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Chapter One





Fame always came with a price. Avery Scott knew that better than anyone.


Climbing out of the rental car, she drew in a deep breath that did little to settle her churning stomach and glanced around the quiet parking lot. A gardener trimmed shrubbery off to her left. The sound of a mower echoed from somewhere beyond the palatial main house. There were no other businesses out here in the middle of Kentucky horse country. Just miles of rolling green hills, old knotted trees, and pristine white fences. No other people that Avery could see besides the man and woman standing in the shade of a giant oak at least two hundred yards out, gazing at a possible Triple Crown winner.

No one noticed her. No one seemed the least bit interested in what America’s sweetheart was up to. Relaxing just a bit, she closed the car door and crossed the circular drive toward her destination. If Jake Ryder couldn’t help her…

She pushed the thought aside and pressed the intercom button near the massive double doors. When a voice echoed asking her business, she gave her name and waited.

Please let this work…

One side of the door pulled open, and an attractive brunette with large brown eyes and a warm smile greeted her. “Welcome, Ms. Stone. I’m Brandi. Mr. Ryder is running a tad behind. Can I get you anything while you wait? Tea? Coffee?”

Avery forced a smile and stepped into the cool entry, relieved the receptionist showed no spark of recognition. “No, thank you. I’m fine.”

The woman closed the door at her back. “Then please, have a seat. It’ll be just a moment.”

Soaring pillars opened to a living room that had been transformed into a reception area. Leather furnishings, burgundy walls, and rich slate floors gave the room a cozy yet trendy feeling. Expensive artwork by well-known artists screamed both attention to detail and professionalism, but it was the large, chrome letters mounted on the wall above the receptionist’s immaculate marble counter that gave her hope. The ones that spelled out the words Aegis Security.

Nerves strung tight, Avery crossed to the leather couches. She hated waiting. A perk to having your face splashed across every tabloid was that she rarely had to wait for anything anymore, but for anonymity today, she was willing to wait as long as it took.

A collection of magazines littered the coffee table. Seeing a picture of herself on the cover of one, she quickly pushed it under the rest. She didn’t need the distraction of Hollywood today. And after what had happened to Melody, she didn’t care what the gossip magazines were saying about her. Couldn’t believe she ever had.

Voices echoed from a hallway to her left. To keep from jumping to her feet, she smoothed the pencil skirt against her legs. Deep laughter met her ears, followed by heavy footsteps.

Two men rounded the corner. The first was light—sandy-blond hair cut short, soft blue eyes, wearing a white dress shirt and khaki pants. The other was tall, with piercing dark eyes, sun-kissed skin tanned from hours outdoors, and short black hair. His shoulders were broad and muscular beneath the black button-down he wore rolled up to his forearms, and the faded denim hanging low at his hips…wow…fit him to perfection. But it was the scar on the right side of his face that caused her to suck in a breath. A jagged, diagonal line across his cheekbone that ended in the scruff along his jaw. A scar a lot like the one she’d traced with her fingertips, her lips…a scar she knew as well as the marks on her own skin.

Her pulse picked up as the two spoke in quiet voices on their way toward the receptionist’s counter. The sandy-haired one didn’t bother to look Avery’s way. Instead, he leaned his forearms against the marble and smiled down at the brunette in clear flirtation mode. But the other—the dark one—scanned the room, and the moment his searching gaze landed on Avery, every cell in her body jerked to life.

No. No, no, no. It wasn’t him. It couldn’t be. Not here of all places. That would just be one wicked twist of fate she did not need right now.

His gaze narrowed on her, and she froze. Something hot flashed in the depths of his way-too-familiar eyes. Not recognition like she expected, but something primal. Something possessive. Something so intense it sent a wicked shot of heat straight to her center and ignited a buzzing in her ears.

Then he looked away like he hadn’t even noticed her. Muscles flexed beneath his thin black shirt as he rounded the counter, moved behind the receptionist’s desk, pushed open a door Avery hadn’t noticed before, and disappeared.

The door whisked closed with a clap.

Avery’s skin blazed, and her mind tumbled. Placing a hand against her belly, she tried to settle her quaking stomach and focused on breathing. It wasn’t him. It couldn’t be him. She hadn’t even thought about him in years.

Liar.

“Ms. Stone?”

Avery jerked and looked up. An attractive blonde in gray slacks and a red blouse stood feet away, holding a folder against her chest as she stared down at Avery expectantly through wire-rimmed glasses.

Pull it together, Avery. “Yes.”

“Mr. Ryder’s ready for you.”

Avery nodded, but the fine hairs along her neck stood at attention. Mr. Dark and Dangerous was long gone, yet the prickly fingers of heat rushing up and down her spine made her feel like he was still watching. She glanced up and around as she followed the blonde out of the reception area and into a hall, searching for cameras. This was a security company. They had to monitor visitors, right?

Her imagination was getting away from her. It wasn’t him. It couldn’t be him. Aegis recruited from the best of the best. He’d been special to her, but to everyone else he was…a rebel. The kid from the wrong side of the tracks who always managed to find trouble. And boy, had he found it with her.

“Ms. Stone?”

Startled from the memories suddenly rushing in, Avery looked to her right. The blonde was once again watching her with curiosity. Somehow they’d gotten into the elevator. “Um, yes?”

“Your flight? It was good?”

Her head felt as if it were in a fog, but Avery quickly realized the blonde had been chattering the entire time she’d been stressing over the guy in the lobby. Giving herself a mental slap, she straightened her spine. “Oh, yes. Fine. Thank you for asking.”

“Good.” The blonde looked toward the opening elevator doors. “Mr. Ryder will be happy to hear that. We have clients from all over the world. Most have never been to Kentucky before.”

Avery stepped off the elevator into another well-decorated waiting room. A large desk sat to the right. To the left, floor-to-ceiling windows looked out over the rolling green hills, white fences, and horse farms in the distance. “Wow. It’s…beautiful.”

“It is.” The blonde dropped the folder on her desk, then stepped toward double doors on the far side of the room. “Mr. Ryder’s family has been breeding and racing horses for generations. I don’t think many were thrilled when he decided to set up Aegis on the family estate, but he’s a man who does what he wants, when he wants. And he’s been very successful at everything he’s put his mind to.”

She pushed the door open. A huge office filled Avery’s line of sight. A bar sat to her left. Ahead, a rock fireplace anchored the room with a gigantic flat-screen TV mounted above the mantel. On both sides, six, eight…nine more TVs took up the rest of the wall space, each channel tuned to a different news station, the sound muted. Several leather couches were positioned in front of the TVs in conversational seating, and to her right, a large mahogany desk sat in front of a wall of windows that looked out over the rolling fields.

“Ms. Stone is here to see you,” the blonde said.

The leather chair swiveled, and a dark-haired man wearing a crisp dress shirt and slacks pushed to his feet and rounded the desk. He offered his hand. “It’s nice to finally meet you, Ms. Stone. I take it your trip in was good?”

“Yes. Thank you.” His fingers were warm, his grip solid. He was everything the guy in the lobby was not—polished, professional, not familiar in the least. Feeling marginally better, Avery sat when he gestured toward the chair opposite his desk.

“Thanks, Marley,” he said to the blonde. “That’ll be all for now.”

Marley smiled. “If you need anything else, I’ll be right outside.”

The door closed behind her. Jake Ryder leaned back against his massive desk and folded his arms over his chest. His shirtsleeves were rolled up to his forearms, revealing tanned, muscular arms that obviously did more than just sit behind a desk all day. Arms that were tattooless beneath the sleeves, unlike the guy in the lobby.

Stop thinking about him… It’s not him.

“So,” Mr. Ryder said, “we spoke over the phone, and I know what you’re looking for, but I’d like to get a few more details from you, if that’s all right.”

Avery’s nerves kicked in again. “Sure. I expected as much.”

“You said you were an author? And that this…excursion…for which you’re hiring security is…research?”

She could play this one of two ways. Either she could keep up the ruse or she could be honest. She figured being honest about what she was getting his men into was the safer bet.

“Actually, I’m not an author, I’m an actress. I apologize for misleading you, Mr. Ryder, but I didn’t want to set off the paparazzi. You have no idea how hard it is to do anything private when the whole world is watching.”

“I have no doubt, Ms. Scott.”

Ms. Scott. He knew. The wig and glasses obviously hadn’t done much to conceal her identity.

Surprise must have registered on her face, because he quickly added, “We research all potential clients thoroughly. We knew who you were when we got your first email inquiring about our services. I don’t want you to worry, though. No paparazzi followed you here. That I can guarantee.”

Avery wished that would help her breathe easier, but it didn’t. The only time she’d breathe easier was when she found Melody. “Thank you, Mr. Ryder.”

“You’re welcome. And call me Jake. Now.” He settled back against the desk. “Tell me a little more about your friend. She’s been missing for three weeks?”

A first-name basis didn’t ease her anxiety any, but she liked this guy so far, and she’d only heard good things about his company. “Over the last couple of months, I’ve been researching an upcoming role. Have you heard of the best-selling book, The Sacrifice? It’s being made into a film, and I’m one of the actresses up for the lead. The book deals with some dark subject matter, specifically underground sex clubs and the seedy, dark underworld of the kinky rich and famous. I’d done about as much research as I could on my own without visiting one of these…establishments, but I was considering it. The problem is the media. I’ve got paparazzi following me most days. I mean, just getting here without anyone knowing was a major feat.”

“I can only imagine.”

Avery drew in a breath. “Yes, well…about three weeks ago, my assistant, Melody Carmichael, offered to visit one for me. It’s an estate on an island in the Caribbean. Indulgence is marketed as a couples resort, but really it’s more like a swingers club. I tried to talk Melody out of going, but she was insistent that this was what I needed to nail the role. She occasionally does research for me, but this was more than the usual. She talked her ex-boyfriend, Dominic Ellis, into going with her. They split months ago but have stayed on friendly terms, and she felt safe going with him because Ellis is ex-military. I wasn’t supportive of it, but once Melody gets something in her head, it’s hard to change her mind. Whether I’d agreed or not, she would have gone.”

Avery paused and looked toward Ryder, but the man showed no reaction, so she went on. “She was only supposed to be gone three days. I was at my house in Florida at the time. She called the first day to tell me about the resort, and she was supposed to call again the next day to let me know how it was going, but I never heard from her. That was three weeks ago. I flew to Jamaica and filed a missing persons report. The police there told me they’d investigate, but when they got back to me, they claimed they’d found no evidence indicating foul play. No evidence even that Melody had ever been at Indulgence. That struck me as odd. I mean, she called me from that location, so I know she was there. But they found no evidence Dominic had been there either, and their answer was that she and Dominic just ran off together. Now, granted, Dominic Ellis is the kind of guy who comes and goes. He does contract work for some overseas security firm, so he has long breaks between assignments, and he and Melody have had an on-again, off-again relationship. But that explanation just doesn’t add up for me. Melody wouldn’t run off like this. And she wouldn’t do it knowing I was waiting for her. Indulgence refused to let me on the property since I wasn’t a registered guest, so I hired a private investigator, but he came up empty-handed as well. And when Indulgence found out someone was asking questions about their resort, they refused to answer anything else.”

Jake Ryder’s expression didn’t change at her revelations, and he didn’t immediately answer. He rubbed a hand over his chin. “So I take it you want Aegis to see what we can uncover.”

“No.” Avery sat straighter in her chair, and those nerves came back full force. She’d been an actress for years, but this was a whole other level of acting. “I want one of your men to accompany me to Indulgence for a weekend. I need to go in there and look for Melody myself.”

“Ms. Scott, I think it would be safer if—”

“No, Mr. Ryder.” She knew what he was going to say. “I need to be the one to go. Look, I’ve done enough research to know what kind of environment I’m walking into, and I’m smart enough not to go alone, which is why I’m here. But I know Melody and how she thinks. I came to Aegis because you’re supposed to be the best of the best. Lauren Kauffman is a personal friend, and she speaks very highly of your organization.”

One side of Jake Ryder’s lips curled. He obviously remembered Lauren Kauffman, the supermodel who’d hired Aegis for security while on a shoot in Mexico. “You spoke with Mrs. Tierney about this?”

Tierney was Lauren’s new legal last name. She’d wound up marrying the Aegis operative who’d been assigned to protect her, though publicly she still went by her maiden name. Avery liked and respected Lauren’s husband, Finn, a great deal, which was a big reason she’d come to Aegis for help now. “Only to her and Finn Tierney. Finn is the one who suggested I speak with you now so as not to jeopardize the investigation further.”

Jake pursed his lips and looked down at the floor, as if considering. And realizing she had to work her last advantage Avery added, “I can convincingly play the part of half a couple looking for a good time. What I need is one of your best men to help me find Melody and get us both out of there safely.”

“I understand your personal attachment here, Ms. Scott, but what makes you so sure your friend is still in Jamaica?” His eyes met hers. “You have to admit, it’s highly possible she did leave with her boyfriend, like the authorities assume.”

Avery reached into her bag and drew out a postcard. “This makes me sure.”

His fingers closed over the card stock she handed him. He turned it over and read the one line written in cursive letters: Find me.

He flipped it back and looked at the beach image on the front. Across the bottom, Indulgence’s resort info was clearly printed.

“Where did you get this?”

“It showed up in my mailbox about a week after Melody disappeared.”

“Did you show it to the police?”

“Yes. They didn’t think it matched Melody’s handwriting and claimed it was nothing more than marketing material from the resort, but I know that’s from her.”

“Hm.” He turned the postcard over again and looked closer.

One side of the double doors to the office pushed open before she could ask what he was thinking. Avery’s head snapped that direction. The words dried on her lips when Mr. Dark and Dangerous stepped into the room.

“Sorry I’m late.” The man crossed the floor, long legs eating up the space, muscles bunching under the fitted black shirt, and handed Jake a folder. Pulling a red lollipop from his mouth, he said, “Miller was distracting Brandi downstairs, so it took me longer to get these than I thought.”

“Thanks.” Jake set the postcard on the desk, then opened the folder and paged through the information. “I’d feel better if we had more time to do a thorough rundown of the resort, but this will have to do. You catch the discussion?”

“Yeah,” Mr. Dark and Dangerous answered. “I was listening in. Caught the big stuff.”

