s so hot.”


  He blinked his eyes open and they were intense. “Fuck, yes.”


  Both of our gazes slipped down to Tara. Her blue eyes stared up at us, and I felt his body beneath my hands shudder as she pumped her lips on his wet, shining cock. With each bob of her head, I’d get a flash of her naked tits.


  I traced a line on her forehead, pushing the wayward strands of blonde hair back and out of her way. She looked beautiful like this, and powerful, too. Between the three of us, she held the ultimate power, choosing to give us control, which she could take back at any time. Her eyes were clear and ocean blue, and she gazed at me with longing while I tucked the strands behind her ear.


  Since my hand was already there, I put my palm on the back of her head and gently urged her to move faster on him. Guiding her like this sent electricity coursing down my spine, and it grew into a storm when Silas’s hand met mine. Both of us pushing her to take him deeper.


  The arm around my back tensed, drawing my gaze back up to him. He leaned over and groaned against my mouth, generating a sound that was pleasurable agony. I snagged his bottom lip between my teeth, nipping at him. His hand on mine, buried in her hair, squeezed.


  “Use your hand on him.”


  I glanced down to make sure she followed my command, and sure enough, she closed a fist at the base of his dick. It slid easily back and forth on the thick slab of flesh she couldn’t take all the way down her throat. At least, she couldn’t at this pace.


  Silas’s fingers bit into my waist. He probably didn’t realize how hard he was squeezing me, but there was too much going on for him to concentrate. The shudder in him was more pronounced when her grip tightened and moved at a furious tempo.


  Like he’d been punched, Silas stumbled backward from us. His expression said it all. He’d gotten much closer than he’d meant to. He used both hands to smooth his hair back as he seemed to try to collect himself. With his tie thrown to the side and his undone pants sagging at his hips, he looked wild.


  There were no words between us, but a conversation ensued. His hesitant expression wanted to know what happened next. I quirked my lips into a smile and tilted my head. “Whatever you want,” I tried to convey.


  His gaze shifted away from me and settled on the woman kneeling on the carpet. In his absence, Tara had assumed the standard position of a submissive. She sat back on her heels with her knees wide apart, her wrists crossed in the small of her back, and her head down. Ready and waiting for him.


  “I don’t guess,” Silas said, just louder than the music, “you have a pair of handcuffs on you.”


  I swallowed hard. Sure, I did. They were inside the metal lock box on the top shelf of my closet, right along with my pistol and my badge. Government-grade steel handcuffs and the keys, although I’d never had to use either of them.


  When undercover, at first you try not to lie, but to deflect.


  “Can I buy you a new tie?” I asked, stepping toward him.


  He didn’t seem to understand until I loosened the knot at his neck. He met my fumbling hands, sliding the end free until his tie was a ribbon in his beautiful hands. For a moment, we just looked at Tara and savored what she was offering. Her body on display, her submission a gift.


  I set my hands on his, fingering the silk. “Do you want me to do it?” I’d restrained her plenty of times at the club, but this was so different. Special.


  He shook his head. “I’d like to.” His lips brushed over mine. “Is that all right?”


  I grinned. I’d always demanded a rough and dirty Silas. I wasn’t prepared for a polite one.


  It must have been clear I approved, because he went to her. His fingers curled under her chin and lifted her head.


  “Up.”


  Holy shit.


  His one-word command detonated in the room, scattering the last of my anxiety away. He was just as committed to the scene as I was. He held out his hand and she took it, using it to climb to her feet. She said nothing as he led her to the couch and pointed.


  “Sit. Hands behind your back.”


  I stood in my living room, every cell in my body burning with anticipation as he sat beside her, the tie clenched in a fist. He leaned behind and set about winding the silk around her wrists.


  She flinched when he did the first knot and yanked it closed. “Too tight?”


  “No, Sir.”


  Since he was behind her, she couldn’t see the impact of her words, but I could. His pleased expression filled me with pleasure by proxy.


  He’d been sitting the night I’d put on a show for him at the club, so I thought it was appropriate to do the same. I tucked my skirt beneath me as I sat in the loveseat opposite the couch, giving me a perfect view.


  The second knot was tugged closed, the silk slipping against itself with a quiet “Vrrrp.”


  Silas righted himself. He peeled out of his suit jacket and tossed it on the coffee table, then pulled off his shoes and socks. Those skilled, artistic fingers undid the buttons of his dress shirt until it fell open, but he didn’t shed it. Instead he left it to tease me with glimpses of his artwork.


  Tara waited patiently, keeping her gaze on her knees. Was she wondering what he was going to do? I was curious as well.


  He sat back and pivoted so he could lie sideways on the couch. His hand went to her shoulder. “On your back.”


  They were by the armrest, though, and as she moved, he dipped an arm beneath her, helping her lower until her shoulder blades were against the armrest. He supported himself on an elbow, his back pressed against the back of the couch, and his gaze snared mine.


  We stood at the edge of the precipice, our deep breaths synchronizing together, and then we jumped.


  His hand shoved her knee aside, and her foot fell to the floor. It opened her to him, and his fingers trailed quickly along the inside of her thigh. Silas never dropped eye contact with me. I wasn’t focused on his hand, it was all on his expression, but I could sense the fingers. I could feel them moving along her skin as they crept right between her thighs, touching her where I was hot and wet and throbbing.


  “Mmm,” she moaned with her lips flattened together. His fingers stirred over her clit. Her next moan was longer and deeper.


  Perhaps he watched me to gauge my reaction, but I believed something else was going on. Silas wanted the connection with me as he brought her pleasure. I licked my lips. He’d barely touched her and already I felt parched and starved.


  “Again,” I commanded him.


  This time his fingers rolled several tiny circles. Her biceps tensed, and a devious smile bowed on my face. Her instinct was to touch herself or position his hand where she wanted it, but she was bound and couldn’t.


  “What?” he teased her, picking up on the same thing. “Did you need something?”


  Holy hell, his evil tone turned me on. She gasped as he manipulated her clit, twisting the bud of flesh between his fingers.


  I wasn’t sure what to do with my hands while I watched. If I touched myself, I worried I’d come quickly, and I wasn’t ready for it. I liked to delay and draw out my pleasure just as I’d done to her in the club. But watching Silas touch her and the way she was writhing in his arms was almost too much to bear.


  Her lips rounded into an O when his middle finger pressed inside.


  “What does she feel like?” I asked, my voice hurried.


  “Her pussy’s on fire.” He kept those silver eyes pointed at me as he licked one of her erect nipples. “She’s squeezing on my finger like she wants to come.” His finger retracted and slipped back inside. “Is that what you want, Tara?”


  “Yes,” she whispered. “Please, Sir.”


  His tone was firm. “No, it’s too soon.”


  God, it was like we shared a mind.


  His pink tongue swiped over her breast, causing her to tremble. “You don’t get to come until you’re begging for it. You’ll use words, but that won’t be enough. I won’t let you come until you’re too far gone to find any words. I only want this body to beg.”


  And . . . that was it. I shoved my hand between my legs and massaged the ache.


  He did exactly what I had done, edging her. First with one finger, then with two. His mouth closed on her nipple and sucked until his cheeks hollowed. Her squirming grew desperate.


  “Please,” she whispered even when we all knew it was futile. His white teeth gleamed at me when she gasped her second cry, begging in a raw voice.


  Instead, he gave her three fingers. Pleasure rolled along my nerve endings, not just at the visual of half his hand inside her, but at the memory of how good the stretch felt. How much I enjoyed the sensation of being so full.


  He looked amazing.


  His powerful arm flexed with each thrust, making her body recoil on each impact, sending her breasts swaying. Tara panted with her eyes closed. Her hips undulated on the fingers, and her knees shook.


  I didn’t submit. My programming was off; I was wired wrong. Yet I was struck powerfully with the thought that if I’d ever allow true domination, it’d be with this man. Because I cared so deeply for him, if he needed it . . .


  The pitch of Tara’s breathing changed and turned frantic like someone had flipped a switch. Her shoulders tensed. Soft whimpering noises rumbled and pleaded. He’d pushed her farther and longer than I had, and I was sure his reward would be greater. The moment she came undone was crystal clear. Tara couldn’t form words. The only thing going on in her mind was the desperate, primal need for release.


  “Yes,” Silas encouraged. “Yes, yes.”


  An earthquake erupted from her, so violent it shook the couch. Her legs tensed, her arm muscles strained, and she gasped so loud it was almost a scream. Her head tipped back and she squeezed her eyes shut tightly, letting Silas hold her as the orgasm took control from him.


  It was such an impressive display, my hand paused. All I could do was watch with rapt attention, drinking in her cries of pleasure. I was envious of them both. Envious of her pleasure, and of his control.


  Her panting diminished breath by breath until it was steady and normal. He lifted her, helping Tara return to sitting on the couch and him by her side.


  “You said I should do whatever I want to do to you,” Silas said to me. “Right?”


  “Yes,” I purred. My hand resumed its stroke between my legs. Christ. I’d never been this wet. It was almost embarrassing.


  He stood and undid the cuffs of his dress shirt, pulling himself free. The white shirt sailed onto the coffee table. His pants and boxers were shed next. The belt cracked against the wood when the clothes were chucked aside. Now he was as gloriously naked as she was. It heightened the stakes and made me insatiable.


  I was too busy admiring the tattoo to realize what he was doing. He grabbed the edge of the coffee table and pushed it to the side, clearing space in front of Tara.


  “Oh!” He surprised her when he shoved her backward and she bounced slightly against the couch cushions. She’d been seated right at the edge and now she was in a slumped position. As she tried to push herself up on her bound hands, Silas took a knee.


  I didn’t like that our connection was broken, but it was overruled by the anticipation of the new show about to start. And since he couldn’t do it . . . “Tara, look at me.”


  Her gaze flew to mine directly across the space. She held it as the man kneeling before her put his large hands on her knees and pressed them open. His head dipped down. She sucked in a sharp breath through her nose.


  Oh, my, fuck. The muscles along his broad back rippled and flexed as he fucked her with his mouth. I tugged my panties down around my knees, torturing myself. I could touch my pussy, but the panties kept me restrained. Kept me from finishing myself off.


  Tara’s chin was tucked to her chest, and it seemed she no longer cared about her slumped positioning. Her feet were on the floor, but she lifted up onto the balls of her feet. It only made Silas push her legs further apart. I could hear the sound of his tongue sliding on her damp pussy, and see how much she enjoyed each sensation through her face.


  “Isn’t he amazing with his tongue?”


  “Yes, Mistress.”


  My body locked up in momentary shock. Mistress. How the fuck could a single word give me so much pleasure? I yanked my hand away from my pussy, worried I might come without warning.


  I needed to reward her for how much she’d pleased me. I stood up and the sodden panties fell to my ankles, so I could easily step out of them. My hand went to the pull on the zipper of my dress.


  She watched me undress, her eyes hooded. I wasn’t sure if it was my naked body, or the tongue working her, or both.


  “I didn’t know you . . .” she struggled to catch her breath, “had a tattoo. Is it yours, Sir?”


  He’d been busy, so he must not have realized I’d stripped. His head turned, and when I caught his gaze, I smiled. Behind my ribs, my heart went into overdrive.


  “Yes,” I said, my voice confident. “All of it. All of me is his.”


  


  Chapter


  TWENTY-TWO


  Silas looked stunned. We hadn’t talked about our relationship. In fact, my request for him not to see anyone else was the only conversation we’d had about it. But I cared for him so much I felt it deep into the marrow of my bones, and knew he felt it back, at least to some degree.


  I joined him, sinking to my knees. He must have known my intent. His hand cupped the back of my neck as he kissed me fiercely, and then he pressed me toward her waiting pussy.


  My tongue lapped and licked at her eagerly, while one of his hands caressed the curves of my body. His touch was sensual, as if he was sculpting me with those artistic hands. Meanwhile I fluttered and sucked, sliding my tongue deep between her folds so I could taste her better. Enjoyment crept in for both me and her, but the hand on the back of my neck tightened. It wordlessly asked me to let up so he could take over.


  Watching him lap at her up close made me dizzy with lust. I was too impatient to wait my turn. I lunged forward, and our tongues met as they flicked over her clit. Tara’s whimpers of choked bliss were louder than the sexy music playing in my kitchen.


  We worked together perfectly. He’d lick her for a minute, and then I’d take charge. He had one hand squeezing her full breast, while the other was on my ass, squeezing as well. His grip was intense and needy.


  The tag team rhythm was demanding and relentless on her. The muscles in her belly were quivering, and power burned under my skin, urging me onward. I turned my palm up to the ceiling as I sank my middle two fingers in her pussy. Silas wasn’t kidding. Her body was scalding hot.


  “Condom in my purse,” I said to him.


  Footsteps carried him away while I kept her poised on the brink. Like when she’d been on the table, her hips rotated on my hand, trying to set the pace, so I pinched her swollen clit. She stopped instantly, a moan dying in her throat.


  The sound of the condom wrapper being ripped open spurred me into action. I eased my hand out of her, grabbed her elbow and pulled her back up to sitting. I was curious how Silas was going to want to take her, but then he answered it by sitting on the floor beside me, his back against the foot of the couch, his legs straight out on the carpet.


  “You want me to untie her?” I asked, figuring it be easier if she had use of her hands.


  He nodded as he rolled the condom down the length of his cock. I wrapped my arms around her waist to reach behind her, and my fingers worked lose the knots he’d tied. She stared down at me like I was fascinating, and her attentiveness only made my desire stronger.


  There’d been something missing between all of my partners before Silas, and I’d been convinced it was them. The ache and unsatisfied feeling which lingered after sex, even when my orgasms had been fulfilled, left me wondering if it was always going to be like that. A letdown. It hadn’t really been them, it’d been me. I’d held myself back on a leash until Silas.


  I pulled Tara down off the couch so we were kneeling together beside him, and I slid a hand down her back, grabbing the soft globe of her ass. My other hand was on her hip, pressing her against me. Our naked breasts collided. It felt . . . pleasant. There wasn’t another word I could find to describe it, but I liked her soft skin pushed against mine.


  Tara was ready for my kiss. Her lips opened, welcoming my tongue, and her mouth was as scorching hot as the rest of her had been. When I ended the kiss, I took my hand off her ass and brought it back down with a loud smack.


  “Get on him. I want to watch you fuck that cock.” I ordered it with a dark voice. I was out of control with excitement and weirdly in complete control of all other aspects of the scene.


  “Regan.” Once again, Silas said my name like it was a dirty word, and it sounded so fucking good. His expression was painted with concern. “You’re sure?”


  I didn’t want to just tell him I was sure, I wanted to show him. I grabbed a handful of her blonde hair, and forced her over him so she straddled his lap. Tara put her hands on his shoulders to stabilize herself, but her gaze remained on mine. Both of them staring at me. Yes. She understood exactly who was in command right now.


  I lifted the corner of my mouth into a smile, wordlessly giving her permission to go ahead.


  Holy fucking God, it was erotic. Naughty and wrong, yet I couldn’t stop watching as she sank down, his cock disappearing in her body. My grip in her hair guided her slowly down, and my other hand covered hers on his shoulder. Competing desires rose up. I wanted to kiss him, but I also didn’t want to stop watching.


  In the end, the desire to connect with him was stronger. I held her perfectly still on him, while I leaned over and brushed my lips against his. He tasted like sin. The kiss was only supposed to last a moment, but he had other plans. He trapped my head in his hands and claimed me, branding his kiss on my lips.


  Lust and wickedness were a dangerous combination, but they looked beautiful on Silas. His gaze was so focused on me, it felt like he could see right inside to the secrets I was keeping. I kept our eye-contact unbroken as I moved my hand, commanding my sub to begin.


  Kissing him while she’d sucked his cock was sexy, but kissing him while he was fucking her was so much better. Once she’d found the tempo I’d wanted, I let her go and sat back on my heels. Her tits bounced as she rode him, her head flung back, and waves rolled through her long curtain of hair. Silas had a hand on her waist. I’d set the original pace, but it seemed too slow for him. He drove up beneath her, unleashing a groan of approval as she matched the tempo his hips demanded.


  “Yeah,” he grunted. His hand on her waist glided up until it was on the spot where her neck met her body. “Tell her how much you like my cock inside you.”


  Tara’s head came up and her gaze searched, finding me quickly. Her cheeks were flushed and she panted it out. “He feels amazing.”


  “Does he?” I moved so I was right beside her, my knees against her leg. I spanked her, causing her to yelp. “Answer me.”


  “Oh, God. Yes, Mistress.”


  She already seemed close to coming again. I dipped my hand between their bodies, buried my fingers on her wet clit, and rubbed furiously as she pumped on him.


  “Are you going to come all over his cock? Is your pussy going to make a big mess?”


  She flinched at my question, but her face twisted with enjoyment. It turned her on. My hand that wasn’t working her clit, cupped the nape of her neck and reminded her of my dominance. I put my lips at the sensitive spot below her ear, kissing and nipping.


  It made her wild. She thrashed on him, shuddering and gasping, her orgasm mounting and then seemingly right upon her.


  What Silas and I were doing was intensely hot, but it was the way we synced that turned my insides to liquid. I sat back from her at the same moment his grip locked down on her hips, forcing her to stop. Neither one of us wanted her to lose control just yet. Her gasp was a frustrated sob, the sound of it illustrating exactly how much power we had over her. It was thrilling when his expression mirrored what I was feeling.


  “Get up on the couch,” Silas said. “I want to make you come.”


  Oh, fuck me. We’d just denied her orgasm and now he was going to give me one, right in front of her. He was evil and I loved it.


  He shifted so his head was laying back on the couch cushion. I stood, took a knee beside his shoulder, and grabbed the back of the couch, facing the wall. My body was alight with anticipation, beyond ready for his indecent kiss. I positioned myself so his face was between my thighs, and lowered down until there was the contact of his wet tongue.


  My knuckles tightened on the fabric-covered wood of the couch, and I leaned over, putting my cheek against the wall. “Fuck.”


  Silas’s strokes were tentative. He was probably trying to find his new rhythm as he fucked us both simultaneously. Tara let loose a moan, telling me he was moving again with her, and then his tongue kicked into gear.


  “Fuck,” I babbled again. “Oh my God, Silas.”


  The wall was cold against my cheek, but everywhere else I was on fire. It wasn’t going to take me long. Silas’s rough hand was on my ass, and I jolted up off his lips as Tara’s mouth was there. I glanced back over my shoulder to see his other hand threaded through her hair, pushing her forward. He wanted her to use her mouth on me, too.


  Would she? Was she as filthy as I was?


  A tremble shuddered along my legs when I settled back down over him, and his tongue slid around my clit. I swallowed air, trying not to pant. Her warm breath hit my skin, and her long hair brushed the back of my legs, tickling slightly.


  “Oh, fuck,” I groaned.


  Her hands were pulling me apart, and her tongue . . . It was wet, warm bliss, centered where it shouldn’t go. The pair of tongues pleasing me had the room spinning.


  “So fucking dirty,” I mumbled, thinking out loud. “God, I love it, you dirty girl.”


  Time seemed to slow. There was a symphony of moans as they worked my body, catapulting me right to the edge of orgasm. I gripped a handful of Silas’s long hair, not to control him, but to hold on. Another way to communicate how amazing it all felt.


  “I’m gonna come,” I gasped. My heart thundered and my blood roared in my ears. Holy shit, was I going to come. “Oh my God, yes, yes . . .”


  I fractured into a million pieces as the orgasm rushed through me. It was boiling hot, scalding and wonderful. The sensations washed one after another, filling me with pleasure I hadn’t had before, and it lasted a long, long time. I didn’t release my grip on him until my muscles began to work again.


  My legs were wobbly as I climbed down onto the floor where I’d been. Silas wiped a hand over his mouth, and revealed a wicked smile beneath.


  “Oh my God, that was amazing,” I whispered just before launching at him. I kissed him with complete abandon, and enjoyed swallowing his moans as Tara continued to fuck him. “I think we should make her come.”


  Our gazes both went to her. She looked gorgeous, impaled on his thick cock, her hands palming her breasts.


  “Please, Sir.”


  Her soft begging did the trick. “You’ve earned it,” Silas said.


  Delight lit up her face, and it grew into excitement as I resumed what I’d been doing before. My fingers fumbled on her nub of flesh that held the most pleasure. I wanted Silas and I to share her orgasm.


  As I touched her, I watched him. I savored how his pecs looked covered with a thin sheen of sweat, and how his arms flexed to dictate her movements. And most of all, I stared at his deep, clear eyes that never strayed from mine.


  She erupted in orgasm. A cry of ecstasy ripped from her, followed by magnificent convulsions. Tara seemed to be in the throes of an epic orgasm, and once again, I felt pleasure by proxy. I halfway owned this orgasm, so part of its pleasure was mine.


  “Regan.” His dirty word was almost a command.


  I helped Tara off of him, and grabbed the condom, pulling it off. I wanted nothing separating us when we came together. Silas exhaled loudly as I stroked down his length. Christ, he was hard.


  “How do you want me?” I asked.


  “Turn around. Tara’s going to go down on you while you’re fucking me.”


  I scrambled on my knees, getting over him. The tip of his cock was positioned at my entrance, nudging and prodding. I couldn’t get him inside of me fast enough. “Oh,” I sighed, when it was done. I bit down on my bottom lip as I adjusted to his possession.


  Silas’s fingers skated over my back. They traced patterns while he waited for a signal that I was ready to start moving. I leaned back, putting my hands on the floor and arching up to the ceiling, when his cock slowly pulled out and then thrust back in.


  My eyes rolled back behind my closed eyelids, and an involuntary shiver slipped through me. His next thrust was deeper. Harder. I moaned a sound of twisted need.


  Earlier tonight I’d been nervous about Tara’s offer once I’d accepted. What if Silas hadn’t wanted to? What if he’d wanted it too much? But he didn’t. He’d quieted every concern I’d had, and shame was nowhere to be found in this room. I could be exactly who I wanted to be, including the Domme I’d been fighting to suppress most of my life.


  There were hands all over my body. His. Hers. My own. Whimpers poured from my lips as someone trailed fingers down over my navel, and further down to my slit. Tara’s delicate fingers found my clit and massaged, returning the action I’d given her.


  “You’re going to taste her pussy,” Silas said, talking to her.


  Tara was sitting on her knees. She tucked her hair behind her ears, leaned over me, and obeyed the command. It was an amplifier on my pleasure and brought me verging on overload.


  It was hard to be in control in this position, even though I was on top. His grip on my waist helped and guided me, while his other hand pinched my nipple. And I didn’t want to slide up and down on him too fast, either, or I’d risk Tara stopping her tongue. No fucking way did I want that to happen. Her fast fluttering tongue gave me the best kind of tremors. Behind my head, his breathing was loud and ragged.


  Silas was approaching his end, I could sense it. He was hard as steel and throbbing, and his breathing had graduated to a full-on pant. He moaned when Tara’s tongue dipped down to lick him.


  “Shit.” He groaned it between thrusts, and sparks danced behind my eyelids.


  Hearing his build triggered my own, and we fed off of each other. I’d moan, and he’d moan louder. My hand gripped his on my breast, and he bit down on my shoulder. Every action an escalation.


  “Yeah?” Silas’s tone was hot. “You like that?”


  “Oh, God, I do. Fuck.” I was going to lose my goddamn mind if I didn’t come soon.


  “Tell me you’re close,” he said abruptly. Was there a hint of panic in his voice?


  “I’m right there,” I cried.


  He exhaled loudly, and slammed up into me. Tara lifted away and replaced her mouth with her fingers, and it was all too much. Way too good.