Avery’s pulse picked up speed. She’d been right about the surveillance. But she was too focused on the man who’d just entered the room to be irritated he’d been listening without her knowledge. He didn’t fully turn her way, so she couldn’t see anything more than his profile. But that scar…

Jake looked up. “Ms. Scott, this is Cade Blackwell, one of Aegis’s best operatives. If you’re hell-bent on going to Indulgence yourself, he’ll be the one accompanying you.”

Cade Blackwell. Holy shit. Avery’s heart dropped like a stone straight into her stomach. It was him. She hadn’t been imagining after all.

Cade turned his piercing stare her way. Dark eyes she now saw were the same as they’d been at eighteen. Except then there’d been a hint of innocence. Now there was nothing but suspicion.

“That disguise is terrible.” He looked toward Jake again. “That’s never gonna work. Her face is way too damn recognizable. She’s gonna need a total makeover.”

Jake closed the folder. “What do you have in mind?”

Cade looked back at her, cocked his head, popped the sucker back in his mouth, and took a long perusal of her, from the top of her head all the way to her toes. Every cell in her body jerked to life as it had in the lobby, except this time she felt it everywhere. He pulled the sucker out again. “Hair, clothes, a helluva lot more makeup. She looks too damn innocent for Indulgence. People who go to resorts like that go for one very specific reason.”

Her thoughts were a jumbled mess of impressions and memories and emotions she didn’t want to revisit, but one thing got through. They were talking about her like she wasn’t in the room. Irritation replaced the heat his thorough inspection had caused and clawed its way up Avery’s throat. “Hold on a second, I—”

Cade turned his dark gaze back her way. “How many swingers resorts have you been to, Ms. Scott?”

The way he said “Scott” made the fine hairs along her neck leap to life again. There was animosity there. And distrust. And a whole lot more than she expected or deserved. Her mouth closed.

“None, I bet.” He pointed the sucker at her. “They’ll know it too. Dressed like that, in your conservative little pencil skirt, fitted blouse, and sensible heels, they’ll eat you alive. Your wig isn’t fooling anyone. One look and every person in that place will know America’s sweetheart is taking a walk on the wild side. I know these places. I know the people who work there and the lowlifes who play there, and if you want to get in and out unnoticed, then you’ll listen to me, because when it comes to this, I’m the only one here who knows what the hell I’m talking about.”

He was talking to her like he didn’t know her. Like he didn’t want to know her. And the things he did know…she wasn’t sure she wanted to know how or why he knew them.

This wasn’t the same misunderstood rebel she’d fallen for at the age of seventeen. He was harder, darker, and way more cynical. And at the moment, he was all that stood between her and finding her friend.

“I’d listen to him, Ms. Scott,” Jake cut in. “Blackwell used to work undercover for the FBI. He’ll see things you won’t, and he’ll be able to head off any trouble before it hits you. He’s the only one from my team I’d send into this situation.” He reached back and pushed a button. “Marley? Get Kristin Pearson on the line. We’re going to need the works.”

“On it,” Marley said through a speaker somewhere in the room.

The only one from his team…Which meant she couldn’t even ask for someone else. It was Cade Blackwell or no one.

Jake looked toward Avery again. “Kristin Pearson does alteration work for us. She’ll take care of anything you need.”

Cade huffed. “It’s gonna take a lot more than a little alteration to tramp this one up.”

“I’m sure you’ll find a way to make it work. Besides, she’s an actress. She should be able to pull this off, probably more convincingly than you, Blackwell.” To Avery, Jake said, “Do you have any questions, Ms. Scott?”

Avery had a million, like how the hell Cade had ended up working undercover for the FBI. The last time she’d seen him, he’d been leaving her and Coeur d’Alene, Idaho in the dust to join the military, but the hard look in his eyes said not to get into that one in front of his boss.

She glanced between the two men, from Cade’s rigid jaw to Ryder’s waiting expression, and in the silence realized…either Ryder didn’t know that she and Cade knew each other, or he just didn’t care.

Neither of those options sat well with her. But a bigger, more important question swirled louder in her brain. Namely, why wasn’t she protesting this?

Because if you do, you’ll never see him again…

Heat spread all along her skin and ignited a rush of awareness that exploded through her belly and hips. A weekend alone with Cade Blackwell. A weekend with the only man she’d ever truly loved and the one who’d broken her in more ways than she could count. She should say no. She should run from this room. But one thought kept her rooted firmly in place.

More than one counselor had told her the reason she couldn’t seem to find happiness with her success was because she’d never had closure. No end to the relationship that had changed every one of her hopes and dreams. And here, unexpectedly, was her chance. Not just to find her friend, but to finally put the past behind her.

Melody hadn’t planned this, but if she knew Avery was standing face-to-face with Cade Blackwell, she’d tell Avery to suck it up and go with it. God knew they’d talked about this moment far too many times late at night over a bottle of wine.

Her stomach flipped at what she was about to do, but she squared her shoulders, pulled up every bit of confidence she had as an actress, and said, “When do we get started?”

“Eager,” Blackwell muttered under his breath, looking back toward Jake. “That’ll change as soon as she gets there. Guaranteed.”

Jake shot him a look.

The door pushed open, and the blonde—Marley—stuck her head into the room. “Kristin Pearson can see her now. I’ve got a car waiting downstairs as soon as you’re through here.”

“Well,” Jake said, moving away from the desk. “Looks like you’re all set.” He reached for her hand. “Good luck, Ms. Scott. Don’t worry, you’re in the best of hands.”

Avery glanced toward Cade, but he wasn’t looking at her anymore. He was already heading for the door, leaving Avery with the view of him walking away. A familiar view. One she knew was at the root of every one of her personal hang-ups. But that was going to change. Whatever happened, when this weekend was over, she’d be the one walking away. Hopefully with her best friend.









Chapter Two





In over his head was putting it lightly.


Cade pretended not to notice Avery walking out of Jake’s office and heading for the elevator with Marley as he checked in with the pilot Aegis kept on staff and arranged for their flight to Jamaica. Even after twelve years, one look from those big whiskey-colored eyes was all it took to tie him into knots. The meet-and-greet he’d planned to play smooth and carefree had turned anything but when she’d turned those familiar gems his way.

“Sounds good,” he said into the phone as the elevator doors closed. Breathing easier now that she was out of sight, he focused on the view out the windows behind Marley’s desk. “I want to be wheels up by 1800.”

“Got it,” Alec MacDougal said on the other end of the line. “Call me if the timeline changes.”

“Will do, Mac.”

Cade clicked off the phone and stuffed it in his back pocket, then told himself this wasn’t the stupidest thing he’d ever done. But it sure as shit came close.

He rubbed a hand across his forehead and was steps from the elevator when he heard a voice at his back. “Hold up, Blackwell.”

Shit. Fixing an impassive look on his face, he dropped his hand and turned toward his boss. “Yeah?”

Jake crossed his arms over his chest and eyed him suspiciously from the doorway to his office. “Something I should know about you and the actress?”

Yes. Everything. Cade tucked his hands in the front pockets of his jeans and feigned surprise. “No. Why?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Just that I’ve never seen you quite so combative with a client. Is there a history here I should be aware of?”

Cade scoffed and looked away. “How would I know an actress?”

“I don’t know. You tell me. You were all over this case when it came in, and I’d have probably assigned you to it even if you hadn’t volunteered because of your background, but now I’m wondering if I should second-guess that decision.”

Classic lying behavior…looking away. Cade’s years with the FBI kicked in. He leveled his gaze on his boss. “In the twelve months I’ve worked for Aegis, have you ever needed to second-guess me?”

“No. That’s why I’m concerned. Do you know her?”

Cade’s jaw clenched. When he’d first caught wind Avery Scott was inquiring about Aegis’s services, he’d volunteered for the job—whatever it was—if for no other reason than curiosity after all these years. But now that he knew what she was up to, there was no way he was handing this over to any of the other guys. He chose his words carefully, so he couldn’t be caught in a lie later…another thing he’d learned working undercover. “Everyone with a TV knows her. I’m not compromised, Jake. There’s nothing for you to be concerned about.”

Jake eyed him like he didn’t believe him, and in the silence that stretched across the room, Cade wondered if he should just come clean. But then he thought of Avery, where she was headed and what kind of trouble she could possibly get herself into, and he knew fessing up wouldn’t do anything but get him kicked off this assignment. Yeah, their relationship was in the past, but no matter where he went or what happened in both their lives, he still cared about her. And if he could make up for a little of the shit he’d caused her all those years ago by keeping her safe now, he’d do it.

So long as Jake went along with this.

“I want you to check in as soon as you get there. If you find anything or need backup, we’ll send another team in to assist.”

Cade released a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. Another team disguised as a couple at the same swingers club where he was taking his ex-lover? Not likely he was calling in for reinforcements.

He turned for the elevator and punched the call button. Then fought back the wicked burst of heat rolling through his hips at the thought of being in that environment alone with Avery. “Will do.”

By the time he reached the lobby, his nerves were strung tight. Marley met him at the door. She handed him a backpack and file. “Here’s your itinerary, passports, all the info we’ve collected about Melody Carmichael’s disappearance. I’ve got you set up in a beachfront bungalow. Should provide enough privacy so you can come and go unnoticed. I’ve also got Miller and Smith on standby, in case you need them.”

“Couldn’t get the boss man to put you on backup duty?”

Marley frowned. “Do you ever see a day when that will happen?”

Cade chuckled and slipped on his Rēvos. “No, and not for the reasons you think. Thanks, Marley. I’ll be in touch.”

“Wait, Cade.” She held up a small rectangular box. “Don’t forget this.”

“Always by the book, huh, Marley?”

She smiled. “It’s why I get paid the big bucks. Stay safe.”

He pushed the outer door open. Warm air washed over his face and body. Early June in the Kentucky hills was already sultry, but where he was headed it was going to be hot. Scorching hot. And not just from the temperature.

He fought back another burst of heat that bloomed all along his skin as he climbed into the back of the sedan, tossed his backpack on the floor, and opened the folder on his lap. The driver shut the door and moved around the vehicle. At his side, he felt Avery’s gaze zero in on him, and though it was unnerving and only amped his awareness more, he didn’t look up. “Yeah?”

“That’s all you have to say to me after twelve years?” Avery asked. “‘Yeah?’”

He clenched his jaw as the car pulled away from the curb and finally met her gaze. And was thankful, this time, that he had the protection of sunglasses so she couldn’t see into his thoughts. “Does ‘Hi, how’s your life been?’ suit you better?”

Those pretty, pouty lips he’d watched kiss dozens of other guys on-screen turned down into a frown. “It’s a start. Why didn’t you tell your boss you knew me? I did read that correctly, didn’t I? He doesn’t know about us?”

Memories of that “us” flittered through his mind. The same memories he’d played over in his head countless times late at night when he couldn’t sleep. Of the way her naked body had felt wrapped around him in that dive of a motel room they’d run off to in Spokane, of how having someone care about him had changed him in fundamental ways he hadn’t realized until years later. But he forced them back. Reminded himself getting lost in those memories now wouldn’t do him any good. And they wouldn’t help her find her friend. Besides which, he was over her. Long over the girl she used to be.

“No,” he said, looking back down at his papers. “Ryder doesn’t know, nor does he need to. This isn’t personal, sweetheart; it’s business. And I’m good at what I do. If you’re uncomfortable with me, we can turn around and you can get someone else.”

She didn’t say anything, and he didn’t try to read her expression. But from the corner of his vision, he noticed she turned to look out the window.

He tried to focus on the words in front of him, but they blurred together on the page, and after several moments, he gave up. Closing the folder on his lap, he glanced toward her profile. The sleek line of her jaw was obstructed by a few strands from the ridiculous dark wig hanging to her shoulders, but her skin looked as creamy and soft as it had when she’d been a kid. The years had been good to her. At twenty-nine, she’d matured from an innocent girl into a beautiful woman. This close, he couldn’t see any sign she’d had work done, and though it went against every professional instinct he had, he hoped she never gave in to Hollywood pressure and turned to plastic surgery. He wouldn’t want to see all that perfection ruined by a scalpel. “If my being here bothers you so much, why didn’t you tell him?”

“It doesn’t bother me,” she said nonchalantly, still looking out the window. “‘Us’ ended a long time ago. All I care about is finding Melody. If you’re the best person for the job, then that’s all I care about. I’m an actress, Blackwell. A very good one.” She turned those pretty brown eyes his way again, but this time they were flat. Resigned. Jaded. Not a thing like the eyes he remembered. “I can pretend like the past didn’t happen as well as you can. After all, it’s just business, sweetheart.”

She looked back out the window, but in the silence, Cade’s heart sped up. And a bitter truth hit him square in the chest with the force of a freight train.

He’d lied to Jake, but most of all, he’d lied to himself. This was, without a doubt, the stupidest thing he’d ever done. Twelve years hadn’t changed a damn thing. He was still head over heels for Avery Scott.

And that meant he was compromised in every way possible.
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Avery wasn’t sure about this. She’d been colored, plucked, waxed, airbrushed, and at the moment was trying to stuff her C-cup breasts into a B-cup bustier. It wasn’t working.


“This doesn’t fit,” she muttered under her breath. Then louder so Mr. Dark and Irritating outside the door could hear, “There’s no way this is going to fit!”

The private jet Cade had herded her onto after her little “makeover” session hit an air pocket, and she stumbled against the sink in the bathroom, catching herself from going down by bracing her hands on the counter.

She looked up at her reflection, then faltered because she barely recognized herself. They’d given her a temporary color wash so her normally straight blonde locks were now a warm shade of brown and curled all around her face. Cade had picked out green contacts, the makeup artist had edged her eyes in dark charcoal, given her a mole high on her right cheekbone, and they’d both decided a trendy pair of tortoiseshell glasses would disguise her even more.

Okay, so maybe she didn’t look half-bad. In fact, someone would have to take a really close look to realize it was her. But the corset had to go. It showed way too much skin. Her breasts were all but falling out.

It’s not the breasts you’re worried about. It’s the guy on the other side of the door.

Cade Blackwell, for crying out loud. Cade Blackwell!

“This is a bad idea, Avery,” she mumbled, dropping her head. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

“Helping,” a male voice answered at her back. Her head jerked up, and her eyes met Cade’s dark ones in the mirror. “Hold still.”

She didn’t have time to do anything else. He grasped the laces at the back of the corset and pulled tight.

“Oh my…God,” she gasped, gripping the sink tighter. “Are you trying to cut off my” —she pressed a hand against her stomach— “air?”

“Just accentuating the positive, princess.” He tied the laces with swift fingers, then something metal and cool landed against her chest, followed by his warm fingers at the back of her neck.

“Now what are you doing?”

“Snapping the latch on this necklace. There.”

His fingers slid down her back, rested at her hips. He looked into the mirror over her shoulder, his gaze fixed on the heart-shaped locket resting against her skin. “A gift from Aegis. Wear it at all times while we’re at the resort.”

She reached up to finger the locket. Couldn’t help but wonder what was inside. “Why?”

“Because if we get separated for some reason, this is how I’ll find you.”

She was still processing that when his warm hands swiftly followed the boning in her corset up to just beneath her breasts. Heat slid all across her rib cage, but she barely had time to get lost in the sensation because his fingers spread, and then he cupped her breasts and lifted.

Shock and disbelief raced through her. She jerked away. “Don’t touch me like that.”

He chuckled, and in the mirror, she caught the humor sparking in his eyes, a hint of the boy he used to be. But it faded quickly when he dropped his hands and stepped back. “I thought you said you were a good actress, princess. You react to my touch like that and every person at Indulgence is going to know we’re not a couple.”

Her temper ebbed—just a touch—when she realized he was right. But irritation over the fact he’d used that same stupid term of endearment when they were kids zinged in right on its heels. She pushed past him out of the bathroom, ignoring the warmth of his skin and that spicy, masculine scent she’d always associated with him, and moved into the jet’s lavish bedroom. “I am a good actress, and once we’re at Indulgence I’ll be on, don’t worry.” She jerked the slim black jacket with three-quarter sleeves from the bed and slid it on, fluffing her hair out from under the collar. “But between now and then, I’d like a little warning before you pull a stunt like that. Besides which, where we’re heading, your touching me isn’t going to be all that necessary. It is a swingers club, after all.”

She didn’t bother to look at him—didn’t trust herself. Just being close to him rattled her in ways she hadn’t prepared for. And now she had to pretend they were a couple? Nerves humming, she moved out of the bedroom, through the galley, and into the main area of the plane, cursing the stupid heels and skinny jeans they’d dressed her in. Yeah, she didn’t have a problem getting into all kinds of costumes for different roles, but having to face Cade Blackwell again, she’d be much more comfortable doing it in her comfy faded jeans and a pair of flip-flops than this brainless Barbie-doll outfit.

She dropped into one of the captain’s chairs, crossed her legs and reached for a magazine. The chair spun with force, and, surprised, she dropped her magazine in her lap, then gasped when Cade gripped the armrests and leaned close.

“Let me explain a few things to you, princess. There are three types of couples who frequent resorts like this. The first are voyeurs. They’re in a committed relationship, but they’re bored and curious. They get off watching or being watched, and this is the perfect place to do both. The second are more adventurous. They’ve been in the lifestyle for a while. They frequent clubs back home, and a place like this is their idea of the perfect vacation. They’re the couple that will come up to you, start up a conversation, and convince you to play. He gets off watching his wife with other men, and she gets off watching him with other women, but at the end of the day, they’re still totally into only each other. For the most part, both of these couples are harmless. When they play, they play together. It’s the third you have to watch out for.”

Avery stared into his eyes. They no longer held an edge of humor but were hard and serious, and there was a darkness there that set her on alert. Suddenly, she wasn’t sure she wanted to know about the third couple.

“The third comes pretending to be part of a couple since singles aren’t allowed in, but it’s clear to anyone with two eyes that they’re both there for only one reason: to fuck anything that moves. He’s the guy who pays little attention to the girl he brought, and she’s the one who’s not bothering to look back as soon as things heat up. A single woman roaming around usually isn’t a threat, but a single man stands out like a sore thumb. He might be completely harmless, or he could be a total head case, into kinky shit you don’t even want to know. But either way, every couple involved in this lifestyle knows to be on the lookout for that couple, because in a resort setting like this, they equal trouble.

“If your goal is to go in there and find your friend, then you’ve got a choice. We can be like couples one and two, or we can be like couple three. Personally, I think couples one and two are going to get us the furthest without drawing attention, but if couple three is your goal, then by all means, go right ahead and jerk out of my touch. That’ll send a clear signal to anyone around that we’re the ones to avoid.”

He let go of her chair and rose to his full height. Avery’s pulse raced as she stared up into his familiar face and hard, dark eyes. A mixture of emotions raced through her. Fear. Frustration. Arousal. But in the silence between them, she also realized he was trying to intimidate her. Why, she wasn’t sure. Maybe to keep her safe. Maybe to keep her close when they reached the resort so she wouldn’t wander and go looking for Melody on her own. Most likely, though, he was trying to make sure she did things his way and followed his rules. And for reasons she wasn’t about to examine just yet, that sent every independent urge she had straight to the forefront.

Slowly, she pushed out of her seat. Wearing the ridiculous wedge heels, she was only a few inches shorter than him, and right now she was thankful for the added height. It put them on the same playing field.

“I already told your boss I’m not interested in being couple number two. So don’t even think that’s about to happen.”

One corner of his lip curled. A tiny hint of a smile she didn’t want to see. That smile had done her in as a kid. And right now, when just being close to him was enough to make every cell in her body vibrate, she didn’t need the added firepower that smile could unleash. He was making a point? Good for him. She could make one too.

“I can do couple one, though.” She laid her hands against his chest—his very hard, very muscular chest—and pushed.

Wariness crept into his eyes, but he dropped into the chair. Then he flicked her a nonchalant look that said he wasn’t so sure. “I’ve seen your movies, princess. You’re not that good an actress.”

Now this was the Cade Blackwell she remembered. A smart-ass to his core. At one point, she’d found that charming. Now all it did was piss her off. She might not know how to deal with Mr. Dark and Dangerous, but she knew how to deal with Mr. Smart-ass.

“Brace yourself, Blackwell.”

He looked up. His eyes narrowed. But before he could ask what she meant, she straddled his lap, slid her fingers along the scruff of his jaw, and tipped his face toward hers.

Heat sparked in his eyes, and between her thighs, his body tensed. “Avery—”

Victory pulsed through her. She’d caught him off guard. Perfect.

Dipping her head, she pressed her lips to his, cutting off his words. Warmth spread across her own mouth and threatened to distract her, but she refocused on her goal and inched closer, bringing their bodies into full contact. His breath caught, and she felt the surprise ricochet through him, so she did it again, this time pressing her half-exposed breasts against his chest.

His hands landed at her waist but didn’t move. His masculine scent rose in the air around her, making her lightheaded, but she kissed him again and reminded herself she was proving a point. Then she waited for the moment he let her in.

Not a very good actress? Bullshit. She was going to make him eat those words.

She tilted her head the other way. Brushed her lips against his again. His fingers dug into the corset at her hips. He was fighting it. Fighting her. It was time to play dirty.

She lowered her weight onto his lap and rocked her hips against his. Then she slid the tip of her tongue along the seam of his lips, coaxing him to open.

He gasped. And she took the opportunity to dip into his mouth, lick her tongue along his, and tease him the way he’d once teased her.

A long time ago. A lifetime ago. When she’d been young and innocent and he’d been a horny teenager trying to get into her pants in the backseat of his Honda.

A long groan rumbled from his chest. His arms closed around her. And then whatever protest he’d been mounting crumbled at her feet.

He sat forward and kissed her hard. Heat, lust, need poured from him into her. She tasted it on his slick tongue tangling with hers, felt it in the way his fingers dug into her spine. Knew, from how hard he was growing between her thighs, that he wanted her.

She’d kissed a lot of actors over the course of her career, in some pretty hot on-screen love scenes, but none of them had ever reacted as quickly, as ferociously as Cade was now. And for a moment, that realization threw her off. She wanted to chalk it up to the situation, to where they were headed and the fact they had a history. But a bitter truth teased the edge of her mind. The real reason was that she’d never thrown as much of herself into a role as she was doing right now. And she’d never wanted any of those actors the way she wanted Cade right this second.

Fear made her pull back. She pushed off his lap, teetered on the stupid heels but caught herself before she went down. And though inside her stomach was twisted into a hard, tight knot, she pulled up every shield she’d perfected over the years and fixed an impassive look on her face. After all, no one could pretend better than an actress.

“We’ll call that lesson number one, Blackwell.”

His hands froze against the armrests, his tense body halfway out of his chair, ready to come after her. Smiling her warmest America’s sweetheart grin, she dropped back into her chair and reached for her magazine again.

She didn’t look at him, but from the corner of her vision, she saw the way his chest rose and fell with his rapid breaths. She tried to focus on the words in front of her, but they melded into each other, and in her mind all she could see was how he’d looked staring up at her. Face flushed with passion, lips swollen from her assault, and that giant bulge against the fly of his jeans—the same one she’d brushed against that had sent a tingle through her entire core.

Focus, Avery. She blinked several times. Flipped a page. This is no different than any other role.

Several tense seconds passed. And then he chuckled and relaxed back into his seat. “Okay, princess. You win. You pull that on me at Indulgence and no one’s gonna think you’re anything but hot to fuck my brains out.”

Unease settled in the bottom of her stomach. And memories of doing just that bounced around in her mind. Cade Blackwell had been an amazing lover, even at eighteen. At thirty she had a feeling he could rock her world into the next universe if she let him. And that knowledge—more than what she might find at Indulgence—scared the crap out of her.

She turned a page, feigning indifference. “Good thing I’m such a good actress. No one will know I’d rather cut your dick off than fuck it.”

The air changed. Tensed. Grew icy. From the corner of her vision, she watched his jaw harden and that dark look creep back into his eyes. She knew she’d probably gone too far, but she didn’t care. He was getting under her skin with his heady looks, wicked touch, and challenging comments, and she needed to lay down the ground rules. She wasn’t letting Cade Blackwell back into her life no matter what he did to help her find Melody this weekend. And there was no way he was getting inside her heart, regardless of how far they had to take their little ruse.

He pushed out of his chair without a word. Her pulse sped up, but she pretended to continue to read the architectural magazine in front of her. Several moments passed where she wondered what he could possibly be doing in the other room. She’d obviously pissed him off. Was he calling his boss? Telling him the deal was off? Had she just jeopardized finding her friend all because she couldn’t keep her own emotions in check? Why the hell did she let herself get so worked up by Cade Blackwell?

A manila envelope dropped against her magazine. She startled, then looked up in surprise. Instead of sitting across from her like he’d done before, Cade walked by and sat to her left. A console separated their seats. He opened a folder without looking her way. “Memorize what’s in there. You’ll need to know it all before we land. Since you’re such a good actress, it shouldn’t be that hard to do.”

The words felt like a slap, though why, she didn’t know. Hand shaking, she pulled out several sheets of paper, a woman’s wallet, and a passport. She flipped the passport open and looked down. Her new face stared up at her. Right after she’d done her makeover—before the waxing and fittings and wardrobe discussions—they’d taken her picture, but she hadn’t realized it had been for a passport. Aegis worked fast. She scanned the information and froze when she read the name.

Her pulse picked up speed, and her hands grew sweaty. “What is this?”

“Your alias.”

“I see that. But why this name?”

“Undercover Work 101: you stick with your real first name so you don’t get caught in a lie and forget to respond when someone’s talking to you.”

“Ava is not my first name.”

He huffed out a sigh and finally looked her way. Irritation reflected deeply in his eyes. “Yeah, but we’re trying to get people not to think you’re Avery Scott, so it makes sense not to use Avery. I knew you’d respond to Ava, so Ava it is.”

He looked back at his folder like the name meant nothing, even though he knew he was the only one who’d ever called her Ava. Back when they’d been kids, she’d loved that he’d used that nickname. Now…? Now it set off a host of repressed emotions deep inside her chest. But it was the other name that made her lungs feel like they’d grown three sizes too small. “And the last?”

“The last I know you’ll respond to as well. Welcome to married life, Mrs. Black.”

Mrs. Black.

Black had been his legal last name as a kid, and she’d been called that only once before. Before her life had turned to shit. Before he’d left her. Before he’d cut all ties to her and Coeur d’Alene and changed his last name. When he’d convinced her to run away with him, leave her family and friends, fake her age, and marry him.








Chapter Three





We’ll consider that lesson number one.


The words were still ringing in Cade’s ears. As was Avery’s admission she’d rather cut his dick off than fuck it.

Cade didn’t believe either. There’d been passion in that kiss, even if she didn’t want to admit it. She might be able to fool a lot of people, but she couldn’t fool him. He’d seen her kiss plenty of other guys on-screen, and though he wanted to punch every single one of them in the face, none of the steamy scenes he’d seen had looked at all like what he’d felt. She’d wanted him. She still wanted him. Before this weekend was over, he was going to get her to admit that much.

He placed a hand on her thigh in the back of the town car they’d climbed into after landing in Montego Bay and squeezed. Seated next to him, she glanced at the driver’s rearview mirror but didn’t push him away. And he took that as a good sign.

He leaned close to her ear but spoke loud enough so the driver could hear. “You look gorgeous, princess. Though I wish you’d worn a skirt so we could play on the way to the resort.”

Her leg tensed beneath his hand. She glanced at the driver’s mirror again, then turned to look out at the shacks and palm trees whizzing by. “I thought you liked the way my ass looked in these pants.”

She was falling into the role. He had to hand it to her. When she put her mind to something, she was good. But he wanted to see how far he could push her. Better to find out now than when they were at the resort.

Lightly, he trailed his fingers up the inside of her leg. The denim was thin and soft, but it was the heat between her thighs he wanted to feel. She sucked in a breath and held it when his fingers grazed the top of her inner thigh, just centimeters from her mound. “Are you sure? We’ve got at least an hour’s drive.”

She turned to face him. And in her newly green eyes, he saw a hint of the same heat he’d seen on the plane.

Oh yeah…

“Baby, you are such a tease.” She placed a warm hand against his chest, one that permeated his shirt and sent heat seeping into his skin. Then she leaned in and kissed him like she’d done it a million times. But the zing of electricity that rippled through him when her lips touched his was anything but routine. His pulse sped up, and beneath his fly, he grew hard, just that fast.

Easing back, she smiled sweetly. “I promise we’re going to have all kinds of fun at the resort. But if you wear me out now, I won’t be able to rock your world when we get there.” She kissed him again, this time long and slow, making sure to suck his bottom lip into her mouth in a seductive way that made the blood roar in his ears. Then she bit down playfully—or in warning, he wasn’t sure which—and pulled away. “You wouldn’t want that, now, would you?”