  I screamed as I came. His hand slammed over my mouth, probably so the sound didn’t draw complaints from my neighbors. The ecstasy exploded, and while I shuddered under his hand, he kept me quiet enough so I could listen to him come right after me. I was falling down while he was going up.


  It was such a sexy sound. His rapid, uneven breath interrupted with moans of pleasure. Inside me, the spurts triggered new waves of bliss. I fucking loved it when he came inside me, not just the sensation, but the raw, basic reward of it.


  As we slowed to a stop, the world started again. Tara remained on her knees, staring at me with a pleased look on her face, and why not? Giving pleasure was almost as good as receiving.


  I slid off of him, wondering what happened now. Fuck it. I’d try not to worry about what the right thing was, since my gut was usually wrong. I startled her with a quick kiss. “Why don’t you go get into bed? We’ll be right behind you.”


  She smiled, stood, and I watched her lithe form as she walked away. God, she was stunning.


  Silas’s hands smoothed up and down my arms, and his lips settled on my shoulder. “You want us to get into bed together?”


  “Yeah.” It was weird, but I did. We’d shared something incredibly intimate, and I felt . . . new. I wanted to curl up, wrapped in the newness with them. “You don’t want to get into bed with two naked women?”


  “You’ll get absolutely no fucking complaints from me.”


  “Good,” I said in a fake stern voice.


  I used the restroom while Silas threw out the condom, and then we walked into the bedroom together, hand in hand, gazing at the naked woman waiting for us.


  


  Chapter


  TWENTY-THREE


  I woke up parched. What time was it? It was dark outside and we were a tangle of bodies. I extracted myself delicately from the heap, slipped on my bathrobe, and snuck away to the kitchen to grab a glass of water. The coffee table was still pushed to the side and clothes were scattered in my living room. As I leaned against the counter and drank, I hoped neither of the people in my bedroom would wake tomorrow with regret.


  What we’d done was risky, but hadn’t the reward been worth it?


  “Hey.”


  His voice startled me and the glass slipped from my fingers, shattering on the floor with a loud crack. It broke into chunks and water splattered my legs.


  “Fuck, sorry,” Silas said. He went to step forward, but we were both barefooted.


  “Stay there, I’ve got it.” Thankfully I was right by the pantry door. I grabbed the broom and dustpan, and bent down to sweep up the jagged glass. My voice was soft and light. “Couldn’t sleep? Or did you just come in here to scare the hell out of me?”


  “That wasn’t my intention. I was thirsty.” He must have grabbed his boxers at some point before coming into the kitchen. His hands rested on the waistband at his hips.


  For a long moment, the only sound was the glass crunching and shifting under the broom. When it was finally done and I was sure I had all of the pieces, I stood and dumped the dustpan in the garbage, where the broken glass tumbled with a loud clang. I set the broom to the side.


  “All right, we’re okay,” I said.


  His expression was cryptic. “Are we?”


  I sucked in air and swallowed it down. “Yes.” I gathered strength as I padded up to him and pressed a hand in the center of his chest. “Yes, we are.”


  His relieved smile made my knees turn to rubber.


  “Good.” He covered my hand with his, threading his fingers between mine. His expression turned serious and his voice dropped low. “I need to tell you a secret.”


  His heart pounded beneath my fingertips and my blood ran cold. “What is it?”


  “I think I might be in love with you.”


  Holy shit! I jerked against his hand, but he kept me locked in place.


  “And I don’t want you thinking,” he continued, “it has anything to do with what we did tonight. This happened before that.”


  An invisible force squeezed my chest so tight I couldn’t speak. I was ecstatic. And terrified.


  “Hey, relax,” he said as I tried again unsuccessfully to back away. He was too close, too perfect. “I’m going to make this really easy for you. I get that your instinct is to run, and I’m not taking it personally.” His mouth turned up into a sad smile. His other hand pushed my robe to the side and he traced his fingers over the scar hiding beneath his art. “Just tell me you love me for tonight. Tomorrow we can go back to however you want it to be.”


  His words made me scatter worse than the glass I’d broken. I trembled in his hands, even as I ordered my body to stop it.


  “Silas,” I whispered.


  “I love you.” His thumb brushed over the scar, sending the same sparks it had the first time he’d done it, before he’d put the tattoo on me.


  My body wouldn’t listen, and neither would my heart. “I love you,” I answered back, “just for tonight.”


  He pawed at the knot holding my robe closed and threw it open, pressing the length of his hot body against my quaking one. His kiss had the world dropping out from beneath me, and I hung onto him, desperate.


  What was I doing? I shouldn’t lift the floodgates on my emotions until I was completely honest.


  You could tell him.


  He’d said he was in love with me which, if true, meant he’d accept why I’d lied for months. But what if he didn’t? What if he chose to protect Joseph over me? Silas had known Joseph for years, and he’d helped Silas get his gallery off the ground. And Joseph had come clean with Silas about his dirty secret.


  His hands were distracting inside the robe, sliding over my back, down to squeeze a handful of my ass. God, I loved the feel of his hands. His palms were rough from when he lifted weights, or his art, or life, and it felt amazing against my skin.


  I went weightless as he lifted me up, naturally causing my legs to wrap around his waist. I was seated on the kitchen tabletop and as he pressed me back, his mouth moved lower. My hands were on his shoulders, kneading and massaging.


  “I thought you were thirsty,” I said.


  “I am. Can’t you tell?”


  I meant it teasing, but with most of my jokes, he picked up on the truth beneath. “I don’t deserve you,” I whispered.


  His tone was playful. “Shut the fuck up, Regan.” He feathered kisses down to the hollow of my throat, inching toward my breasts. “Or do I need to make you?”


  “Oh, by all means, make me.”


  He laughed, and then, holy fuck, he did.
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  Shane’s expression was horror. “Run that by me again?”


  I laced my fingers together and rested them on the conference table. My stomach was a tangled mess of nerves, but I steeled my voice to sound confident. “I’ll give Roland what he wants. I’ll get on the table, let him negotiate a deal, and then we’ll have him.”


  “No,” Shane snarled. “There’s no way I’m signing off on that.”


  “Oh, stop it. I’ll use my escape signal before anything happens and we’ll have the footage we need to nail him to the wall.”


  It was like I’d told him to go fuck himself. “Did you not hear me when I said no?”


  “It’s not a big deal. I can handle this.”


  “How the fuck are you going to handle it? You’ll be naked, blindfolded, and restrained!”


  “Shane, calm down.” His voice had gotten so loud it had drawn the attention of a few agents near the glass doors. “I’m a big girl. It’s ten minutes of being naked in front of a guy, which . . . spoiler alert, I’ve done before. And I survived.”


  He stared at the table, refusing to look at me, and his hand massaged the back of his neck.


  “I know this is the mother of all bad ideas,” I added. “But it could be our only shot. I don’t want to miss the opportunity just because I have to flash some skin.”


  “All of it,” he interjected. “All of your skin.”


  “It’s not ideal, but it’s the fastest way. Come on. You want this assignment over just as much as I do.”


  There’s no way it was true, because I wanted the operation done with every fiber of my being. I ached to tell Silas. I’d get my big fish. No matter what reaction it drew from him, even if he left, at least I could count on my work making a difference.


  “What about him?” Shane didn’t name names, but there wasn’t a need. “You think he’s going to be okay with your ridiculous plan?”


  “Not really, but it’ll be done before he knows about it.” Guilt roiled in my belly. This was it, the last, terrible thing I’d do to get free and come clean.


  “Andrea.” It was the first time in more than a year he’d used my real name. Shane’s expression was one I’d seen before, only the worry in his eyes was amplified to scary proportions. “You don’t have to do this.”


  “I need out,” I said, my voice flat. “I already told Julius I’d do it.” It was anything but convincing. “This is win-win.”


  He raked a hand through his hair, turning away. “Yeah? Then why the hell do I feel like we’ve lost?”
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  Friday came much too soon. I didn’t get nervous, but everything was backward, like some sort of twisted mirror. I stood in the dressing room tugging off my clothes with the other working girls as Payton hooked her earpiece in.


  Thank God Dominic’s work kept their honeymoon short. She’d only arrived back last night, and was able to fill the spot when I called and asked.


  Tara wasn’t working tonight. She had an appointment with Mr. Gold tomorrow, and I was filled with relief when I saw her name wasn’t on the schedule. Otherwise I would have felt compelled to lie about why I was about to get on the table. I’d been lying to myself all week, saying it would be easy. That Silas would understand in the end.


  I was appreciative that Payton didn’t ask about him, or my motives. A year ago I’d stood here and watched her undress as she actively tried to deceive me, and now our roles were reversed. She’d lose out on the sale when I used my signal, but she could deal. Payton didn’t need it. She liked the negotiations almost as much as the money, anyway.


  “Do you have a target figure?” she asked as I cinched the silk robe closed.


  My distracted mind had a difficult time focusing. She was asking about price. “No, not really. Nothing below a thousand.”


  “Are you fucking with me? I just saw you naked, Regan. We both know that’s insanely low.”


  “It is?”


  Trepidation washed over Payton’s face and she grasped my elbow. “I don’t like this, how nervous you are.”


  I tugged my elbow free from her grip, unable to contain my irritation. “I’m allowed to be nervous.”


  She smiled softly, like she was glad I had returned to normal. “Of course you are. Hey, this is supposed to be enjoyable for both you and the client. You’re gonna have a great time.”


  “Yeah. I’ll be better when I’m on the table,” I offered.


  I highly doubted it, but I focused on the goal. I pictured Roland’s face when we arrived at his residence tomorrow morning and asked him to come with us downtown. Would he lose his shit when he saw me with my badge? I let my anticipation for that moment fuel me as I followed Payton down the hallway toward Room Five.


  Marquis stood beside the door, a sick, twisted grin smeared on his face. How much did he know about my plan? At least after tonight, I wouldn’t have to see him anymore.


  Anxiety stiffened my muscles as soon as Payton and I were closed in the room. Hopefully Roland was punctual for his appointment and I wouldn’t have to wait long. On top of everything else, I wasn’t thrilled about the act of allowing myself to be bound or to surrender my freedoms willingly.


  There was only one man I would do that for, which I suppose I was now, more or less. Getting on the table would remove the final barrier between Silas and me.


  “Your client’s already in the holding room,” Payton said. “You want me to tell Julius to make him chill?”


  Had she asked because I was staring at the table like it was the gallows?


  “No.” I centered myself, searching for the ice queen I’d tried so hard to be. You aren’t cold fucking Roland. He’s not a threat. Stop being a pussy and do your job. I tore open the robe, hung it on the hook, and marched to the table. My voice was certain and business-like. “I’m ready.”


  I sat. I lay down and stared up at the crystal chandelier, listening as she opened the drawer and pulled out the blindfold.


  “This is my last night here,” Payton said matter-of-factly.


  My surprised gaze found hers. “What?”


  “Dominic and I are thinking about kids. He’s thirty-five, and loves to remind me he’s not getting any younger.”


  I took the silky blindfold from her. “What about Julius?”


  “He gets it, and it’s not like he needs my help. He knows what he’s doing.”


  She stared at me expectantly, waiting for me to don the mask. I held my breath and slipped the elastic band behind my head, tugging the blindfold down over my eyes.


  “I’m going to miss you,” I said. There was a sharp pain in my chest, even though it wasn’t a lie.


  “Aw, you’re sweet. I’ll fucking miss you, too.”


  I flinched at the sound of the Velcro ripping open. She closed it tight around my left wrist, and I bit down on the inside of my cheek. In a moment, she’d steal the last bit of control from me.


  “Can you do the other one sort of loose?” I whispered.


  She laughed softly. “Yeah, of course. Joseph told me you weren’t a natural submissive, so baby steps, right?”


  “Right.” I swallowed as her heels clicked across the floor.


  She curled the ribbon around my wrist. “How’s that?”