Cade wasn’t currently sure of anything. Except that he wanted her naked and panting beneath him. Right this second.

She shifted her legs, forcing his hand from between her thighs, crossed them so he couldn’t touch her there again, then wrapped her hands around his arm and laid her head against his shoulder. “I’m just going to rest my eyes for a few minutes. Wake me when we get there, baby.”

Cade’s pulse raced. He knew she wasn’t asleep, but one look at the driver smiling in the rearview mirror told him their disguise was working. And she was a lot better actress than he’d given her credit for. If he wasn’t careful, this was going to backfire on him. Big-time.

Ninety minutes later, Cade looked up from the file he’d been reading about Indulgence and closed the folder in his lap. They’d pulled off the main road and were now driving down a tree-lined private drive. Palm fronds swayed against the crystal-blue sky, and purple and pink bougainvillea formed a colorful hedge along the expertly manicured grass to both his right and left. He shook Avery at his side. “Wake up, princess. We’re here.”

She startled and pushed away from him quickly, making him wonder if she really had fallen asleep. Lucky girl. He’d been hard half the trip until he’d finally started researching their destination.

She sat up and blinked several times. But her voice was low and sexy when she managed, “Al—already?”

God, she was beautiful. Even with the fake glasses and dyed hair. And she still got to him. Even after all this time. Even when he knew her life had been better off without him.

“Yeah. You ready for this?”

She dragged her gaze from the window and looked his way. And for just a second, he saw something flash in her eyes. A hint of fear that told him she wasn’t nearly as confident as she seemed.

She looked away quickly, settled back in her seat and smoothed her hair. “Baby, I’m always ready for anything with you.”

Something in his heart softened. He draped an arm over her shoulder and leaned close to her ear again. But this time he kept his voice low so the driver couldn’t hear. “I won’t let anything happen to you. Just stay close to me.”

She swallowed once but gave a quick nod. And before he could say anything else, the car pulled to a stop. The driver climbed out, closed his door, and hustled around the car.

“Just promise me we’ll find Melody,” she whispered.

“We’ll find her, Avery. I promise.”

Avery glanced up into his eyes, and the same fear that had flashed there seconds ago flashed again. But there was something more in her gaze—a look, a feeling, a shared past that drifted between them. And in the silence of the car, it rekindled every memory, every emotion, every ounce of longing Cade had fought in the years since their split.

His chest tightened, made it hard to breathe. She was older, wiser, a thousand times more beautiful than she’d been back then, but that look told him the girl he’d fallen in love with was still in there. The one who’d taken a chance on the wrong boy, who’d stood up to her parents when they’d told her to stop seeing him, who’d demonstrated her loyalty by running away and marrying him when all logic told her it was a bad idea. She was proving it in her determination to find her friend against all odds, in the way she’d agreed to pretend to be his wife when he knew it had to be hard for her, in the way she stared at him now with eyes steeped in emotions he’d tried so hard to forget.

He wasn’t over her. He wasn’t ever going to be over her. And in that moment, another truth slammed into him. He didn’t want her to just admit that there was something left between them. He wanted her. Not the actress the world knew or the girl she’d once been. He wanted the woman staring up at him now with trust and longing and hope in her gorgeous, familiar eyes.

Somehow, no matter what they found this weekend, he had to figure out a way to make that happen.



[image: Scenebreakgraphic]




Avery’s stomach twisted as she climbed out of the town car and stepped into the warm Jamaica air. They’d fooled the driver and the staff at the airport, but the big test lay before them. If she was going to be recognized, it was going to happen now.


She adjusted the glasses and took Cade’s hand when he offered it. His wide palm was warm, his skin rough like a man’s should be. A thrill rushed up her arm and into her chest, but she fought to ignore it.

And failed miserably.

Dammit, it wasn’t just fear over being recognized that was sending her nerves into overdrive. It was that look that had passed between them seconds ago. The way he’d stared at her. The things she’d felt. Yes, she could admit that being close to him still affected her—that touching him completely set her off-balance—but why couldn’t she keep her emotions in check? Why did one little rake of his gaze send her hormones into the ozone layer? Why did that one look remind her of every single time they’d made love and he’d gazed deep into her eyes, as if he could see her soul?

She waited while Cade tipped the driver and said a few words to the valet. Told herself to snap out of it. This was about finding Melody, not her ludicrous hormones and most definitely not about Cade’s wandering eyes. The sooner she remembered that, the better off she’d be.

He tugged her toward the entrance of the resort. Palm trees swayed over the Mediterranean-style building, and the distinct sounds of a steel drum drifted on the breeze. The open-air lobby was all marble, plush furnishings, and soaring ceilings with lazily turning ceiling fans made from bamboo. But dressed in loose-fitting linen slacks and that white-button down rolled up to his elbows, Cade was the only thing Avery could seem to focus on. His skin was tan from hours in the sun, and that tattoo peeking out from beneath the sleeve of his right arm kept drawing her attention.

A woman dressed in a slim blue skirt and white sleeveless blouse with dark hair pulled up in a stylish do greeted them in the middle of the lobby. “Mr. and Mrs. Black, welcome to Indulgence. I’m Patrice, your personal concierge. I’ll be at your beck and call twenty-four hours a day should you need anything while you’re here. I hope your flight in was good?”

Cade slipped off his sunglasses and hooked them in the top button of his shirt, then shook the woman’s hand and smiled that half grin that had always done erratic things to Avery’s pulse when they were kids. “Very good. Thank you. This is my wife, Ava.”

Patrice looked Avery’s way and smiled sweetly, but Avery didn’t miss the quick once-over and subtle dismissal in her eyes. “Welcome.” She refocused on Cade. “If you’ll both follow me, I’ll get you checked in quickly so you can begin enjoying the resort’s amenities.”

Cade placed his hand at the small of Avery’s back, and they both followed Patrice down a short hallway and into another massive room, this one decked out with soaring ceilings, arched windows that looked out over the grounds of the resort, formal furnishings grouped around a massive fireplace, and on the edges, a series of desks and chairs.

Avery glanced at Patrice from the back. The woman was gorgeous, slim, athletic, and her breasts were all but falling out of that top. Avery couldn’t help but wonder what kind of amenities Patrice was offering and whether or not she’d be joining in.

“Everything okay?” Cade whispered, leaning close to her ear.

A shot of irritation whipped through Avery. What the hell was that? Jealousy? She had no business being jealous. While she had zero intention of taking advantage of any “amenities” while she was here, that didn’t mean Cade couldn’t. With this beck-and-call woman or any other.

“Yes, fine,” she snapped, more harshly than she intended.

He shot her a look, and Avery took a deep breath to calm her frazzled nerves, then nodded slowly, reassuring him she wasn’t going to blow their cover.

Patrice led them toward the farthest desk, moved around the piece of Elizabethan furniture, and gestured for them to sit. Just as they did, a waiter swept into the room carrying a tray of champagne flutes. “Welcome to Indulgence.”

Avery took the champagne he offered and downed half of it before she realized Cade had politely turned down the offer.

The waiter moved out of the room as quietly as he’d entered, and Patrice’s fingers clicked over keys while she studied the screen in front of her. Finally, she said, “We’ve got you booked in one of our best suites on the waterfront. There are two other units in your area. Inside your bungalow, you’ll find a welcome packet outlining all the amenities the resort offers, as well as rules and regulations while you’re here. Look through the information, then let me know if you have any questions. And be sure to tell me what activities I can schedule for you. We have many I think you’re going to enjoy. While at Indulgence, we want you to relax, let your stress go, and indulge in every one of your fantasies.”

She reached for a card and slid it across the table. “This is my personal number. Call me day or night. I’m here only to serve and entertain you.”

Avery lifted the champagne flute to her lips and eyed Patrice over the edge. The woman was totally fixated on Cade as if Avery weren’t even in the room, and interest flared deeply in her pale blue eyes.

Irritation growing, Avery downed the rest of her champagne, then reached for the card, covering Cade’s fingers with her own so Patrice-the-viper couldn’t touch him. “Thank you, but I’m sure we won’t be needing your services. Mr. Black prefers blondes…other than me.”

Both of them looked her way, but Avery wasn’t about to back down. This might only be a role, but she was going to play it for all it was worth.

Patrice’s eyes narrowed. “Has anyone ever told you that you look like Avery Scott, the actress?”

The air caught in Avery’s throat. Dammit, what was she supposed to say? They’d practiced it on the plane but at the moment her brain was too wrapped around keeping the viper’s hands off her man to remember what they’d agreed on.

And…her man? Whoa. Wait a minute. Where had that come from?

Sweat broke out all along her spine. She started to pull her hand back, but Cade wrapped his fingers around hers before she could break free. “Nah, she’s way hotter than Avery Scott.”

Startled, Avery looked his way, then faltered. Heat blazed in his black-as-night eyes. Heat and an admiration that sparked a thousand memories.

“Besides,” he added, “I’ve heard Avery Scott’s had all kinds of plastic surgery. Her eyes, her lips, her tits. Trust me”—his gaze strayed to the cleavage bursting from Avery’s corset—“Ava’s breasts are all hers. And they’re magnificent. Just like the rest of her. She’s right. She’s the only brunette I touch.”

Avery’s pulse sped up. She held her breath and waited until his gaze slid back to hers. And what she saw there sent a wicked thrill all through her body. Need. Raw and intense. The same need she’d seen in his eyes when they’d been kids. Except this time it was darker and a thousand times more dangerous because it pulled her forward like an electromagnet.

She leaned toward him without thinking, pressed her lips against his, and couldn’t stop the tiny sigh that slipped from her mouth when he let go of Patrice’s business card, framed her face with his right hand, and kissed her back. It wasn’t a passion-filled kiss like on the plane; it was soft and sweet and gentle. And it ignited a fire inside Avery that had been dead far too long.

Patrice cleared her throat. Slowly, Cade eased back, but he didn’t look the woman’s way. He simply brushed his thumb over Avery’s bottom lip and smiled that crooked half smile she remembered so well. The one that pulled and tugged on his scar until she completely forgot it was there. “Just as sweet as I remember.”

“Well,” Patrice said, pushing back from the desk and rising, irritation clearly echoing in her voice. “It looks like you’re well on your way toward a relaxing vacation. Mario will take you both to your examinations, then to your suite when you’re done. I hope you have a fabulous stay at Indulgence.”

“Examinations?” Cade asked, looking her way.

“Yes,” Patrice answered. “As soon as our doctors clear you for resort activities, we’ll get you settled in. The examination is standard for all guests.”

Cade’s eyes strayed to Avery, and she knew what he was thinking. An examination might mean blood tests. And that could lead to DNA identification, if someone knew where to look for the right information. She had no idea what was published on the Internet about her. Of course, by the time the resort ran that kind of test, she and Cade would be long gone.

She forced a smile and squeezed his hand. “I’m sure it’s no big deal.”

“None at all,” Patrice answered, looking down at her desk as she lifted a folder into her arms. “It’s just to make sure you’re both disease free. Our guests’ safety is our highest concern.”

Oh, great. Avery’s stomach tightened. They were being tested for STDs. Considering it was a swingers resort, she figured that was probably a good thing, but it still left her unsettled. Because, as stupid as it was, knowing Cade was clean made him all that more appealing.
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The resort was top-notch. Marble buildings, soaring columns, trickling waterfalls, and hidden Jacuzzis tucked behind foliage. After their exams—which hadn’t been more than a quick physical and blood draw—they followed Mario toward the beach. Cade scanned the facilities to get the lay of the land as they walked. A large infinity pool overlooked the sand. A pristine bar made from shiny mahogany sat to their right. Plush lounge chairs sprinkled around the pool held vacationers in high-end swimwear, the women sporting heels and big hats, the men in traditional swim trunks, reading newspapers and books or sleeping in the shade.


It didn’t look like a swingers resort, at least not on first glance. There were a few topless women around the pool, but no overtly sexual activities happening aside from the couple kissing near the waterfall at the end of the pool and the two couples at the bar clearly flirting and trying to arrange a foursome. To the common eye, it looked like any other high-end adult vacation spot. Which made Cade wonder what happened after hours, when things really heated up.

“Dinner starts around six,” Mario said to Avery, who’d chosen to walk next to the dark-skinned bellboy instead of with Cade. “There are five restaurants to choose from. None require a reservation. Unless you have something special in mind.”

Mario flashed Avery a knowing grin, but she handled it like a pro, as if she hadn’t noticed. “And it’s couples only, correct? So there are no singles allowed at the resort?”

“Oh no, ma’am. We’re a couples-only resort. It says so right in the brochure.” He led them away from the pool, down a flagstone path. Brightly colored flowers and vines lay nestled beneath swaying palms.

“Do any of the couples ever break up while they’re here?” Avery asked. “I mean, it must be shocking for some couples to adjust to a resort like this…if it’s their first time.”

Cade slid his hands into the pockets of his slacks, amused as he followed along behind. Avery was fishing for information, but he doubted she was going to get it from the bellboy. She might be a good actress but she was no super sleuth.

“Occasionally,” Mario said. “But the resort handles those situations discreetly, so you won’t have to worry about one ruining your vacation.”

He stopped in front of a sprawling hut and held a master key in front of the sensor on the door. While they waited for the light to turn green, Avery shot Cade a what do you think that means? look. Cade shook his head. If this was what she planned to do to everyone at the resort, their cover was going to be blown faster than his hold on his desire for the woman currently peering his way.

When the door pushed open and Mario stepped inside, Cade made a circle motion with his finger to tell Avery to get back with the program. She flashed him a sexy little pout that made him chuckle. Okay, maybe watching her play super sleuth wasn’t all that bad. She was damn cute doing it.

“Your luggage has already been unpacked,” Mario said as they both stepped past him into the hut. “If you require any special instruments, please call your concierge.” He handed Cade two light blue wristbands. “These work as your room keys. They also access your account so you can charge amenities directly to your room. Our guests find them less cumbersome than regular key cards. Wear them at all times. Is there anything else I can get you right now?”

Less cumbersome. Cade knew what that meant. It was a whole lot less of a mood killer when you didn’t have to fumble for your room key in the heat of the moment.