  “Good, thanks.”


  Her hair brushed my shoulder as she leaned close. “And just because I won’t be here anymore, doesn’t mean you get to be a stranger, Regan.”


  A faint smile warmed my lips.


  She leaned even closer so her breath was hot in my ear. Her tone was sinful. “I heard about your night here with Tara. Let me know if you ever want to play with me and Dominic.”


  Beneath the mask, my eyes popped open. I was flattered, and the image sparked of Payton and Dominic together. I’d watched them on the monitor at the conclusion of the fake negotiations last year, and they’d been scorching hot. Would Silas want to play with another couple? Fuck, there was already too much shit on my mind, I had to compartmentalize it.


  “I’ll . . . keep that in mind.”


  She chuckled as she drew back. “Julius, Room Five’s ready.”


  Footsteps diminished as she went to the chair in the corner and sat.


  The air around me grew colder with each painstakingly slow second. My mouth went dry, like someone had shoved it full of cotton. Striking this deal with Roland would put a lot of things in motion. Would this be the first time he’d attempted to cheat on his wife? Or was he the clichéd man in politics who grabbed any piece of ass he could?


  It had to be the second one. He’d been awfully quick to pull his wedding ring off at the gallery showing.


  The door groaned open, shoes clopped into the room, and there was a thud when the door shut behind him.


  Showtime.


  


  Chapter


  TWENTY-FOUR


  It sounded as if Payton stood quickly from the chair. “Good evening, sir. Welcome.”


  There wasn’t a response. He was probably too busy looking at my tits. I clenched my teeth so tight my jaw ached. You’re almost done. I’d agree to whatever sum he offered, because the faster this was over, the better.


  “I heard it’s your first time here,” Payton said. “On the wall you’ll see a list. These are areas she’s interested in, if you are, too.”


  God, filling out the willing list had been painful. Not that it’d ever get that far, but I didn’t want to leave something off that Roland would be into. I needed the sale as enticing as possible, and in the end I’d checked all of the boxes except for the extreme fetishes.


  “May I take your coat?”


  There was rustling as he slipped it off and passed it to her. He didn’t utter a thank you, and I don’t know why I was surprised. The more I’d dug into his background, the more I’d uncovered he was an arrogant prick.


  “Let’s talk money,” he said abruptly, his voice harsh.


  “You want to dive right into the deep end?” She gave half a laugh.


  Was that a sports reference, or just an idiom? I would have put him more in the average category rather than attractive, but looks were subjective.


  “I don’t like to waste time,” he said. “I’m a busy man.”


  “All right. Nine.”


  “Hundred?”


  A noise cut off from her, like shocked offense. “Thousand.”


  He responded with his own sound of disapproval. “You’ve got to be joking.”


  “You came here specifically for her.”


  He shifted on his feet, the shoes scuffing on the floor. “I won’t pay anything more than two, and she’d better be worth it.”


  I couldn’t see Payton, but I knew her well enough. I pictured her hands clenching into fists and a tight smile plastered on her face, masking her irritation. It was fine, though. I’d dealt with my fair share of clients who had difficulty letting go of their money, and it was hardest with brand new clients.


  “Satisfaction is guaranteed,” she purred. Could he hear the undertone of contempt? “If you don’t enjoy to the very last drop, you won’t be charged. So, to be clear, your offer is two?”


  He seemed to consider her statement, then sighed. “Yes.”


  She fiddled with the strap holding my blindfold in place. She thought this was the highest he was willing to go.


  The words were bitter on my tongue. “I accept.”


  “Congratulations, sir.” Payton’s hand lingered on my shoulder.


  What was she doing? As soon as the deal was made, I got out of the client’s way as quickly as possible.


  A beat passed before she spoke again. “Tonight’s the first time she’s offered herself. You’ll be her first client, so make it special for her, okay?”


  He said nothing.


  Payton’s palm squeezed, and her fingers brushed over my skin as they trailed away. Her footsteps drifted to the door, and then it was shut.


  All alone now, Roland. I probably had enough already and could use my signal, but no way was I going to go through this and leave the lawyers room to argue it was a misunderstanding. He’d need to make a move on me so it was concrete. It’d be impossible to argue against the video evidence.


  It was utterly quiet in the room. I’d grown to crave the sounds of life and people like Silas did. I always had music on now when I was home alone. The silence was unnerving.


  “Are you going to touch me?” I asked. Who cared if I broke a rule?


  “Not yet.” His heavy voice was depraved. “I’m just enjoying this. Was it hard for you to agree to this?”


  “What?”


  “When I called, the owner explained how his girls would let me do whatever I wanted.” His voice got louder as he came to the edge of the table. “But he lied, because then he said I couldn’t have you.”


  I pressed my lips together. Just shut up and fucking touch me, asshole.


  “And when he told me you weren’t submissive? It only made me want you more. It’s no fun when the girl just takes it. I like them feisty, and you redheads usually are.”


  The back of my neck tingled. Something was off.


  “Tell me,” he demanded, “how getting on this table made you feel. Because knowing I got you to do it makes me hard.”


  I swallowed back the acidic taste which had risen in my mouth, refusing to take the bait. “You want to know how I feel? Touch me and find out.”


  He made a tsk, tsk noise. “You’re too eager. I need to teach you some patience.”


  There came the sound of a belt buckle being undone. It slid free from belt loops. Every part of my body went on high alert. That action had to be enough. How could he defend it as being anything but sexual?


  I opened and closed my hands rapidly, signaling Julius and Payton who’d be watching on the monitor that I needed out. They’d radio to Marquis to move in.


  “What are you doing?” I asked.


  “I’m trying to figure out where’s the best place to deliver my lesson.” He slapped the belt against the edge of the table and I flinched. “Not on your tits. Kirk was so impressed he wouldn’t shut up about them the rest of the night.”


  “Oh, God.”


  It made sense now why Payton thought he was attractive. His dominating and cruel attitude didn’t match what I had expected, because this man wasn’t Roland. I flung my hands open and closed several more times. Had time slowed to a standstill?


  “I’ve changed my mind, Congressman.”


  “You know what? Me, too. The belt’s too much to start with.”


  The table shifted minutely as he climbed on top of me. He straddled my waist, trapping me under his weight. His pants were still on, thankfully. I could feel the fabric against my skin.


  “I meant the deal’s off,” I clarified. I tried to squirm away, and he groaned like it was pleasurable for him.


  “Is this the part where you try to run me down for more money?” His hands closed on my breasts, and I reacted. I tucked my thumb to my palm, yanked my hand free from the restraint, and slapped him so hard across his face, the impact turned his head.


  I tore off the blindfold and blinked against the light.


  Victor Bennett wore the same look he’d given me across Silas’s gallery. Lust and rage. It was scary, but not nearly as horrifying as when he captured my free wrist in both of his hands and slammed it against the table.


  “No!” I yelled. I fought against him, but he had both hands to my one, and it was almost easy for him to wrap the Velcro tightly around my wrist. When I tried to bring my knees up, he adjusted so his weight was pinning the tops of my thighs. I couldn’t move.


  His cheek flamed pick, but his eyes burned red. “See, there’s that fire I expected. I’m going to enjoy teaching you manners, whore.”


  “Get off of me. I’m not a whore.”


  He laughed like I was ridiculous, and his hands were on my breasts again. This time I couldn’t do anything but fight against the straps. They cut into my wrists as they held tight.


  “Stop,” I ordered. Yelling was futile. I knew the rooms were soundproof, but I did it anyway. “Marquis!” Bennett’s palms coursed over my skin and he pinched a nipple hard enough for me to gasp with pain. “Get your dirty hands off me, asshole.”


  “Dirty?” He looked amused.


  “You’re crooked. Dirty. And tomorrow everyone’s going to know about it when—”


  He slammed a hand over my mouth to silence me, but I welcomed it. I sank my teeth into the bony fingers and gnashed down hard. Bennett reared back, using his other hand to pull himself away.


  “Fucking whore!”


  “I told you, I’m not a whore,” I said. “I’m FBI.”


  The pain etched on his face was replaced with a nervous expression, but it faded quickly. “Not a chance.”


  “We’ve been running this operation for more than a year. Now you’re in our net, and I can’t wait to see what we shake out of you.”


  “Oh, yeah?” Bennett glanced around. “Where the fuck is this ‘we’?” He flexed his fingers, as if trying to shake out the pain. “All I see is you trapped beneath me. If any of that bullshit were true, why hasn’t anyone come through that door?”


  It was an excellent point. Where the fuck was Marquis? Unless . . .


  His smile tonight had been laced with extra malice. Had he finally fucked me over as I knew he would? I wretched my arms painfully against the straps, bucking beneath Bennett.


  “Get off of me!”


  “You’re going to pay for what you just did.”


  He closed his unwounded hand around my throat. The temperature in the room plummeted a thousand degrees and my skin turned to lead.


  “I’m a federal officer,” I gasped. His fingers tightened. He wouldn’t be able to choke me out completely with just one hand, but it was a sickening feeling as he restricted my windpipe, and I rasped for breath. “You’re going to prison.”


  His eyes were brimming with fury, and we crossed a terrible line where I could sense he was no longer in control, either. His erection dug into my belly. My muscles strained so hard they shook, but the more I pushed against him, the worse the hand’s pressure became. I had to get him back in control and thinking about consequences.


  I could barely speak. “Kiss that presidential run . . . goodbye.”


  So fucking stupid. Rather than release me, his other hand gripped my throat. The first hand had been dominance, but this one’s intent was so much darker. Circulation cut off in my fingers as I tried desperately to break free from the ribbons. I clawed at air.


  The choking sounds I’d been making got much worse. The raw, guttural noise punctuated the room, accompanied by my thrashing. My heart was throbbing in my head, but I didn’t dare close my eyes against the pain. I’d keep them open wide and stare into Victor Bennett’s hateful ones, wordlessly telling him to go fuck himself until everything went black.


  My instincts said I was going to die on this table, but then again, my instincts were usually never right.


  “Let her go!” a male voice yelled.


  My vision blurred as oxygen dwindled, but an enormous figure appeared at my side. There was a thunderous smack and Bennett’s weight was gone as he tumbled off of the table.


  Air poured back in through my raw throat, and I blinked through the haze. Unavoidable tears burned in my eyes.


  “Julius,” I rasped.


  


  Chapter


  TWENTY-FIVE


  Julius tore open the straps, setting me free. My upper body ached and I was weak all over, too much to move. My head lolled to the side.


  Illinois congressman Victor Bennett was sprawled on the floor of a brothel, knocked out cold with one punch.


  White silk splashed on me as Julius draped the robe over my body. His hands dove beneath, lifting me into his arms and crushing me against his beautiful new suit.


  “I got you, girl.” His deep voice was soft, and I wanted to cry at the sound. Hell, maybe I was crying. The tears from the lack of oxygen were still burning in my eyes. His strong arms carried me through the open door and he moved swiftly through the hall. “You’re gonna be fine.”


  It made me nervous. He didn’t ask me if I was okay, which meant I probably wasn’t. My head was still pounding and the world was spinning, so I clung to him. Wait a minute. The hall was empty.


  “Where’s Marquis?” I croaked.


  “Gone.”


  “He just left?”


  “Nah, girl.” Julius lumbered up the steps. “He wouldn’t help you, and when I came down, he got in my way. We tussled, and then he left.”


  Holy shit. I’d never seen Julius fight. For most guys, he was too much of a threat to challenge, and secretly I’d wondered if he even had the stomach for it. But he’d gone against Marquis, and won. In fact, he’d said it like it wasn’t that big of a deal.


  When he reached the top of the stairs, he turned into the dressing room and set me down gently down on the closest couch. He sat on the floor beside it. I held the silk robe over me like a blanket, shivering beneath it, knowing it was the aftermath of adrenaline.


  His knuckles were bloody.


  I stared at his big, brown eyes, felling overwhelmed. He’d saved my life. There was so much I wanted to say, but all I could get out was, “Thank you.”


  His gaze turned cloudy. “You oughta know he said some shit about you being FBI.”


  Everything was falling apart. “It’s true. I’m so sorry.”


  A range of emotions played out on his face. First, disappointment, followed by anger, and finally the worst one, sadness. “What the fuck am I gonna do? Run?”


  “No. You’re going to take all of the hard drives and lawyer up.” Even though it hurt to talk, I did it anyway. “Don’t give them those drives until you have immunity.”


  He glanced around the empty dressing room. He had to be thinking all of this was crumbling away.


  “Julius.” He turned his wary gaze back to me. “Once you have immunity, you can do whatever. Even rebuild, and this time the way you want it, not in Joseph’s shadow.”


  If Julius decided to continue the blindfold club, he already had the two most important elements—the women and the client list. The location was replaceable.


  And I’d known this day was coming for a long time, but I’d wished it had happened differently.


  He pressed a button on his transmitter. “She’s okay. I’ll be back in a minute.” He must have been talking to Payton. He’d left her in charge of the monitors while he’d come downstairs to save me. Did he wonder if his life would have been easier if he’d let Bennett finish the job?


  “Does Payton know?”


  He shook his head.


  “I’ll tell her. I’d rather she heard it from me.” She was going to be on the footage, so she’d be questioned. Fuck, it was a mess. “Can you bring me my phone?”


  He remained on the floor. I expected at any moment for him to tell me to fuck off. Instead, his eyes filled with concern. “That was some scary shit. He was gonna kill you.”


  “You saved me. God, Julius . . .” This time it really was tears, and I wiped them away. “And one punch. I wasn’t sure you had it in you. I mean, you’re always such a sweetheart—”


  It got abruptly hard to breathe. The whites of Julius’s eyes went enormous as I struggled for air.


  “Shit, hang on, girl.” He whipped out his phone, dialing what I had to assume was 911. What was happening? It felt like Bennett was strangling me all over again. All I could take were shallow breaths while he told the operator where we were and what had happened.


  No need to call Shane now, as the club’s address was flagged in our system. Not like I could call him anyway. I tipped my head back, and that seemed to help me breathe. My hand latched out, finding Julius’s arm.


  I whispered where I’d hidden the shadow hard drive between rasping breaths, even as he shushed me and told me not to talk. Things began to blur again, and I got lightheaded.


  “Regan, stay with me,” Julius ordered. It was the first time I’d heard him use the distinct voice of a Dom. It was silly. That wouldn’t work on me. Didn’t he know I wasn’t a submissive? I wanted to giggle. Instead, my stomach churned. Oh, shit. Was I going to throw up?


  His hand was on mine, squeezing. And he was yelling something at me, but it sounded like gibberish. Payton was beside him, her face twisting with fear. It was the last thing I saw before my eyes slammed shut.
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  I felt like shit. When I swallowed, broken glass inched down my throat. I blinked against the overhead light and took in my surroundings. The hospital hallway was subdued. The bed I was in was on the move, heading back to my spot in the emergency room.


  I’d regained consciousness in the ambulance and been admitted to the ER. I’d gone through a mental assessment, and just before they’d whisked me off for a CT scan, Shane appeared. He looked fucking awful, unshaven and torn up with worry.


  Before he said anything, I asked him to call Silas.


  I could barely look Shane in the eye. Once again, I’d thought I could handle the situation, and I’d failed spectacularly. My hubris was literally going to be the death of me. I gave him the best rundown of the events I could, and by the time my CT scan was over, I was desperate with questions. What had happened with Victor Bennett? Where was Marquis? Had Shane gotten hold of Silas, and if so, what had he told him?


  I was carted back to the room where Shane sat perched on a chair, looking as worried as possible, his nose buried in his phone until he spotted me.


  “Did you get hold of Silas?” I asked.


  “I left a message. I said where you were and you’d asked me to call.”


  That was good, I guessed. When Silas got the message, he’d assume Shane was a cop. “And Bennett? What’s happening with him?”


  Shane hesitated. “He’s running, but don’t worry. We’ll get him.”


  “He’s running? What the fuck?” My voice cracked on the profanity.


  Shane stood and came to my bedside. “Everyone was so worried about you, they weren’t paying attention to the son of a bitch, and he got out of there before we got to the club. But I told you, we’ll get him. There’s a BOLO at all agencies. A guy like that? He’s not going to get far.”


  “Marquis?”


  “The same. How are you feeling?”


  I stared down at the hospital gown covering my body. “I feel like shit. And like I should never work undercover again. What about the club?”


  He was fixed on me. “That was interesting. Julius snatched up all the hard drives and won’t talk to us until there’s an immunity deal on the table. He found a lawyer awfully fast too, but turns out the guy’s Ms. McCreary’s brother.”


  Shane accused me with his eyes and I didn’t bother to deny it. “She took her husband’s last name. It’s Payton Ward now.”


  There was a sharp rap of knuckles on the glass of the sliding door just beyond the curtain on my room. “I’ve got a Silas Getty asking to come in,” the guard said.


  “Yes,” I croaked with my raw throat. God, yes.


  His enormous figure cleared the curtain, and I sighed with relief at the sight of him. But Silas froze in what appeared to be shock. He had to be taking in the bruises ringing my wrists and my bloodshot eyes.


  “Regan? What the fuck happened?”


  He crossed the room in two enormous strides, coming straight to me, but once he reached my bedside, it was clear he didn’t know if he should touch me or not. I grabbed his shoulders and pulled him into a hug.


  “I’m so glad you’re here,” I whispered. Truer words had never been spoken.


  “Jesus, what happened?”


  Shane cleared his throat. “I’ll be out in the hall if you need me.”


  Silas’s head snapped to Shane, as if unaware there’d been another man in the room, and watched my handler exit, curious. But his gaze returned to me and flooded with concern.


  “A client strangled me,” I said in my gravelly voice, “but I’m okay.”


  I saw the flash in those silver eyes. For the slimmest of moments, Silas thought about killing another person. “Where is he?”


  I wasn’t going to lie, but I wanted to have my voice back before having the full conversation with him. “He got away, but the cops are looking for him.”


  “Fuck, I was so worried about you. That message on my phone is brutal. You sure you’re okay?”


  “The swelling’s gone down so I can breathe again. We’re just waiting on a clear CT because I lost consciousness.”


  His hug was fierce, like he was worried he might lose me at any moment. “Oh my God.” He pulled back and looked at a loss for words. “There’s so many cops outside your room. They think this guy’s still a threat to you?”


  “No, I don’t think so.” I made a face as I tried to sort out the words. “The guy who strangled me is Congressman Bennett.”


  The room fell into silence except for the quiet hum of the pulse oximeter clipped to my finger.


  “He was at my gallery showing.”


  “Yeah. I gave my card to one of his aides.”


  Silas broke eye contact, turning down to look at my hand laying on the bed. He took it in his, encasing it. “I know you don’t like me telling you what to do, so I’m asking. Please don’t go back to the club.”


  I took a deep breath. “I won’t.”


  Startled relief rushed through his expression. He’d probably expected me to fight him on this. “Okay, good. Now tell me you’ll come stay with me or I can stay at your place until this blows over.”


  “Yes.” I didn’t even need to think about it.


  He leaned over, brushing his lips tentatively against mine. A sweet, disarming kiss. “What kind of drugs do they have you on? You’re so agreeable.”


  A tight laugh came from my chest. “Just some heavy ibuprofen. They didn’t even have to use a needle.”


  “Well, that’s something. Do you need anything?”


  I shook my head. “I’m okay.” I was so much better now that he was here.


  We had to wait a long time for the CT results. Silas took the chair that Shane had vacated and dragged it bedside. We flipped through the TV stations, settling on some mindless rerun of a sitcom. It was four a.m., so our options were limited.


  We both dozed off, and I woke before he did when the door slid open and a doctor rounded the curtain. Only this wasn’t my doctor.


  “God, are you all right?” Matt said. He stood with his hands on his hips, the medical coat pushed back, his ID badge clipped to his pale blue scrubs. Of course the guard outside had let the chief resident in.


  “I’m okay.” I was sure my face said otherwise. Although the bruising on my neck was surprisingly minimal, my bloodshot eyes were not.


  “I told you that place was dangerous.” He didn’t say it scolding, but it had my blood boiling anyway.


  “Spare me the lecture, I’m not in the mood.” My focus was on Matt, but I caught Silas stirring awake in my side vision. My voice was direct. “What do you need?”


  Matt’s face twisted into displeasure. “I needed to see if you were okay. You think I don’t still care about you after two years?” He moved closer and I sat up straighter. I didn’t like his proximity. He’d lost that privilege after what he’d done.


  “I told you,” I snapped. “I’m fine.”


  “After you’re cleared, let me take you home. You think you don’t need anyone, but I can stay with you, make sure you don’t have any respiratory distress.”


  I laughed sarcastically. “Can’t imagine the blonde you’re screwing would like that.”


  “Look, I know I made a huge mistake sleeping with her, and then an even bigger one when I let you go. Honestly, the girl meant nothing, and I’d take it back in a fucking heartbeat if I could.”


  Silas chose this moment to stand from his chair and cross his arms over his chest. It was clear his sizeable form was intimidating to Matt.


  His gaze swung back to me and his eyes pleaded. “Let me in. We were so good together.”


  Was he kidding?


  “Come on,” he insisted. “You shouldn’t be alone after what happened.”


  “Who the fuck says I’m alone?” I gestured to Silas.


  “You know what I mean. Not with some agent, but with someone who cares about you—”


  “Matt, this is Silas. He’s already asked to take me home, and seeing as how he’s my boyfriend, I’ve agreed.” I turned my gaze to Silas. “Silas, this is Matt, my douche canoe of a cheating ex who I mentioned once.”


  “I gathered as much. Get lost, Matt.”


  The verbal slap had Matt stumbling backward.


  “That,” I said, “is Silas’s subtle way of telling you to go fuck yourself.”


  Matt scowled, turned, and disappeared beyond the curtain.


  Silas exhaled and a lazy grin dragged across his lips. “Did I ever mention I like your mouth?”


  “It’s direct. We can’t all be as subtle as you.”


  Twenty minutes later, the doctor cleared me to go home. My clothes had been brought over from the blindfold club, and as I prepared to get dressed, there was yet another knock on my door. It slid open with no announcement, and the woman glided in. She paused when she locked eyes with Silas.


  “Caroline?” he asked. “What are you doing here?”


  Her gaze flew to mine, then back to his. Rather than lie, she redirected. “What are you doing here?”


  “This is my girlfriend, Regan.” His hand was on mine. “Regan, this is my sister, Caroline Getty.”


  “Chief Deputy Marshal Getty. Nice to meet you,” Caroline said automatically. She put a hand on her hip. “I need to speak to her privately.”


  “Is she in trouble?”


  “No.”


  He expected me to tell her it was okay if he stayed. As my boyfriend, there weren’t supposed to be secrets between us. I put my hand on my throat, trying to soothe the burn, even though it didn’t make any difference.


  “Can you give us a minute?” I said to him.


  Muted confusion tugged his eyebrows together, but he nodded. She waited until the door was shut before speaking.


  “What can you tell me about Marquis Jones?”


  I told her what info I had, which didn’t take long, and then added, “We steered clear of each other.”


  “I wanted to let you know I’ve authorized a task force to apprehend both of the men who did this to you. Our branches don’t always work well together, but we’re on the same side. They fuck with you, they’re fucking with my people. We’ll catch them, because my men are very good at what they do.”


  “Oh,” I said. Her determined look made me feel unexpectedly warm. How much of this was personal for her? Not just that I was her brother’s girlfriend, but as another woman in law enforcement? “Thank you.”


  She shifted on her feet, her attention wandering to the curtain. Was she wondering about Silas?