He looked toward Avery. She was standing in the middle of the room, taking it all in. The giant four-poster bed in the center that looked like it could sleep ten comfortably; the plush sitting area and bar to his right; the gauzy curtains at the windows that gazed out toward the sand and gently rolling surf of the bay; the in-ground, private Jacuzzi on the patio. Patrice had said there were two other units in their area, but from their patio, with the palms and brush and vines growing around them, this hut looked totally secluded. Private. Their own personal slice of paradise in what could otherwise be considered hedonism.

Just knowing he had Avery all to himself sent a wicked burst of heat straight to Cade’s groin.

“I think we’re good,” Cade said, tearing his gaze away from Avery. He handed the bellboy a ten. “Thank you.”

Mario held up both hands. “Oh no, we can’t accept tips. Indulgence is a tip-free resort.” He smiled, glanced between the two of them, then turned for the door. “Enjoy your stay.”

Cade walked him to the door. When he came back into the room, Avery was still staring at the bed, and that heat inside kicked up a notch, sending blood straight to Cade’s cock. He set the wristbands on the bar and cleared his throat.

Avery looked up sharply, caught him watching her, then quickly turned away from the bed. “The sleeping arrangements are going to be a problem. You’ll have to get used to the couch.”

“The bed looks plenty big for two.”

She pulled the sliding door open and stepped out onto the patio. “I’m paying for this. Therefore you sleep on the couch.”

Cade didn’t like the sound of that, but he was willing to play along. For now. After all, anything could happen over the course of a weekend.

Picking up the info packet on the bar, he followed Avery onto the patio.

“What do you think he meant by special instruments?” she asked when he stepped up beside her.

The gentle breeze blew her newly dark hair back from her face, and he ached to touch the supple line of her jaw like he’d done when they’d checked in. But he wasn’t going to push it just yet. That moment had spooked her. He’d seen it in her eyes. He was willing to be patient…for the moment.

Cade glanced down at the pages in his hand, then handed her the booklet. “I think he was referring to these.”

He watched her eyes grow wide as she looked down at the photographs on the page. A sex swing, a spanking bench, massage table, shackles and ropes…

“Oh my God. What is this X-shaped thing?”

“Which one?”

She pointed, then looked up with wide eyes.

He loved that she’d spent ten years in Hollywood and could still be so damn innocent. “A Saint Andrews cross.”

She looked back down again, and a sick look crossed her face. “I don’t want to know how you know what that is let alone what it’s for.” She closed the book and handed it back to him. “This looks like a totally normal place, but then you see that…”

He chuckled and took the book. “Relax. I have a feeling a high-end place like this has special rooms for that kind of thing, and if they’re offering it in the privacy of your own suite, most people are going to do it there. Unless they want an audience. You’re not going to see any BDSM play in the middle of the beach.”

“You hope.” She turned and walked back into the hut. Gathering the rest of the informational materials from the bar, she took them to the sitting area and dropped onto the couch to read.

And Cade figured letting her acclimate on her own to what she’d see when she looked closer was better than throwing it all out there for her to wonder more about his past.

He moved into the walk-in closet, checked to see that their bags had been unpacked, and took a look into the massive marble bathroom, complete with a shower made for ten, and the biggest freakin’ bathtub he’d ever seen. Just picturing Avery soaking naked in that thing made him wonder how the hell he was going to get through this weekend in one piece.

When he came back into the main room, Avery was no longer reading. Her heels were off, her bare feet were propped up on the coffee table, she was nursing a beer, and the look on her face said she’d read enough.

He sat in the chair adjacent to her. “Well?”

“Sexual activities are allowed in public areas during the day, but guests are encouraged to be discreet. After all, anyone in a boat offshore can see what you’re doing, and the resort takes its guests’ privacy very seriously.”

He smiled. “Is that what it says in the packet?”

She took a long swallow from her beer. “Word for word. They do offer discreet activities during the day, however, if you don’t want to laze by the pool and/or flirt with the next couple over. Naked scuba diving, couples yoga—I can only imagine what happens there—clothing-optional water volleyball. Apparently the activities pool is set far enough back from the beach so as not to be seen by prying eyes.”

“The kinky rich and famous. They’ve thought of everything.”

She shot him a look, then took another long drink. “Don’t lump me in with this group. After hours, the clubs open, and according to this, there’s a little something for everyone. A dance club, a strip club, a bondage club, a fantasy club… It’s all laid out like it’s no big deal.”

“It is no big deal, Avery. This is a swingers resort, or did you forget?”

“I didn’t forget.” She pushed to her feet with a huff and moved across the room.

She was clearly agitated. Whether it was sexual frustration or something else, though, Cade didn’t know. God knew he was sexually frustrated just listening to those words come out of her sweet little mouth. Fantasy club? He could think of a few fantasies he’d like to play out with her.

He shifted in his seat, more to relieve the pressure in his groin than to face her. “What’s wrong?”

“What’s wrong?” She stopped pacing and threw her hands out. “What’s wrong is that in the hour or so we’ve been here, you haven’t asked anyone a single question about Melody. How do we even know where to look for clues? When Mario said the resort discreetly takes care of couples that break up while here, didn’t that sound odd to you at all?”

Cade pushed out of his chair, crossed the floor, and placed both hands on her shoulders. “Take a breath.”

“Don’t tell me to relax. This is my friend we’re talking about.”

“I know. And we’re going to figure out what happened to her, but if we go asking too many questions right off the bat, all we’re going to do is draw attention. Employees working in a place like this are instructed to be on the lookout for people who ask too many questions. I know what I’m doing, Avery. Trust me.”

She eyed him for several seconds, then finally said, “Trusting you is not something I ever planned to do again.”

It was a slap—one he deserved—but it still stung. He forced back the hurt, not because he didn’t want to feel it, but because before this weekend was over, he planned to make up to her a little of what he’d done. “And being in a place like this with you is something I never imagined would ever happen, but I’m making the best of it. If you want to find your friend, that’s what you’re going to have to do too. Unless all of this is too much for you. In that case, I can call Aegis, and they can send a different couple down here to dig around, and you and I can go home.”

“No.”

The word was fast, crisp, and to the point. And every muscle in Cade’s body relaxed. The last thing he wanted was to go home now, when he was alone with the woman he hadn’t stopped thinking about since he was a kid.

He nodded, because it was safer than kissing her or throwing her on that giant bed like he wanted to do. “In that case, I want you to go back over there, think about what Melody said to you during your one phone call while she was here, then pick one.”

“You want us to sign up for the same activities she took?”

“Yep. I’m hoping we’ll get the same instructors. If so, we might be able to retrace at least some of her footsteps while she was here.”

Avery’s expression said she wasn’t sure that would work, but she eased out of his grip and moved back to the couch. After rifling through her purse, she pulled out a palm-sized notepad, then looked through the brochures. Several seconds passed in silence before she muttered, “Shit.”

From the bar where he was pouring himself a soda, Cade looked up. “What?”

A nervous expression crept over Avery’s face. “She took a massage class while she was here. She mentioned it on the phone.”

“Massage class. That’s easy enough.” A grin spread across his face. “My shoulders could use a rubdown.”

Instead of the irritated look he expected in response to his smart-¬ass remark, nervousness crossed Avery’s girl-next-door features, and she looked back down at her papers.

“What’s wrong with a massage class?” he asked

“There’s only one listed.”

Curious, Cade crossed the room with drink in hand, glanced down at the picture in the brochure she was pointing toward, and felt every muscle in his body surge to attention.

Listed amongst the activities the resort offered were the words: Erotic Instructional Couples Massage.









Chapter Four





Erotic Instructional Massage.


Holy hell. Cade’s cock jerked at the thought.

Darkness had fallen over the resort, and lights along the path illuminated the walkways and cast shadows over palm trunks. A warm breeze blew in from the water, dragging the sounds of reggae music from the pool area along the Caribbean air.

Avery was back in their room getting ready for dinner, and since sitting around fantasizing about her naked in that tub wasn’t getting him anywhere, he’d decided to take a walk and check out the resort while he waited. But he couldn’t get those words out of his head. And knowing they were taking that class tomorrow…

Blood surged to his groin, and he took a deep breath to settle himself. As much as he was looking forward to that little activity, he needed to remember the real reason they were here.

He steered clear of the pool and restaurants and instead headed for the employee quarters at the back of the resort. During his years working undercover, he’d discovered you could learn a lot just by staying in the shadows and watching.

The music faded into the distance as he ducked into the protective darkness of the trees and scanned the area outside a row of shabby-looking rooms. The building was a drab white color with tiny front stoops, a flat roof, and windows that were the size of his laptop. Nothing like the palatial guest suites visible to Indulgence’s high-class clientele.

A woman singing, a shower running, the muffled sounds of a TV. He stayed in the shrubs and moved down, stopping when he heard voices coming from a small patio.

Two men. Both Jamaican with thick accents. One was smoking and pacing. The other was sitting on the step, nursing a beer.

“Ay, mon,” the first said, then took a drag from the cigarette and resumed pacing. “I saw, but they don’t fit the type. Too flashy.”

“She looks like that actress,” the one on the stoop said. “What’s her name? Scott. Avery Scott. That’s it.”

“A Hollywood starlet like dat would never come to a place like this, mon. Use your brain.”

Cade strained to see the men. Both were very dark skinned, and with little light, he couldn’t make out more than their silhouettes against the building.

“I am using it.” The guy on the stoop lifted his beer and took a long pull. “She’s tempting, you gotta admit.”

The first stopped directly in front him. “I said no. End of discussion. They haven’t been checked out, and besides, her husband gives me a bad vibe.”

Laughter echoed over the trees, followed by the flash of very white teeth. “Your mama’s been feeding you too much a dat voodoo shit. Ain’t no bad vibes around those two. And that guy she’s with ain’t her husband. No married people look at each other like dat. But trust me, he gonna drop her like a hot potato when she hooks up with someone here. Just wait and see. Be easy then. Besides, I could take the guy if he caused trouble. I like the look of her, actress or not.”

Cade’s jaw clenched, but he stayed quiet and still in the cover of the trees.

“You’ll not be taking nobody,” the first said in a hard voice. “Things are getting too hot as it is. The shipment’s going out Monday. The bossman just wants us to get through the weekend without any incidents. We’re moving to the Dominican Republic after this.”

The first man moved around the guy on the stoop, opened the screen door, and stepped inside. It slammed closed with a snap.

The remaining guy sighed and muttered, “Dumbfuck.” Then he finished his beer, tossed the empty bottle into the foliage, and pushed to his feet. Though Cade couldn’t see his face, he could tell the guy was big. At least six-two and two-hundred-forty pounds. Standing still as stone, Cade waited until the guy turned and went into the room before backing out of the shrubbery around him.

Thoughts swirled in his head as he headed back toward the beach. A shipment could be anything. Antiquities, cigars, weapons… The question was, if they were running some kind of black market goods in and out of Jamaica, why do it through a swingers resort?

He stopped when Mario’s admission that the resort took care of fighting couples discreetly ran back through his mind.

A jealous lover, a couple that had just broken up because one or the other had experimented and things went a little too far… A resort like this could do serious damage to a relationship. And cheating—even if done with permission—was the kind of thing that some men—and women—couldn’t forgive. A backdrop like that, where drama was happening all the time, where the cops might be called out to break up domestic disturbances and other emotionally charged situations, was the perfect place to run any kind of black market items because no one would ever think to look for them.

Maybe Avery was right. Maybe he needed to have a chat with the bellhop after all, but he didn’t plan to involve her. For the time being, there was no sense getting Avery worked up. He didn’t need her knowing what they’d possibly stumbled into.
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“Okay, I’m ready. But I wish I had a shawl or something. This is way too low cut.”


Drawing a deep breath of courage, Avery stepped into the suite and drew up short.

Empty.

“Cade?”

She looked toward the bar, then moved out to the patio, her heels clicking on the slate. The warm breeze blew her hair back from her face as she glanced around. The water sparkled like a thousand diamonds beneath the half moon, and shadows lay heavy across the sand, but there was no sign of Cade.

Frowning, she moved back into the suite, stepped up to the bar, and noticed the note.


Checking out a few things. Be back soon.



Wait for me.


Disappointment trickled through her. Even though the sapphire dress he and her makeover specialist had picked out for her was too short, too tight, and dipped way too low to show off more of her breasts than she liked, a tiny part of her had been looking forward to Cade’s reaction when he saw her.

“Dammit, Avery,” she muttered. “You shouldn’t even care about his reaction.”

Disgusted with herself, she marched to the bar, pulled open the small fridge, and reached for a beer. After popping the top, she took a long swallow that did shit for her nerves and breathed out a heavy sigh.

“Melody,” she said aloud, hoping it would kill the stupid butterflies in her stomach. “You’re doing this to find Melody.”

“A dress that hot demands champagne, not beer.”

Startled, Avery looked up to find Cade standing in the patio doorway, wearing loose linen pants and a pale yellow, short-sleeved button-down that showcased the muscles in his chest, the width of his shoulders, and that intriguing tattoo on his forearm. His hair was mussed, his eyes as dark as she’d ever seen them, and that thin layer of scruff covering the edge of his scar made those butterflies take flight all over again. “I… Where have you been?”

He crossed the floor, gently took the beer from her hand, and set it on the marble counter. His scent—clean, musky, with a hint of leather and spice—surrounded her and made her legs weak. Without a word, he opened the small fridge, pulled out a bottle of Cristal, and unscrewed the metal cage from around the cork.

“Cade?”

He was watching her with those intensely dark eyes, just like he’d done earlier when she’d seen him in the lobby of Aegis. Only this time they weren’t cold and assessing; they were filled with a heat she felt everywhere, and her insides warmed with every passing second. He’d changed a lot over the years. Had become rugged. More rough around the edges. A hell of a lot more dangerous. But he still made her pulse quicken and every single cell in her body jerk to life in a way it hadn’t done for years.

The cork gave with a pop, and he reached for a flute from under the bar, poured the bubbly liquid into a glass, and handed it to her. “Drink.”

“Aren’t you having one?” She took the glass, tried not to jump when his fingers brushed hers and electricity arced all along her skin.

“I think you need this more than I do. I want you semi-relaxed when we head out there.” That sexy half smile quirked one side of his lips, the one that always did crazy things to her heartbeat. “So you don’t give us away.”

Apprehension and arousal tangled in her stomach. The way he was watching her made her think he had something else planned, but she believed him when he said he was here only to help her find Melody. She had to; otherwise, she might go mad.