  My raw voice strained. “Just give me a few hours of sleep, and then I’ll tell him.”


  Her eyes widened a little. “You should rest your voice. I got throttled once by an officer in the Latin Kings, and my throat burned for a week afterward. Another day or two won’t make a difference. If anything, it’d probably be better.”


  I understood what she was saying. Both Silas’s emotions and my own were running high right now.


  She tugged the door open and gestured for Silas to come in, then glanced over her shoulder at me. “I’m glad you’re okay.”


  Her phone chirped as Silas strode in. He scowled at his sister who had one foot out the doorway. “You’re not staying?”


  She dug out her phone as she shook her head. “Some of us have work. We can’t all get paid to play with finger paint.”


  The statement struck me as offensive until she flashed a huge smile up at her brother, busting his balls.


  “I only sold one piece in that series,” Silas said, “and I’m pretty sure the dude bought it as a joke.”


  Caroline’s gaze dropped down to her phone screen, and she latched a hand on Silas’s arm. “Bennett’s in custody. He tried to catch a flight out of Midway.” She scrolled through the message, then turned her stunned look to me. “He’s got a broken jaw. Was that you?”


  “I wish it had been, you look so impressed. It was my manager.”


  “Oh. I heard he lawyered up already. Your people have to be pissed—”


  The slip was bad, but her rigid body language was what really drew Silas’s attention. “Her people?”


  “I meant . . .” She visibly struggled with a way to backtrack, but it was pointless.


  “It’s okay, Caroline,” I said. “I’ll explain. Can you shut the door when you leave?”


  Her eyes were full of apology. She nodded, turned to her brother, and gave him a serious look. “I like this one. She’s better-looking than the last girl and hasn’t stolen any of your shit yet.”


  “What?” He couldn’t look more confused if he tried.


  Caroline’s only response was to walk out the door and slide it shut as I’d asked her to.


  He turned his gaze to me and suspicion crept in. “You have something to explain?”


  I drew in a deep breath, filling my body with air. “Yeah.” My vocal cords ached. “I’ve been keeping secrets.”


  He took a hesitant step toward my bed.


  “Some of them you already know. Like what really goes on at the club. Or how I’m . . .” I shouldn’t waste words because they were fire coming out of me. “Being a dominant turns me on.”


  It was freeing to confess it out loud. Hopefully my next dirty secret would be the same. It drew him closer, and I could sense the desire in him to support me. He liked my dominant streak.


  “What you don’t know,” I continued, “is that I work for the Federal Bureau of Investigation.”


  


  Chapter


  TWENTY-SIX


  Silas’s reaction was stoic. He blinked once, and then his gaze hardened. “You’re FBI.”


  “Yes.” I waited with bated breath. I wasn’t sure what to expect, but the quiet aftermath suddenly felt worse than when the bullet had torn through my shoulder.


  “Caroline knew.”


  I swallowed thickly. “I met with her last month and asked her not to blow my cover in case you wanted to introduce us.”


  “What you mean is you asked her to lie to me. What the fuck, Regan?” He took a step back, and the tiny distance was suddenly massive. “You should have told me.”


  “I couldn’t. I didn’t know how close you were with Joseph.”


  His face went blank. “Joseph. Oh, shit.”


  “He’s been legit for the last six months. Don’t worry about him.”


  My statement hung in the quiet, which I was sure we both hated now. Silas’s beautiful hands went to his hips, resting there. But then he abruptly went into motion, pacing the narrow space of the room as he tried to process.


  “I’m sorry,” I rasped. “I wanted to tell you, but I’d been undercover for more than a year when we met. There are a dozen other agents counting on me.”


  “Yeah,” he snapped. “I’m sorry, too. Sorry you felt you couldn’t trust me.”


  Christ, his truth stung. It slashed at my heart. “I do trust you.”


  He stopped pacing mid-stride, his back turned to me. “Not as much as your ex, though, apparently.”


  “What?”


  “He thought I was an agent, so you must have told him.” Silas turned and his hard expression sent my heart plummeting.


  “That was completely different. We met when I was rehabbing from the gunshot. Matt didn’t have any ties to the club.”


  Silas coursed a hand through his hair, leaving it disheveled. “You should have fucking told me.”


  “I couldn’t.”


  The fire of anger burned brighter in his eyes. “Yeah, you really could have.”


  Even though I was woozy and still hooked up to the monitoring machines, I swung my feet over the edge of the bed and stood upright. I wasn’t as tall as him, but this was as close to equal as I could get. “I’m telling you that I couldn’t, Silas. The last man I cared about, when I told him who I really was, he fucking shot himself in the head.” I steadied a hand on the bed rail. “So forgive me for having some anxiety about telling you the truth.”


  The fire subsided slightly and his expression softened. “Regan.”


  “I wanted to tell you so bad. It’s such a huge part of who I am, but, Christ. I had to finish my op first. So even if you left, at least I’d have . . . something.”


  Silas pressed his lips together and tore his gaze away from me, staring vacantly off. I was desperate to know what he was thinking.


  “I’m sorry,” I said. “You’ve every right to be pissed.”


  His voice was harsh. “You don’t get to tell me how to feel.”


  I flashed back to the night in my apartment after I’d been betrayed by Matt. Hadn’t we had the same exchange? I stared at the cold tile beneath my feet.


  “I can’t believe you kept it from me. Is that it?” Silas demanded. “Anything else you want to unload?”


  I sagged back to sit on the bed, shivering in the thin hospital gown. “Bennett wouldn’t come to the club unless I got on the table.”


  All the air burst out of Silas like he’d been punched. “You fucked him?”


  “No, no! I had Payton negotiate the deal and then I backed out. That’s when it all went to shit, and Julius came in to save me.”


  Silas took in the red ligature marks on my wrists, and his cold gaze worked its way up to meet mine. “He could have raped you. He almost killed you. You made that decision without including me, because if I’d known, I never would have let you do it.”


  It was all true. My voice was shot, but it was just as much my emotions as it was the physical trauma. “I’m sorry.”


  It was brutal under his harsh stare. The ball of guilt in my stomach had grown so large I couldn’t even swallow anymore. There wasn’t room for anything else. Silas returned to his frantic pacing, his footsteps the only sound. The tension was suffocating.


  I couldn’t put it off any longer. “Also, my name.”


  He froze, sensing what was coming. “Don’t.”


  “It’s not Regan Wilson, it’s Andrea Adams. Regan’s my middle name.”


  The room was colder than a blast freezer, and I shivered under his gaze. It was filled with disbelief. Or maybe disgust.


  “Goddamnit!” He kicked the trash can. It slid across the floor and slammed into the glass door with a loud crack. The guard was in the room in an instant, but I threw a hand out, gesturing to stop.


  “It’s fine,” I whispered to the guard.


  He glanced warily at Silas, then back to me for more confirmation. Silas returned to his angry pacing, not giving any attention to either of us. He looked too lost in thought. The guard hesitantly returned to his post.


  “Please,” I eked out. “Keeping this from you has been one the hardest things I’ve ever had to do.” He only continued his pacing, making me feel like I was going to lose it at any moment. “Say something.”


  His expression turned to stone. “You said you gave your card to one of Bennett’s aides. Is it why you came to my showing?”


  I struggled to answer. “It . . . was one of the reasons.”


  “You used me.” His glare cut right to my bones. He held it for a single breath, then turned and stormed to the door.


  It was barely a croak. “Where are you going?”


  “You’re FBI, I’m sure you’ll figure it out.”


  I launched to my feet. “Wait, Silas.” And then I said the phrase I’d never uttered to another person in my life. “Please don’t go. I need you.”


  My words had no impact. His sneer remained unchanged. “You’ve been lying to me since we met, Andrea. I’m done.”


  I watched him shove the door open and storm off, unable to chase after him. My legs wouldn’t cooperate, and my voice was too far gone to be heard, even as I yelled hoarsely after him.


  I was crying when Shane came into the room. Everything was blurry. He shoved me into the bathroom with my clothes and ordered me to get dressed. I was still crying quietly when it was done, no matter how many times I’d cursed myself for the tears. It was awkward as fuck crying in front of a male coworker, even if he was my friend.


  I finally pulled myself together on the car ride back to my apartment. “What do I do?” I asked Shane.


  “About Silas?” He kept his eyes on the road, not looking at me. “Give him a few days. I’m sure he’ll come around.”


  Shane’s body language suggested he was lying.


  When we reached my apartment, I told Shane I was fine and he didn’t need to come up. I just wanted to be alone. The only person I could tolerate suffering in front of was the man I’d wounded.


  I’d barely made it inside when my neighbor knocked on my door. “I got this package in my mailbox the other day. I think the mailman read the number wrong.”


  It was a mailing envelope, and sure enough, my name and address were on the front. “Oh, thanks.”


  She’d peered at me with an anxious look. My eyes were red, but she’d probably assume I’d just been crying. Which was true.


  The packing slip had a note from Silas. “I couldn’t find underwear. Socks will have to do. Your feet are always cold anyway.”


  They were yellow and magenta with alternating blocks, and within those blocks were snow cones. His playful way of getting me to wear a snow cone after I’d asked him not to tattoo one on me several months ago.


  My head was throbbing, and the shooting pain had grown too powerful to ignore any longer. I was surprised the migraine had held off this long. The brief oxygen deprivation plus the stress were sure to have been a trigger.


  I grabbed my purse and the package, went into my bedroom, and sat down. I tugged off my white socks, ripped open the plastic on the new ones, and slipped them on my feet. The comical, bright design mocked me as I loaded the cartridge on the injector pen. Whenever my hands shook, I looked at the socks. I could do this.


  When I was sure I had the dose properly loaded, I held the pen up to my bicep with my thumb positioned over the blue plunger. I didn’t even think about it. I slammed my thumb down, sinking the needle into my muscle, all while I stared at the pink fluffy cones with black straws and counted to five.


  I retracted the needle. The pen was set on the nightstand and I collapsed backward on the mattress, letting the medicine shut off the pain receptors in my brain during the onslaught of the migraine, wishing it worked on emotions just as easily.
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  It’d been four days since the congressman had tried to strangle the life out of me. My throat still hurt, but it was a dull ache that I was learning to live with.


  The media knew nothing of the story. We’d suppressed the information, so the only thing reported was Bennett had tried to kill a prostitute. There’d been no mention of the club.


  Caroline held true to her word. Marquis had been caught yesterday hiding out in his aunt’s house in St. Louis. I took pleasure in knowing he was going to prison for a long time, and the District Attorney promised he’d push for the harshest sentence possible for both men.


  I sat in the FBI conference room chair, fidgeting with my phone. I always kept it in hand, waiting for it to ring or a text message to pop up. Anything from Silas. But there’d been nothing. I was determined to give him time, but the silence was agony.


  “You’ll need to make this quick,” Agent in Charge Biller said, breezing into the conference room. My boss sat down in the chair across from me and adjusted his horn-rimmed glasses. His signature look. All the agents had worn fake plastic pairs on his sixtieth birthday as a joke.


  Today I felt deadly serious. “What’s the plan with the club?”


  Biller gave me a plain look, one that said nothing good was going to happen to the people who’d become my friends.


  “Let me back up,” I said. “If my cover was still intact, what was the real timetable for the op? Did it run until I wanted out?”


  He looked uncomfortable, his guilty gaze darting away. The operation hadn’t sat well with him from day one, but it was impossible to argue with results.


  “Or,” I continued, “was the plan to bring someone else in when I requested a new assignment?” Because I was betting the operation was too valuable for the Bureau to walk away from.


  “It’s a moot point. Your cover’s blown, Adams. We can’t get anyone else in now.”


  “No, we can’t.” I leaned on my elbows. “But I can stay in.”


  Biller’s eyebrows lifted in visible disbelief. “How’s that?”


  “No one at the club knows I’m FBI except for Julius King. We have leverage. King may have immunity for his cooperation, but what about his people? He’ll keep me on to protect them from prosecution. If you put that offer on the table, he’ll take it.”


  “You’re saying you want to go back?”


  What I was saying was I would do everything in my power to save my friends. And I couldn’t admit it out loud, but the filthiest part of me didn’t want to let go, either.


  I nodded slowly. “With full cooperation from King, yes. If I’m there, it ensures transparency.”


  The muscles along Biller’s jaw flexed as if he were chewing on my statement. He muttered under his breath, “This operation is ridiculous.”


  “It is, but we brought down a congressman. We’ve only had access to Bennett’s financials for three days, and how many payoffs have we discovered?” We finally had proof that Victor Bennett had taken bribes from a huge healthcare provider in exchange for favorable voting, and who knew what else we’d find as we dug deeper?


  Biller’s scowl forced me to continue. “How many leads did we have in the Markovic case before I took on the assignment? We got someone on the inside.” It was something Biller had been trying to do for years. “My work will be a helluva lot easier if King’s handing over the information we need. I’ll still be available to work other cases like I do now. What’s the downside?”


  “How about the part where we let a known illegal brothel continue to operate?” His voice was full of disdain.


  “Correct me if I’m wrong, but isn’t that’s what we’ve been doing for the last year?”


  His phone chirped. He glanced at the screen and the scowl intensified. “I’m going to be late.” He rose from the table, pushed his chair in, and then set his hardened gaze on me. “I’d rather this whole mess be done with.” He sighed. “But I’ll talk to the folks above and see what their thoughts are.”


  I stood tall on my heels and smoothed my hands down my blazer. “Thank you.”


  “Don’t thank me. This whole thing leaves a bad taste in my mouth.”


  It was a terrible phrase to use, but I held my tongue, and squeezed out a polite smile.
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  I took the final sip of my coffee and stared at the clock in the corner of my computer screen. How much longer was the interview going to last?


  My phone lit up with a text message from Shane.
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  I practically dashed to the conference room, and stood to the side as the rest of the agents filed out. As soon as the doorway was clear, I darted through it, drawing the attention of the man and the woman still seated at the table. A frown twisted on her lips.


  “No. I don’t want to talk to you,” Payton said. She turned to her lawyer. “Do I have to talk to her?”


  Payton’s brother closed the cover on his tablet and gave me an evaluating look. “Who is she?”


  “I’m Special Agent Adams.”


  He turned to Payton. “Oh. Then no, you don’t have to talk to her.”


  “Please,” I said, stepping to the edge of the conference table. It’d been a week since I’d climbed on the table at the club. “You won’t take any of my calls.”


  She turned her hard eyes toward me, and they were teeming with betrayal. “Why should I?”


  “So I can apologize. So I can explain.”


  “I don’t want to hear it.”


  “You know what? That’s too bad,” I snapped, “because you’re going to. I’m sorry for what happened, but I did everything I could to protect you. Your name didn’t get out, so you won’t have to testify. As long as you cooperate, which you obviously are since you’re here, no charges.” I gestured to the glass door. “Your involvement ends when you walk out of this office.”


  I didn’t point out what Payton had been doing was illegal. Getting caught was always a risk, and even though she had, I’d fought to make it the best possible scenario. She stared at the table with an unhappy look on her face, but at least she hadn’t gotten up yet. I’d keep talking at her until she walked out the door if I had to.


  “You should know that working there started out as an assignment, but it meant a helluva lot more to me in the end. I discovered a side of myself, and I feel like I can explore it now without shame, partly because of you.”


  Kyle McCreary adjusted his tie, trying not to look uncomfortable. But Payton softened. I’d cracked her armor, just a little.


  “I thought you were my friend.” Her wounded voice stabbed into me.


  “I was, Payton. I am. I swear I didn’t lie about that.” I pulled out a chair and sat across from her, getting her to make eye contact. “I can’t talk about cases. I can tell you that we’ve gotten convictions off of connections from the club. Some of them were white collar, but some of them . . . I’m talking about organized crime. Men who operate underage sex rings.”


  Her lips parted as she inhaled a sharp breath.


  Usually I didn’t give a fuck what anyone else thought, but with her, it mattered. “I’m sorry I had to deceive you, but I needed to do my job, and I’m not sorry about the results.”


  Her shoulders pulled up tight to her ears and then relaxed, like she wasn’t sure what to do or how to feel. She said it hesitantly. “I can’t be friends with a liar.”


  “No more lies, I promise.”


  Her eyes sharpened, studying me. “Prove it.”


  Prove it? My face contorted with confusion.


  She cast a glance at her brother, and her focus swept back to me. “Did you watch Dominic and me on the monitor after your fake negotiations last year?”


  I blinked. I hadn’t needed to watch them. I’d already landed the job, and her safety with her fiancé certainly hadn’t been an issue, but Joseph offered. How could I turn it down? “Yes.”


  Payton didn’t seem to mind my confession. Like Joseph, she was a full-blown exhibitionist. Her eyes warmed. “What happened between you and Tara the night you stayed in the room at the club?”


  Did she think I would lie about this? “I went down on her, and then I blew Silas.”


  She crossed her elbows on the table and leaned on them. “Did you like it?”


  The air in the room grew a shade thicker. “Yes. A lot.”


  “Do you think Kyle’s hot?” She turned her attention to her brother.


  “Payton, what the hell?” He acted like he was annoyed, but I could see in his eyes, he wouldn’t mind hearing my answer.


  I took in his perfectly styled brown hair and the maintained scruff covering his defined jaw. His suit was expensive and he filled it out nicely. Kyle’s body language was confident, even though I could tell he wasn’t comfortable in this setting. He probably had confidence in spades back at his father’s law firm.


  Was he all flash and no substance? Doubtful. His eyes were calculating and smart. I’d bet he worked as hard on himself on the inside as he did on the outside.


  I smiled. “Yeah, he’s hot.”


  “Hotter than Dominic?”


  Where on earth was she going with this? “I’m sorry?”


  “Tell me the truth. If you had to, which one would you rather fuck? My brother, or my husband?”


  Such a loaded question, but I’d answer honestly. I considered it. “Sorry, Kyle. I’m a sucker for blue eyes.” Like the ones attached to a gorgeous artist who I hadn’t spoken to since he’d stormed out of my hospital room.


  “Well, shit,” Kyle said. He pulled his wallet out of his back pocket, dug out a dollar bill, and handed it to Payton.


  She pocketed it with a triumphant look and refocused on me. “You want to fuck my husband?”


  “I don’t believe I said that.”


  Her smile reached all the way to her eyes. “By picking Dominic, at least I know you’re not lying. Because . . . Dominic.”


  Kyle stared up at the ceiling, irritated.


  Payton straightened and put her purse on her shoulder. “Okay, here’s the plan. You take me out, liquor me up, and maybe . . . Maybe I can get past this. Joseph won’t be so easy. All this shit you just told me, you need to tell him, too.”


  “I know.”


  “We’re both stubborn. Be prepared for a lot of work.” She climbed to her feet, and her brother did as well. She ran a hand through her thick hair, as if sorting her thoughts. “I’m free tomorrow night if you want to start putting water under the bridge. Vodka’s Dominic’s favorite problem-solver.”


  I pushed back in my chair and stood. “Thanks for the tip. I’d like that.”


  Her gaze went to her brother. “Am I okay to leave?”


  “You’re under no legal obligation to stay.”


  He’d just finished putting his tablet in his briefcase when her hand shot out and gently grasped his elbow. “Hey, thanks for doing this.”


  It was impossible to miss the appreciation in her voice. Even though Payton oozed confidence and possessed an ‘I have zero fucks to give’ attitude, it had to be awkward as hell to let her brother in on this part of her life. He’d taken it in stride, it seemed.


  His voice was affected. “Of course.”


  I watched them go, and as I made my way back to my desk, I checked my phone. No new messages. I left him one on Tuesday, once my voice had come back, asking if we could talk. He didn’t return my call. I tried again on Thursday and was met with the same lack of response.


  I was fed up with this bullshit. If Silas wanted things over between us, he was going to have to tell me directly. Otherwise, he was going to let me apologize again and forgive me. I wasn’t going to give up on what I wanted.


  Andre was seated behind the desk at the back of the gallery, speaking on the phone when I entered. So I strolled through the gallery while I waited. The space that had been occupied by the red fog painting was now the charcoal piece Silas had been working on when I’d interrupted him. The pattern began hard and focused in one corner, and as it drifted over the canvas, it broke. It morphed into a different pattern. Softer. Lighter.


  “Do you like it?” Andre asked.


  “I don’t know. It’s . . . yeah, I like it.”


  He smiled. “I think it’s you, but he won’t admit it.”


  My gaze went back to it. Was that how Silas saw me? A transition from hard and exacting to one that was soft and open?


  There were several new pieces in the gallery. “He’s been busy. Is he around?”


  “Yeah. He’s working in his studio.” Andre gestured to the hallway. “You should head back there.”


  “I don’t want to disturb him. I can wait.”


  He gave me a plain look. “Yeah, maybe you can wait, but I can’t. He’s been a mopey asshole. Go straighten him out, please.”


  “Okay,” I said, feeling unexpectedly nervous. “I’ll try.”


  The music flooding the studio was classic rock. Silas sat at the computer, peering intently at the screen, unaware of me. It gave me a moment to admire. His left hand rested on his thigh, and I traced each section of his patterned tattoo as it disappeared beneath his t-shirt sleeve.


  I’d made it halfway to the desk before he noticed me. He didn’t look terribly surprised as he leaned over and shut off the music.


  “I’m sorry to interrupt, but you left me no choice when you wouldn’t return my calls.”


  “What do you want me to say?”


  “You don’t have to say anything. I’m so sorry. But when I told you I needed you, I was serious.” I leaned my weight on one foot and put a hand on my waist. “I’m fucking stupid. I keep thinking I can handle whatever fucked up thing life throws my direction, all by myself, but I can’t. Maybe sometimes I need you to tell me what to do.”


  Well, that piqued his interest. His mouth dropped open with surprise.


  “And if you want to stay mad at me a little longer, that’s fine. But I’m going to need you to put another tattoo on me right now.”


  “What? Why?”


  “It’s an excuse to get you to touch me. I’d sit for tattoos until there was no more space left on my body if that’s the only way to get to be with you.”


  His eyes narrowed with distrust. “Would you? If I said ‘let’s go’ right now, you’d do it?”


  “Yes.” My voice was solid. This wasn’t a bluff.


  He stood up so fast, it sent his chair rolling backward. I expected him to go for his bike helmet but he didn’t. His expression was intense. “Get upstairs.”


  


  Chapter


  TWENTY-SEVEN


  It was a command, but I followed it without hesitation or complaint. I hurried up the steps into his tiny apartment, and stood in the center of his living room, waiting. He came up the stairs, his phone in his hand, scrolling. He selected a playlist and set it on the speaker system, but didn’t hit play.


  He leaned his hands on the counter, his head down. “You remember what Caroline said to me right as she left?”


  “How I hadn’t stolen any of your shit?”


  “That she likes you. She doesn’t like anyone, much less a Fed. She’s been beating herself up about what happened, and giving me grief about forgiving you.”


  In another life, Caroline and I could be friends. Maybe even in this one.


  He pushed off the counter and his gaze worked up my body. “The way I see it, there are two things standing in our way. So I’ve got conditions if this is going to work.”


  “Name them.”


  “I want to know everything about the part of your life you haven’t told me, including what really happened with the scar.”


  It’d be scary, but I could do it for him. “Okay. And the second condition?”


  “We’ll get to it. Start talking, Andrea.” He sat on his couch and tipped his head to the spot beside him.


  I shook my head. “It’s Regan.”


  Confusion splashed on his face. “You said—”


  “I know, but . . .” God, it was going to sound so stupid, but I’d been playing this role for fourteen months. “Regan is who I’ve become. I like this version of myself better.” I sat down beside him and my voice softened. “Regan’s still my name, and I love the way you say it.”