Slowly, she brought the flute to her lips and took a sip. The bubbly liquid was crisp, full-flavored, and went down smooth. And God, she did need it. But not because of what she’d see out there. She’d already resigned herself to the fact she was going to see things she’d never seen before. She needed it because just being near Cade made her question every one of her resolutions where he was concerned.

She drank half the glass before she realized he was leaning against the bar, still watching her with that amused expression. She lowered the flute. “Are you not drinking because you’re technically on duty?”

His smile widened, brightening his eyes. “No.”

One answer. No hint as to what it meant. Mr. Dark and Mysterious was alive and kicking tonight.

“Don’t you drink?”

He shook his head.

“Why not?”

“It deadens the senses.”

There was more to that, but the way he was studying her was so penetrating, so wickedly intimate, she was afraid to ask more. Taking a sip of her champagne, she wove into the sitting area of the suite and looked out at the sparkling water. “Where’d you get that tattoo on your arm?”

It looked like a scroll and rose, and she hadn’t been able to stop thinking about it. The artwork was amazing.

“A tat shop outside Vegas called Wicked Ink. The owner and I go way back.”

Surprised, Avery glanced over her shoulder. “You know Rush Merrick? How?”

Cade chuckled and pushed away from the bar. “Heard of him, huh? Jackass used to be a nobody, and now look at him.”

Rush Merrick was one of the best tattoo artists in the country. His work had been featured in more than one national magazine, and several of Avery’s friends were currently on a waiting list to see him. “He does work for a number of celebrities.”

He approached like a cat on the prowl, and Avery’s pulse picked up all over again. “When I was in Afghanistan with the military, we were on patrol one day and came across this bombed-out village. We had a few informants in that town, and the US had helped rebuild a school the Taliban had destroyed. The Taliban obviously didn’t like that.”

“That’s awful.”

“It was.” He looked out the window, and for a moment, his eyes darkened, as if remembering back. “I’m still not sure how it happened, but one of the guys in my unit tripped a mine. Shrapnel went flying. We were lucky no one was killed, but several of us got hit. Piece of metal burned my forearm to hell. It healed but always looked like crap.”

He turned back to face her, and when he did, the shadows were gone, making her wonder just what he’d seen and experienced overseas and how it had changed him. “So about a year later, I was home on leave in Vegas with a few buddies. One thing led to another, like it does in Vegas, and we ended up at this little tattoo shop. Merrick was the artist. He was a nobody then—just a kid—but even wasted on tequila, I could tell he had talent. We took him out with us after, got him totally shitfaced.” He smiled, looking more like the boy she remembered and not the man he’d become. “Pretty sure he doesn’t drink anymore after that night either. Whenever I want work done now, though, he’s my go-to guy.”

He was inches from her, standing at the windows with her, and she could feel the heat rolling off him in waves. Wondered if he could feel the same heat suddenly pouring from her.

He lifted his arm so she could see the lines and colors on his forearm. “Go on, take a look.”

Slowly, she did, and her breath caught. Lines rolled and flowed as if on canvas. Color blended in swirls to add depth and intrigue. “It’s really beautiful.”

She reached out to touch it, then realized what she’d been about to do and pulled back.

“That one’s for show.” With his other arm, he pulled up his sleeve. “This one’s personal.”

Avery’s gaze slid from tanned skin to sculpted muscle. A cross encased in a heart was surrounded by angel wings. This tattoo was bigger, starting at his shoulder and running down his bicep, and beneath the heart, three small letters were etched into his skin.

“My mom’s initials,” he said. “This is on her tombstone.”

Avery’s gaze jerked to his. His mother had died of cancer when he was eight. But she didn’t remember any tombstone.

He tugged his sleeve back down, covering the intricate art and, as if reading her mind, said, “I had one placed for her after my father finally kicked it. Asshole never did anything for her. Couldn’t even fork out a few hundred bucks for a gravestone. Anyway, that heart-cross-wing thing had been on a bookmark she kept in her Bible. It was ratty and frayed, but that and the Bible were the only personal possessions she’d ever really cared about. When she died, he burned both, but I remembered, and when I had the money, I had it replicated on her headstone.”

As he spoke, Avery was transported back in time. To when she’d known him as a teen. The misunderstood boy with the abusive father who’d lived in that small, unkempt shack and who’d had the biggest heart of anyone she’d ever known. He’d told her once he’d gotten the scar protecting his mother from one of his dad’s drunken rants. And that when he’d lost her, he’d gone down the wrong road fast. Until he’d met her.

That boy was still alive inside the man standing in front of her. And that realization made her swallow hard, because the heart she was trying so hard to protect took a hard, slow roll in her chest. “I…I’m sure she would have appreciated you did that for her.”

That half smile returned to his lips, but this time it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “I know she does.”

Present tense. She couldn’t help but be amazed that after everything he’d been through as a kid, after the horrible way his father had treated him and the things he must have seen in the military and working undercover for the FBI, that he was still a man of faith at his very core.

His eyes narrowed before she could think of something to say in response, and he cocked his head. “You haven’t had any work done by Rush Merrick, have you?”

Avery’s eyes flew wide. “What? Me? Of course not.”

Turning away, she quickly downed her champagne, crossed the room, and set her glass on the bar. “Are we ready? I think we need to head to dinner.”

Cade caught up with her in the small foyer and snagged her arm. “Hold up.”

Avery’s breath caught.

“You did have work done by Merrick.”

“I most certainly did not.”

A mischievous grin crossed Cade’s rugged features, and he took a step forward, forcing her back until her shoulders hit the wall. “What is it? And where?”

Avery’s face burned, and inside, those butterflies flapped furiously. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

He braced one hand on the wall near her head, leaned in so they were only centimeters apart, and trailed his finger down her cheek. Sparks of electricity ignited wherever he touched. She froze. Her stomach tightened, and a heaviness grew low in her belly.

“I could guess. That might be more fun than having you tell me.” His finger slid down her throat, across the line of her collarbone, then lower, to the top of her cleavage. Her heart rate sped up. Her palms grew sweaty, and she braced them against the wall to keep from reaching for him. “A dragonfly. Maybe a star, considering your profession.” His heated gaze rolled over her, hovered on her breasts, then slid lower to her hips. Her nipples tingled. Shot sparks of desire straight to her sex. “Must be somewhere no one can see. Somewhere private. Somewhere intimate. Oh…” He shook his head, and his grin widened. “I’m gonna have to have words with Merrick the next time I see him if he tattooed your perfect skin where I think he did.”

Avery’s chest rose and fell with her shallow breaths. She looked up into his amused eyes, and though she was vibrating with arousal being this close to him, the memory of that tattoo, of what it stood for, brought her focus back to the forefront. “You can guess all you want, but I don’t have a tattoo. End of story.”

His smile slowly eased, and he stared at her for several seconds in silence. Questions swirled in his eyes. Questions she didn’t want to answer. Not now, when her emotions were so close to the surface. It wasn’t just seeing him, being close to him that was throwing her off. It was remembering who he’d been. What they’d shared. And what they’d created.

“Are we going to dinner so we can try to find my friend,” she asked, “or not?”

Slowly, he straightened, but the humor faded from his features, revealing the serious, dark, and dangerous man she’d encountered at Aegis.

She ducked under his arm and reached for her clutch from the front table. Refused to acknowledge she was shaking. Maybe dealing with Mr. Dark and Dangerous was better than Mr. Smart-ass. Mr. Smart-ass would only remind her of the past, and that was a road she didn’t want to travel again. Mr. Dark and Dangerous she could easily keep at arm’s length.

“Well?” She steeled her nerves and turned to face him.

Slipping a hand into the front pocket of his slacks, he walked toward her, all long-legged grace and predatory movements. “Eager again. I’m starting to think you’re hiding something.”

He opened the door and waited. On a deep breath, Avery turned and walked ahead of him. And told herself what she was hiding would never matter to him.









Chapter Five





Dinner was anything but romantic. Or sexy. Or erotic. Not that Cade expected all three, but any one would have been a nice treat.


He lifted his water glass, took a sip, and eyed Avery over the edge. She’d barely made eye contact the entire hour they’d been in the Italian restaurant on site. For the most part, the place was quaint—way more Venetian than Jamaican—and the food was good. Though Avery wouldn’t know. She’d barely touched her pasta. She was definitely giving him the cold shoulder since their moment in the suite, and though every signal she was throwing screamed back off, Cade felt like doing anything but.

Seated in a back booth, Cade eyed the patrons around them while he and Avery ate. The majority of tables were filled with couples out for a romantic dinner, just like them, though a few had partnered up into fours and sixes. After the server took their dishes away, he leaned forward and said, “Did Melody mention anyone specific in your phone call? A staff member who stood out to her or even a guest?”

Avery lifted her head and quirked one eyebrow behind the tortoiseshell glasses in a sexy little move that supercharged his blood. “A guest? She was here weeks ago. Any guest who was here then is long gone.”

“Not necessarily.”

Avery’s gaze slid to the side, and slowly, she glanced around the restaurant. She stopped when she caught sight of a man seated in the shadows alone. “I vaguely recognize him.” Her brow wrinkled. “Why do I recognize him?”

“He was in the lobby when we checked in. Sitting near the fountain. He definitely noticed you then, just as he’s doing now.”

Cade guessed the guy was in his fifties, but from here it was hard to tell. His hair was dark, the skin wrinkled around his eyes, and the predatory way he kept watching Avery didn’t sit well with Cade.

“I don’t remember him.”

“I doubted you would. You were too busy shooting daggers into Patrice’s spine.”

Her gaze snapped his way. “I was not.”

Cade chuckled. Oh yeah, he’d been right. He’d gotten way under her skin. “Come on, admit it. You didn’t like that she offered to be my beck-and-call girl.”

Something dark flashed in Avery’s eyes, but Cade couldn’t read her thoughts. “I didn’t realize we were here solely for your fun.”

Red flags went up. She was speaking loudly enough for people to hear them. He worked up a smile and reached for her hand. “Sweetheart, we’re here for all kinds of fun.”

Her jaw clenched, and she jerked her hand from his, then dropped her napkin on the table and pushed to her feet. “Then don’t let me stand in your way. By all means, beck and call all you want.”

She turned to leave. Voices quieted in the restaurant, and heads swiveled their way. One look and Cade realized they were about to lose their cover.

He surged to his feet, caught her fingers in his own, and whipped her toward him. One hand snagged her around the waist; the other slid into the silky hair across her scalp. Startled, Avery’s mouth dropped open, but he pulled her close, then lowered his lips to hers before she could protest.

Soft. Sweet. Perfect. Just like he remembered from the plane. Only this time the kiss was filled with fire and an animosity that went deeper than he expected. This wasn’t acting. Something was bugging her. Something more than just that employee’s harmless flirting.

He swept his tongue along hers, felt her body stiffen against his and then still. One hand curled into talons in the shirt against his chest; the other fell near his hip. He kissed her deeply, not letting her get away, knew he was walking a fine line but didn’t care. Twelve years ago, he’d been a stupid kid, but after a full day together, she should be able to tell he wasn’t the same person he’d been then. That things had changed. That he had changed. Couldn’t she see she was the only woman here he had eyes for? Where did the anger come from? And why couldn’t she seem to let it go?

He changed the angle of the kiss, kissed her deeper, slower, and not just for show. Her scent made him lightheaded. The heat radiating from her skin reminded him what it felt like to be wrapped tight in her body. He wanted to reach her on a completely different level. Wanted to know if what she was hiding was truly anger or something deeper. Something more real. Something that would give him a hint as to whether or not there was anything left between them. And he needed to know. Craved it more than air. If there was still a chance for them…

Glass clinking and silverware clacking brought him back around. Remembering where they were, he loosened his hold, gentled the kiss, started to pull back. But the moment his lips lifted from hers, she groaned, stepped into him, and lifted her mouth to his all over again.

Yes. Yes, yes, yes… He clasped both sides of her face and dipped inside for another sinfully wicked taste. She answered by moaning and tangling her tongue with his in a kiss that left him breathless.

Time seemed to stand still. The restaurant went silent. It was as if they were the only two people for miles. Her fingers relaxed their grip on his shirt, spread, and then flexed as if pulling him in. Their tongues licked and twisted—a wild mating of warmth and wetness and desire. His hands slid from her face to her shoulders, then down her sides and around her back. She groaned again and rocked her hips into his. Against her belly, he grew hard and thick, and visions of dragging her back to their room, of ravishing her on that giant bed, filled his mind, overpowering everything else.

Someone coughed. Whispers and muffled laughter met his ears. The restaurant, the people around him, where they were came back full force. As did why they were here. And what had originally caused him to keep her from running away in the first place.

Reluctantly, he dragged his lips from hers, wrapped his arms around her, and caught her just as she swayed. Her eyes were shut, her body limp against his, but her fast and erratic pulse told him she was just as turned on as he.

“Easy,” he whispered in her ear.

As if his voice had flipped some switch, she tensed against him.

Cade’s heart raced, but he held her close. “Everyone’s watching.”

Her entire body froze. He sensed her looking around without moving her head. Then, on a groan, she buried her face against his shoulder and fisted his shirt at his back.

Clapping erupted from the restaurant, followed by hoots and hollers and a male voice cheering, “That’s the way to get her back in line, sonny!”

Avery jerked back, and, realizing she could blow it again, Cade whispered, “Ignore him.” Though a tiny part of him wanted to shut her up again. Kissing was the best way to get her to stop thinking. And when she turned off that gorgeous brain of hers, she let him in. Even if only for a moment.

Looking out toward the patrons, he smiled and rolled his eyes while he cradled her against his chest. Laughter echoed through the room, then slowly died off as people went back to their food and conversations.

When normal sound resumed, Avery slowly eased away and looked up. “Okay, point taken.” She glanced around the restaurant. “The guy in the corner is gone. Can we go now?”

Cade’s gaze traveled toward the entrance where the man in the shadows had been sitting. His table was indeed empty. He’d left sometime during their kiss, not that Cade cared.

He let go of her but reached for her hand, keeping them carefully connected. “What do you have in mind?”

Her eyes narrowed, but this time there was no anger in the look, just a playful glint that sent a wicked shot of desire through his blood. “Not that. Get your head out of the gutter, Mr. Black.” She drew a breath. “How about we get a drink and check out the dance club. I know Melody went there.”

She was trying to be all business, but Cade sensed the unease lurking beneath the surface. Her normally amber eyes were a soft, mottled green thanks to the colored contacts she wore, but they were the same eyes he’d fantasized about for far too long. The same eyes that tormented him from magazine spreads and still ruined his movie-viewing hours. The same eyes he wanted to see peering up at him as they once had: full of warmth, desire, and love.

His heart cinched down tight, and through a thousand thoughts and memories, one realization stood out like a glaring beacon: he should have gone after her. After he’d made something of himself and gotten out of the military. He’d been a fool to walk away from her all those years ago. He wasn’t about to be a bigger fool by letting her get away again.

He squeezed her hand and tugged her toward the restaurant doors, feigning indifference when inside, his stomach was tight as a drum. “Dancing? With you? I don’t know. That might be hazardous to my health. My toes have only just recovered from high school.”

“I never stepped on your toes.”

He stopped outside the restaurant’s doors, turned, and looked down at her. “Gym class? The waltzing session? We both nearly failed because you kept trying to lead, and I wound up with black toenails.”

“That’s because you had no rhythm. I never met anyone who couldn’t find the beat as bad as you.”

A slow smile curled his lips, and as he watched the warm evening breeze blow strands of dark hair back from her face in a seductive, sexy way, his blood heated all over again. God, he’d missed her. More than he’d realized. Just one day with her and he was left wondering what the hell he’d been thinking all these years. He took a step closer, until the sweet scent of her perfume rose in the air around him. “Trust me, princess, I can find a lot more than the beat these days. You’d be surprised at what I can find. All you have to do is take a chance.”

She stared at him a long moment, and something flashed in her eyes, but he couldn’t tell what she was thinking. Was she remembering what it had been like between them? Was she wondering what it could be like now? His skin grew tight just fantasizing about laying her out on that giant bed in their room and sampling every inch of her delectable skin.

Silence stretched between them. Above, palm fronds rustled gently. Then her eyes narrowed, and even though she didn’t pull her hand from his, he didn’t have to wonder anymore. He saw the invisible walls come up as clearly as if she’d slammed a door in his face. “That’s why I’m here. To see what you can find. Keep your promise, Black. That’s all I care about now.”



[image: Scenebreakgraphic]




Avery knew she was being harsher to Cade than he deserved, but she didn’t trust herself anymore. That kiss in the restaurant—while he’d done it mostly for show—had added a few serious cracks to her foundation. How could he still melt her insides after all these years? She should be tougher than this. It was because of him that she was still single. Because of him she couldn’t seem to commit to anyone. Because of him she still felt like a part of her was missing. And now here he was, bringing back all those feelings she foolishly thought she’d put behind her.


She took a sip of her cosmo and glanced around the dance club. Music blared from speakers hidden around the room, and a sparkly ball cast circles of light over the floor and tables. A handful of couples were out on the floor grooving to the music, but more were scattered around the room in the U-shaped booths hidden in the shadows, drinking, chatting, and mingling with other couples. And every now and then a couple would get up and go through that arched doorway in the back of the club, leaving Avery to wonder what was back there and where they were going.

Curiosity killed the cat.

She turned quickly away from the dance floor, finished her drink, and set the glass on the bar. Remember that, Avery. She’d opted to sit at the bar instead of an intimate booth, since being close to Cade already set her off. Just after they’d gotten their drinks, his phone had buzzed, and he’d stepped outside to take a call. Though she knew it was from Aegis—he’d told her at dinner that he’d asked them to run some info for him—a tiny part of her couldn’t help but wonder if the call was about her or Melody.

“Stop thinking about him,” she muttered under her breath. “Stop worrying about what he thinks about you. Nothing good ever came from being curious.”

“I don’t know,” a heavily accented, deep male voice said. “In a place like dis, curiosity can be all kinds of intoxicating.”

Avery glanced up at the Jamaican bartender drying a glass in front of her, and realized he must have heard her talking to herself. Her cheeks heated, but she slipped back into her role and pushed her empty glass toward him. “I would think in a place like this it could cause all kinds of trouble. Don’t you get a lot of first-time visitors?”

“Some.” His skin was shades darker than hers, his smile wide and bright. He was tall and muscular, and Avery remembered the numerous soccer games they’d passed on the drive from the airport. “But most are repeats. Mr. Claud over there comes at least once per year. His wife Lynn thinks we have da most attentive staff on da island.”

Avery glanced over her shoulder at the big-chested, fifty-something man in large print Hawaiian, rubbing up against a skinny, bottle-dyed redhead in a short flitty skirt and mile-high stilettos. “She looks quite a bit younger than him.”

“Oh, dat’s not Mrs. Claud. She in the booth to your right.”

Avery’s gaze shifted that direction. The late-forties brunette had her leg hooked over some man’s thigh and was playing with the open collar of his shirt. When the man pushed to his feet, she unhooked her leg, shot a wink toward her husband on the dance floor, then followed him toward that door at the back of the club Avery had noticed before.

“It looks like she’s heading off to have some fun,” the bartender said behind Avery.

“Wow.” Wide-eyed, Avery looked away again, but as she did, her gaze skipped over a table in the shadows, and she caught a glimpse of the same man Cade had pointed out in the restaurant. He was staring at her, just as he’d been then, and knowing she was being watched, her adrenaline ticked up. She pushed her glass toward the bartender. “I think I’ll have another.”

“Ramon.”

Avery’s brow lifted. “What?”

“Ramon.” He patted the black vest against his white shirt. “My name is Ramon.”

“Oh.” Avery smiled. “Thank you. I’ll have another, Ramon.”

She tapped her fingers against the bar while she waited for her drink, and wondered what was taking Cade so long. Not that she wanted to get all riled up near him again, but she didn’t particularly like being alone in this environment.

Ramon returned and set the pink cocktail on a napkin in front of her.

“Thank you.” Lifting the glass, she took a sip and wished she could order ten just to get through the evening.

Ramon leaned against the bar and moved a toothpick around in his mouth. “Don’t worry. Most of our visitors are really only here to watch, not participate. But we’ve got a few regulars who like to keep things spicy. I take it dis is your first time at a place like Indulgence?”

Avery swallowed and nodded. “My deer-in-the-headlights look gave me away, didn’t it?”

Ramon chuckled. “Nah, it was da stamp they put on your forehead when you first checked in.”

Avery looked at him a split second, then chuckled. “Touché.”

She liked Ramon. She got no beck-and-call vibes from him like she’d gotten from Patrice earlier. She set her drink down. A guy like Ramon probably knew and saw everything. And since Cade wasn’t here and didn’t seem to be making much progress with whatever he was doing, she figured she might as well do a little snooping herself. “I thought singles weren’t allowed at the resort.”

“They’re not.”

“Then what’s with the guy at the table back there? He was in the restaurant alone too. I saw him earlier today, alone then as well.”

Ramon glanced over her shoulder, and he stiffened. “Dat’s Mr. Anderson. You be smart to stay away from him.”

Avery’s stomach tightened, and she fought from turning to look again. “Why? What’s wrong with him?”

“He has certain tastes. A woman like you wouldn’t want to get tangled up with someone like him.”

Avery’s curiosity was piqued again, but instead of asking the thousands of questions that kind of statement conjured, she reminded herself why she was here. “Did he arrive today?”

“No. He lives in Florida. Man’s got some serious cash. He comes here once a month or so, and he’s got a special deal worked out with da owners. Sometimes his wife comes with him. Sometimes not. Since I haven’t seen her around, I’m guessing dis is one of the ‘nots.’”

Once a month. Avery’s mind spun, and hope ignited deep in her chest. “When was he here last?”

Ramon shrugged and pushed back from the bar. “I dunno. About three weeks ago, I think.” He rubbed a towel across the bar, drying water spots on the shiny surface. “He doesn’t usually spend time in here. Stay away from him and you’ll be fine.” A couple moved up to the bar on Avery’s right. Ramon pointed at her. “You want another drink?”

Avery’s fingers vibrated with excitement. This could be their first real lead. “No. Thanks. I’m fine.”

Ramon smiled. “Okay. You want anything else, you let me know.”

As he moved down the bar to help the newcomers, Avery turned so she could see the man in the shadows. His skin was dark, he was medium height and weight, and his clothes were expensive, but that was about all she could see. She watched as he tossed back the rest of his drink, stubbed out his cigar in an ashtray on the table, then rose from his chair and turned away. Grabbing the jacket from the back of his seat, he headed toward the door at the rear of the club she’d watched Mrs. Claud disappear through only moments before.

Nerves bunched in Avery’s stomach. She lifted her martini glass and downed the pink liquid, then set it on the bar. A shadow moved in front of her, and though she was still staring at the door, she sensed Cade slide back onto the stool at her side.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

Avery licked her lips. Whether it was the alcohol or sheer determination, she didn’t know, but she wasn’t letting this lead get away from her.

She gripped his wrist, slid off her stool, and pulled. “Come on. I think we might have found someone who was here with Melody.”
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Cade let Avery tug him through the throng of dancers toward the doorway at the back of the club. The archway opened to a hall that curved to the left. The music grew muffled, but the thump of the bass echoed throughout the small space.


“Where are you taking me?” He didn’t mind that she’d grabbed him—wanted her to grab other parts of him—but his senses went on high alert the instant they stepped into the dimly lit corridor.

“Ramon knew that guy in the restaurant. He was here when Melody was here. His last name’s Anderson. He’s from Florida, has a lot of money, and apparently is into some kinky stuff. He’s also a single, has a special deal worked out with the owner of the resort, and comes here at least once a month.”

He eyed the determined set of her chin—or what little of it he could see in the darkness. “You got all of that while I was on the phone? And who the hell is Ramon?”

“The bartender. And yes, I did.”

They turned another corner. The music from the club faded into the background. Sconces high on the walls illuminated very little, but Cade realized the walls were painted a deep red. “Ava, where are we going?”

“That guy came back this way. Several people did, actually. I think it leads to another club. I want to ask him a few questions.”

His stomach tightened, and he pulled her to a stop in front of a black door. “Hold on. Now, I think it’s cute you’re playing Nancy Drew and all, but—”

“Playing? I’m not playing anything. I came here to find Melody, or did you forget? I thought this was your job. I thought you said you were good at what you did. So far you haven’t come up with anything. I’ve come up with the only solid lead we have and—”

A man and woman holding hands rounded the corner. Avery’s mouth snapped closed and she stepped back, crossing her arms over her chest in the process. Drawing a deep breath, Cade moved back a step, allowing them to pass between. The man and woman both eyed them, said a quiet hello, then pushed open the door at the end of the hall. Low, rhythmic music drifted from the open door, followed by whispers and gasps and the distinct sound of moaning before the door snapped closed again.

Luckily, to anyone who passed, it looked like he and Avery were having an argument about whether or not they should go in that room. And while that was exactly what this was, it wasn’t for the reason most would assume.

Calmly, he stepped toward her and placed both hands on her arms. “Sorry. Bad choice of words. I haven’t forgotten anything. In fact, Ryder was running down a few leads that I passed on to him. That’s what that call was about. I don’t have anything definite yet, but let’s just say this guy you’re hot to follow isn’t our only lead. If I had to guess, I’d say he’s exactly like couple number three I described to you on the plane, nothing more. But I’ll talk to him tomorrow if you want me to, just to cover our bases.”

“And what if he isn’t here tomorrow?”

“If he’s here now, he’ll be here tomorrow morning.”

“But you don’t know that for sure. For all you know, he could have kidnapped Melody or at the very least know what happened to her. I’m not letting him get away.”

She turned for the door.

“Avery, stop.”

She hesitated with one hand on the door handle and looked back over her shoulder with a perturbed expression. “What now?”

“You don’t want to go in that room.”

“Yes, I do.”

“I’m warning you. It’s not what you think.”

“Well, big surprise, Mr. Black. I’m not what you think anymore either.”

She pulled the door open and disappeared inside. And alone, Cade cursed under his breath. No, she wasn’t what he thought anymore. The Avery he’d known as a kid was sweet, resourceful, and didn’t like confrontation. This one was independent, headstrong, and seemed to enjoy frustrating the hell out of him. And dammit, the contrast only jazzed him up even more. He knew the old Avery was still in there somewhere, but he liked this one. Admired her. And though it wasn’t the reason they were here, he only wanted to find out for himself what else had changed about her.

He tugged the door open and followed.

The room was dark. Low music echoed off blood-red walls. People stood in the shadows around a U-shaped stage. Lights shone down from above, and though Cade couldn’t quite see what they were all looking at yet, from the crowd’s heavy breathing, the way they were touching each other in the shadows, and the moans coming from the direction of the stage, he had a pretty good idea what they were all watching.

He wove his way through the crowd, searching for Avery. Most barely noticed him, as they were too focused on the action. He paused, looked around, couldn’t find Avery in the sea of dark faces. Dammit, which way had she gone?

His gaze scanned the crowd and landed on the man from the restaurant. He was near the front on the far side. Light from the stage fell over his face, accentuating his rich coffee-colored skin, his dark eyes, and the breadth of his shoulders. Cade’s mind ran back to the two men he’d overheard outside the staff quarters. This guy wasn’t big enough to be the one who’d been pacing and talking, but he looked about the right size to be the guy sitting on the stoop.

A crack echoed from the stage, followed by another moan. Cade didn’t look—didn’t need to look, he’d seen it all before, working undercover—and instead focused his attention on the voices whispering to his left. When he turned that direction, he caught sight of Avery stumbling past a couple watching the show. The woman stood in front of the man; he had his arms wrapped around her. Avery muttered apologies, and they whispered something in return, which Cade couldn’t make out, then turned their attention back toward the stage. Avery pushed her way toward the front near the wall, then stopped dead in her tracks.

Her eyes grew wide. The color drained from her cheeks. And her mouth fell open in a small “O” as she stared up at the people on stage.

Shit… No, she wasn’t what he expected, but he didn’t want her scarred. A place like this could do that to a person. He knew that better than anyone.

He pushed his legs forward, moved through the crowd, and finally caught up with her. The wall was to her right, the stage directly at her front. He slid up behind her and slowly wrapped his hands around her waist, intending to pull her away from the scene. “Ava, baby,” he said low in her ear. “There you are. I lost you in this crowd.”