  His expression was cryptic. “All right. Talk, Regan.”


  I told him about applying to the FBI and how excited I’d been when I’d gotten accepted into the Academy. Quantico had been grueling, but I’d survived, and then selected to go to their undercover school.


  Like when he’d tattooed me, Silas listened without interrupting. He was engaged, though. When I told him about my assignment in Reno, he’d put his hand on top of mine to calm me. Or perhaps it was to cease my movements. I’d been unaware how badly I’d been fidgeting while talking.


  There wasn’t much left to say about the morning in the garage, as I’d told him most of it already, but this time I added the details of how Paul had been crying, and how I’d felt like a failure for not finding the gun he’d hidden. And I admitted how I should have listened to my handler when she told me not to try to take Paul down by myself. I’d repeated the same mistake here in Chicago. I should have listened to Shane.


  When I finally finished talking, I rubbed my hands on my thighs and glanced around his apartment. “So, that’s me. Special Agent Adams.”


  “It’s nice to meet you.”


  I gave a tight laugh. It was so weird to have everything out in the open. Weird, but wonderful, too. “Did I pass? Will you tell me the second condition?”


  He stood and held out one of his artistic hands. I let him pull me to my feet and lead me toward his bed.


  “We both like to be in charge,” he said. “Sometimes it’s really fucking hot, and other times the bed turns into a battlefield. I don’t want to go to war with you.”


  I stared at the mattress. “I don’t understand. You want me to submit?”


  “No. I . . .” His forehead creased. “I don’t want it to be about control for either of us. The night you got your migraine, when we were in your bed? I want that. You know what I mean?”


  My pulse quickened. “Yes.”


  His fingertips glided over my cheekbone, sweeping down to capture my chin and tilt it into his sweet, short kiss. He whispered against my mouth. “I need to know we both can do this.”


  He didn’t want me to surrender to him, he wanted us to surrender to each other.


  “I can do that,” I said. I’d do anything for him.


  Silas went to the speaker and hit play. Solo piano music moved through the space, and my breathing went shallow as he stepped up to me. His hand smoothed my hair back and cupped my head into his kiss.


  We’d never really undressed each other. Taking our own clothes off had been a way to stay in control, to ensure things moved at the pace we’d individually desired. It was a new experience to lift his shirt up over his head and pull it slowly down his arms, then explore his warm skin.


  Our kiss was slow and seductive. His hands roved over my clothes, then leisurely worked their way beneath my shirt. We stopped kissing as he gently tugged my top off, and he gazed at my bra-clad breasts, his eyes lidded with desire. I ached for his hands, but rather than demand, I asked.


  “Please,” I said softly.


  I didn’t have to elaborate. He leaned down, trapping my mouth with his, and his palm slid down my chest until it was right where I wanted it. My nipples hardened from his touch, straining against the fabric of my bra.


  His tongue filled my mouth, making me moan. There wasn’t a thought of domination or commands. Only the way he made me feel and how badly I wanted to be his.


  Nimble fingers undid my bra clasp, and it released my heavy breasts into his palms. The sensation of his tough skin had my nerves sizzling. He bent me back over his arm and his hot mouth trailed kisses down my throat. He took his time, and I had no complaints. We’d been together so many times, and yet this felt new. Like a first.


  It was true in a sense. We’d never made love before.


  When his lips closed on my nipple, I put my hand on his belt. I worked it free, trying to keep myself focused. His mouth felt so good, I worried I might never get his pants off at the slow rate I was moving.


  But he finally relented and his mouth came back to mine. I kissed him deeply. It got him to sigh, and I loved the sound. The weight of his undone belt brought his pants crashing to his ankles, revealing no patterned boxers beneath them.


  “I really need to do laundry,” he admitted.


  As I lowered to sit on the edge of the bed, I kissed a line down the center of his body. The piano was hauntingly beautiful, and the perfect choice for what he wanted us to try. He stepped out of his pants so he stood naked before me, and his fingers tucked a lock of my hair behind my ear. I stared up at his gorgeous face while his thumb traced over my lips.


  We’d always rushed before, each of us escalating off the other’s action, a constant one-upmanship. This was so much more intense. More dangerous, more exciting, more everything.


  He groaned with anguished relief as I took him in my mouth. His hand held back my hair, but he didn’t guide or force. Silas let me enjoy the quivers I caused in him with every swirl of my tongue. Soft moans rained down from above as I picked up my cadence.


  He seemed as eager as I was, though, to connect completely, and he withdrew, silently asking me to move backward on the bed. His hands worked my belt loose, undid the snap and zipper of my jeans, and he began to tug them down. I lifted my hips to help him.


  His grin was enormous when he saw the socks with the snow cones. “You want me to leave them on?”


  I shook my head, smiling shyly. Good God, I felt oddly bashful, but he didn’t seem to mind. He peeled the socks off, kissed the inside arch of my foot, and his mouth traveled up. It moved along the length of my calf, while his hand mirrored the path on my other leg. His kisses progressively moved across the inside of my thigh, until his mouth and hand met right at my center.


  I whimpered as he eased my panties down. I worried I’d come apart if he didn’t touch me soon. The throb between us stole my breath.


  “Oh!” The cry fell from my lips as his mouth was on my clit, fluttering his tongue. I tunneled my hands through my hair and closed my eyes. There wasn’t anything else in the world like him.


  “I’ve missed the taste of you,” he whispered.


  My deep moan brimmed with need. I writhed and gasped for breath beneath his slow licks and quick flurries of his tongue. Everything was buzzing and spinning when he shifted on the bed, rising from between my thighs and moving to settle over me.


  I threw my arms around his broad shoulders, holding on tightly, and buried my face in his neck. I breathed in the smell of him. The earthy smell of the woods and Silas. It was a heady mixture.


  “You’re shaking,” he said, his voice concerned.


  I couldn’t communicate what I was feeling, only what I desperately needed. “Please.”


  He pushed inside, inch by slow inch, claiming me. I cinched my arms tighter behind his back, arching up into him. I wanted every inch of my skin against his.


  When he began to move, it tumbled from my lips. “You feel so good inside me.”


  He made a satisfied noise of agreement, then smothered me with a kiss. It dripped with passion, more intense than what we’d had the night of our disastrously wonderful first date. What we were doing now showed me we’d barely scratched the surface of what we were capable of.


  I didn’t mind being beneath him. In fact, I loved it. When his hips swiveled, electricity flashed along my nerves, giving me shudders. His hand was on my breast, and I stared into his eyes as I covered his hand with mine. My heart was speeding in my body, humming along. It didn’t feel cold. It was on fire.


  Silas’s thrusts increased in urgency, and I reached my other hand behind me, gripping the edge of the mattress. Pleasure brewed deep in my center. His hard chest rubbed over my nipples with each thrust, teasing sensations that added to my enjoyment. His breath was ragged in my ear, occasionally littered with a moan.


  The rising pleasure was like a tsunami I could see coming, and I stood watching, ready to be swept away. “Oh, God. Oh, God. Oh, God . . .”


  My legs clamped around his waist as the orgasm crashed into us both, carrying us into oblivion. His rhythmic pulses only added to the ecstasy, because I loved knowing he was right there with me. The pleasure burst and warmth flooded everywhere, forcing me to close my eyes, even when I wanted them open so I could keep looking at him.


  The groans rolled through him, over and over as he came, his body shuddering on top of mine, and finally, he stilled. My eyes blinked open to find him staring at me. The silver eyes were full of an emotion I had a hard time putting a label on, which was silly. He’d already said once what it was.


  “I’m going to tell you that secret again,” he said.


  I laughed. “It’s not a secret anymore.”


  “Yeah? I love you.”


  I set my palm against his cheek. “I love you.”


  “Just for tonight?” His expression was guarded hope.


  “For tonight. And tomorrow night. For all the nights, Silas.”


  He flashed his perfect smile before crushing his lips to mine.
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  This day was never going to end. All week long I’d been wading through credit card statements and phone records for a case, and my brain had mentally shut off about twenty minutes ago. My cell phone on my desk vibrated with an incoming text from Silas.


  [image: ]


  I’d sent him a pair of boxers, and typed ‘For laundry day’ in the comments.
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  Ten minutes later my phone chimed with a new message from him.
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  The boxers I’d ordered were covered in glow-in-the-dark lightbulbs.
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  My body flushed with heat. What creative way would he want me?
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  I snorted. Was the mouth raper comment coming next?
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  Since the night I’d come clean, our power struggles in the bedroom had changed into something we both enjoyed. Sometimes I’d let him take charge, other times he’d do the same, and there were some nights where neither of us were. The balance and compromise was so much hotter than I’d anticipated.


  My ringing phone jarred me from my thoughts.


  “Hey,” Silas said. “I felt weird doing it through a text.”


  “Doing what?”


  “Telling you that I love you.”


  “Oh.” I took a breath. “You don’t want to leave a paper trail, I get it.”


  “Regan.”


  I shivered with enjoyment at the dirty, sexy way he growled my name.


  “I love you,” I said. “For all the nights.” That wasn’t exactly true, so I amended. “All the nights, Silas, and every day, too.”
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  the blindfold club


  THREE SIMPLE RULES (Book 1)


  I would do anything for my dream job. Now I have to.


  In order to save my skin at the office, I’m forced to sell it at an exclusive and illegal blindfold club. He paid thousands of dollars for one night to own me, but when my blindfold comes off, I want more. More nights, more rules, and more from this unavailable and uncompromising man.


  Rule number one, no questions. Rule number two, no lies. But, rule number three? That’s the hardest one to obey.


  Available Now


  THREE HARD LESSONS (Book 2)


  I am the woman men pay thousands of dollars to sleep with. I do what I love and what I’m so very good at.


  Then he walks in and drops $30,000. He wants to talk. And kiss. And take me home.


  In a single night, this man turns everything upside-down and has me breaking every rule I’ve lived by to keep men at a distance. I’m about to learn some lessons the hard way.


  Don’t tease him. Don’t give him boundaries. And don’t think you get a choice in who you love.


  Available Now


  ONE MORE RULE (Novella 2.5)


  One week back in Chicago to witness our best friends get married. One hot night to help them celebrate. And one rule for the bride and groom to obey: no more sex until the wedding.


  After the evening Dominic and I have planned, who will break first?


  Available Now


  THREE LITTLE MISTAKES (Book 3)


  I sell sex, sin, and pleasure, but it isn’t just my business, it’s my entire life. I get off on the power of controlling it all.


  She’s the one woman I can’t have.


  She threatens everything, and yet I can’t stay away. There’s a beautiful, sexual creature inside this timid girl that’s desperate to claw its way out. I’m going to set it free, even if it brings my empire tumbling down.


  I have to believe she’ll be worth all the little mistakes I’ve made.


  Available Now


  


  about nikki sloane


  Nikki Sloane landed in graphic design after her careers as a waitress, a screenwriter, and a ballroom dance instructor fell through. For eight years she worked for a design firm in that extremely tall, black, and tiered building in Chicago that went through an unfortunate name change during her time there. Now she lives in Kentucky and manages a team of graphic artists. She is a member of the Romance Writers of America, is married with two sons, writes both romantic suspense (under the name Karyn Lawrence) and dirty books, and couldn’t be any happier.


  Find her on the web: www.NikkiSloane.com


  Find her on Facebook: Author Nikki Sloane


  Contact her on Twitter: @AuthorNSloane


  Send her an email: authornikkisloane@gmail.com


  Want to talk with other fans of the Blindfold Club? Join the private Facebook group! This isn’t a street team and you won’t be asked to do anything. The group is a fun spot to hangout, discuss books (Nikki’s or other hot reads), and share pics of man candy: Nikki’s Naughty Nymphs.


  


  copyright


  Text copyright © 2015 by Nikki Sloane


  All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior written permission of the publisher.


  The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.
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