But the moment he touched her, the air changed. Charged. Grew electric. Heat wafted off her skin. Her scent overwhelmed him. He looked past her soft hair tickling his cheek and stilled when he saw what she was watching.

A woman wearing only slim black stilettos stood naked on stage. Her hands were bound behind her back and attached to a hook high above her head in a classic strappado position. Her legs were spread wide with a bar. The placement caused her to bend forward at the waist and forced her ass out and up, allowing everyone in the audience a full view. A tape gag covered her mouth so she couldn’t speak, and a muscular man dressed in nothing but leather pants walked around her, tapping a flogger against his palm as he studied every angle of her body.

He stopped behind her, leaned forward, and muttered something so low Cade couldn’t hear what he said. Then he flicked the crop out and back, striking her ass until her entire body tightened, and she yelped.

Avery gasped.

Cade’s hand flattened against her belly, and he pulled her back against him. The wall met his spine. The soft, rounded curve of Avery’s backside pressed against his hips. He knew he needed to get her out of this room—things were about to get a whole lot more intense on that stage—but the blood pooling in his groin and shooting straight to his cock was making it hard to think, let alone focus on what he should do next.

The man on stage slapped the flogger against the woman’s ass again, then rubbed the redness with his hand until her cries turned to moans. Then he leaned even closer, bringing their bodies into full contact, slid his hands up her hips and around her front and palmed her breasts. The woman’s eyes closed. She moaned louder and sagged against the ropes.

He was muttering words in a foreign language, close to her ear. It sounded like French, though Cade couldn’t be sure at the moment because he was suddenly too focused on Avery’s hand closing around his, her fingers stroking his skin and her ass pressing against his groin, the same way the woman on stage was subtly grinding against the man at her back. His cock grew rigid. A voice in his head screamed leave now, but he just wanted to know… Couldn’t help but wonder… If he leaned close like that, if he blew hot over the skin behind Avery’s ear like the man on stage was doing to the woman… Would she pull away or—

A shiver ran through Avery’s body. She tipped her head to the side, offering more. Didn’t take her eyes off the show. Warmth flooded Cade’s belly and slid lower. He breathed hot over her sensitive skin again, spread his fingers against her abdomen and rubbed slowly, bringing her tighter against his erection. She was melting into him, growing pliant in his arms. He needed to back off, needed to pull her out of here and put an end to this because it was obviously the situation turning her on, not him, but he couldn’t seem to stop. He’d fantasized about this for too long. Wanted her too much. And now that he had her, he couldn’t seem to let go.

A soft moan slipped from Avery’s mouth. He answered by blowing warm air across her ear and neck and rocking against her backside.

The man on stage let go of the woman’s right breast and slid one hand down her abdomen and across her mound. The woman moaned louder and pressed back against him. He muttered seductive words once more in French, then his fingers disappeared between her thighs, and her entire body shook.

Against Cade’s chest, Avery’s breaths grew fast and shallow. With her right hand, she gripped his thigh, squeezing and releasing the muscle through his slacks. With the other, she laced his fingers with hers at her abdomen and slowly tugged them upward.

His pulse raced. His cock throbbed. She was drawing him in, weaving him into her spell just as she’d done when they were kids, and he was powerless to fight her. Especially when he wanted the same damn thing. “Do you like that, princess? Do you want to be touched that way? Show me where.”

His skin felt ten sizes too small. His chest so tight he could barely breathe. She tipped her head farther to the side, and he pressed his lips against her throat. The soft moan that slipped from her lips only made him ache, but the way she pulled his hand up until his fingers brushed her breast sent off a tremor though his entire body.

The woman on stage cried out in a loud moan, and Cade glanced over, only to realize her partner had ditched his pants and was now fisting his cock against her backside and stroking the head along her slit.

Avery’s hand closed over his. She dragged it across her breast. The soft mound filled his palm, and her muscles flexed, forcing him to squeeze.

She rubbed back against his erection, and whatever restraint Cade had snapped. He drew her earlobe between his lips and gently bit down. “Is that what you want? Do you want me to fuck you like that? Do you remember what that was like? How good it felt? I can make you feel that way right now. Just say yes.”

Avery’s eyes slid closed. She pressed her head back against his shoulder. He squeezed her breast and rolled her nipple through the soft cotton of her dress. With his other hand, he inched down, toward her thighs, rubbing, pressing, touching until she spread her legs, groaned, and rocked back against him.

He nipped at the skin behind her ear, licked the sensitive spot and breathed hot all over her neck. “Say yes, Ava. Tell me you want me.”

“Yes,” she whispered. Her hand lifted from his, streaked up into his hair. She turned her head his way. “God, yes.”

Her fingers flexed around the back of his head, and she tugged his lips down to hers, opening at the first touch. Warmth. Wetness. Desire filled his mouth and shot straight to his soul, causing every muscle in his body to contract. He stroked his tongue against hers, slid his hand down her skirt to the hem and under to caress the soft skin of her inner thigh. She groaned again and kissed him deeper. Then spun in his arms and shoved him back against the wall.

Cade gasped but didn’t have time to react. Avery rose up on her toes, pressed her mouth to his, and all but devoured him.

Yes, yes, yes. He took what she gave, kissed her again and again and slid his hand down her back to cup her ass. She groaned when he pulled her against him, when he pressed into the heat between her legs. Her tongue was hot and slick, her body melting and opening in front of him.

Vaguely, Cade was aware of moans and groans echoing around them, some from the stage but even more from the audience. He was too gone to care, though. All he wanted was to lift Avery into his arms, tug up her skirt, and drive deep inside the softness between her thighs until they both forgot about the past, the present, and everything happening around them.

She dragged her mouth from his, nipped at his jaw, his throat. Her hands streaked up under his shirt and slid across his abdomen. Warmth rocketed into his groin. Her fingers moved to his belt buckle.

He groaned and through half-lidded eyes glanced past the stage where the performers were now in full-on fuck. There, on the other side of the crowd, his gaze met that of the man from the restaurant. Like Cade, he wasn’t watching the show. At least not the one on stage. He was staring right at Avery.

A chill slid down Cade’s spine.

Avery pulled away from his throat. “Cade.”

He looked her way. Her eyes were glazed behind the glasses all but falling off her face. Her hair was a sexy mess around her familiar features. The tips of her nipples pressed like sharp little points against the bodice of her dress, teasing him to touch them. To lick them. To suck them deep in his mouth.

“Now,” she rasped. “I want you right now.”

Cade’s entire body tightened with a renewed burst of lust. One he only just contained. “Oh, Ava. You have no idea how long I’ve waited to hear you say that. But not here. I want you all to myself.”

As if his words had suddenly jolted her from the sexual haze fogging her mind, she froze, then looked around. Her eyes grew wide. “Oh. I…”

He wasn’t losing this moment. He wasn’t losing this chance. “Come on.” He grabbed her arm, turned her so she was in front of him, and forced her to walk into the crowd. But he kept his front plastered to her back. Wasn’t giving her the chance to get away. “Stay with me.”

She swallowed hard and nodded. Her hand closed over his at her waist. The other gripped his at her side. He maneuvered her through writhing couples, past a threesome going at it near the wall, and steered her toward the doorway. Her sweet little ass bounced against his rock hard cock, making it that much harder to walk.

“I’ve never—” Her eyes locked on the threesome. “Oh my God.”

“Stay with me,” he said again into her ear.

She nodded once more and kept moving, but he could tell he was losing her. She was thinking again. He needed to get her brain back off-line and remind her what she’d wanted only seconds ago. What she needed.

Him. Only him.

He shoved the door open with his shoulder and dragged her out into the hall. As soon as it snapped closed, he pulled her around, pushed her back up against the wall, then lowered his mouth to hers and kissed her hard and deep.

She opened on contact, reached for his shoulders, and moaned against his tongue. He bent his legs, lifted one of hers, and wrapped it around his hip and rubbed his aching erection against her mound. Her fingers dug into his skin, a groan echoed from her chest, and then she pulled him closer, drawing him right back into the abyss.

She hitched herself higher so he could press against her most sensitive spot. Kissed him again and again as if starved for his touch.

He needed her. Couldn’t wait. He dragged his lips from her mouth to her jaw and finally to her ear. “Ava.”

“Yes. Yes. God, yes. Cade…”

Warmth bloomed in his chest. Spread through every cell. He wanted her moaning his name like that beneath him. On that giant bed in their room. Naked. Where he could taste and sample and lick every inch of her skin. Not here in this dark hallway where anyone could walk by and see them.

It took every ounce of willpower he had to draw himself away. “Bed. I want you in a bed.”

“Oh yes.”

His pulse roared in his ears. He jerked away from her, grasped her, and pulled. “Come on.”

They rounded the corner almost at a jog. He spotted an exit door, and relief whipped through him. He wouldn’t have to drag her back through the dance club.

He shoved the door open and drew her out into the warm evening breeze. His fingers tightened around hers as he pulled her along behind him down the path.

“Cade, wait…”

Wait? No way. He had to get her to their room before either of them figured out a reason to stop this. “We’re almost there.”

He turned a corner. A palm frond slapped him in the face. He swatted it away and caught sight of Avery at his back. Her hand was against her forehead. Her eyes closed as she stumbled along behind. She was thinking again, dammit. He was losing her.

Pulse racing, he slowed his pace, turned, and kissed her quickly. “We’re almost there.”

“I…I don’t feel so well.”

“Don’t worry, princess. In a minute I’m going to make you feel better than ever.”

They turned another corner, and his pulse leapt when he caught sight of their hut. He dragged her onto the front porch, stopped in front of their door and fumbled with his wristband so he could wave it in front of the sensor.

Avery sagged against the door. “No,” she mumbled. “I…I feel lightheaded.”

“It was probably the music and smoke in the club. Stay with me, Ava.” He kissed her again while he waved his wristband over the sensor.

She groaned and lifted her mouth to his. The sensor turned green. He turned the handle and pushed the door open with his foot, then reached for her.

“Cade,” she mumbled against his lips, winding her arms around his neck, kissing him back with an intensity that lit him on fire.

He loved the way she tasted. Loved the way she said his name. Maneuvering her into the room, he tugged the glasses from her face, tossed them on the entry table, and kicked the door closed. “Come here.”

He clasped his hands around her ass, lifted until her legs opened and slid around his waist, loved the way she sighed in pleasure. Her tongue flicked against his as he carried her into the suite. She kissed him again and again while he laid her out on the bed, while her fingers found the buttons on his shirt, while he fumbled to help her get it off.

“God, Ava. I need to be inside you.”

“Mm… Yes…” She lifted her hips to rub against him, closed her eyes as he tugged the skirt of her dress up.

“I want you naked, princess, but I don’t think I can wait.”

She sighed again. Pushed the shirt off his shoulders with force, ripping the last few buttons off in the process. Metal clinked against the floor, rolled, and finally stopped with a clack against the wall.

He chuckled, leaned down, and kissed her again. Reveled in the soft wetness against his tongue, in the warmth between her thighs. His hands found the fabric at her hips, and he tucked his fingers underneath and dragged her panties down her thighs.

He broke the kiss, eased back, and looked down. Then groaned. A tiny strip of blond hair covered her sex. The rest of her was open, wet, and his for the taking.

“Ava…” He lowered his lips to hers again. Kissed her deep. Sliding his fingers across her abdomen, he inched his way down to her sex. She groaned into his mouth, closed her hand over his nape. His fingers slid between her folds. She was so wet. So slick and ready for him.

He stroked her wetness down around her opening, back up and over her clit, kissed her again and again. She moaned. Her legs fell open. Her hand squeezed his nape and then let go. Her arm fell against the mattress with a thud. Reaching for the button at his waistband to free his throbbing erection, he realized she was no longer kissing him back.

He drew away and looked down. Her head was tipped to the side, her eyes closed, her body limp beneath him.

“Ava?”

She didn’t answer.

Bracing one hand on the mattress, he used the other to jostle her shoulder. “Avery? Don’t even think about falling asleep on me right now.”

He shook her again and got no response.

“Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me. Avery?”

Nothing. The woman was totally out.

“Holy, son of a…” A groan built in his throat and exploded from his lips. He dropped his forehead against her shoulder and tried to kill the raging need rushing through his veins. It didn’t work.

Of all the stupid, dumbass, bad luck…

She’d had too much to drink. His mind ran back over the day as he dragged air into his blazing lungs, and he tried to count how many she’d had. Champagne when they’d arrived, beer in the suite, champagne again after he’d seen her dressed to the nines, wine at dinner, then God only knew how many of those fuzzy pink drinks in the bar she’d sucked back when he’d stepped out to take that call from Aegis.

The woman obviously couldn’t handle her alcohol. And he had the worst fucking timing on the planet.

He lifted his head and shook her one last time, hoping maybe she was just faking it. Though why he’d ever hope for that, he didn’t know. The grunt and snore that followed told him loud and clear that she was out for the night.

Frustrated, he dropped onto his side next to her, then rolled to his back and stared at the vaulted ceiling and bamboo fan turning lazily above. His cock ached for relief, while his mind ran back to the scene in that club. Though he’d never been into the whole BDSM scene, the way Avery had ground her sweet little ass against him as she’d watched, the way she’d all but forced him to touch her had been the most erotic thing he’d ever experienced. He wanted to feel her do that again. Wanted her begging for him, the way he felt like begging right now.

He turned and looked at her. Her face was tipped his way, her eyelids tightly closed, her mouth open in the sexiest little “O”. He rolled to his side and stroked his finger over the soft skin of her cheek and felt his heart clench.

Shit. No other woman was going to do it for him. Not after tonight. Yeah, that scene at the club had aroused him, but it was her he wanted. She was the only one he’d ever wanted. He’d just let the world get in the way of what he knew in his heart was right. But no more. After tonight, he was confident whatever had started between them years ago wasn’t finished. And if he had anything to say about it, it wasn’t going to be over for a very long time.

He leaned in and kissed her, then reluctantly drew away. “Sleep, princess. We’ll pick up where we left off tomorrow. This isn’t over. It isn’t even close to being over.”









Chapter Six





Avery woke to the sound of rushing water.


She rolled to her side, then groaned at the pain stabbing her skull like a thousand tiny knives.

With extreme effort, she dragged her eyes opened, blinking into the bright sunlight streaming through the open patio door. Beyond, waves lapped gently at the sandy beach and birds cawing echoed on the warm, salty breeze.

She rested a hand against her throbbing head and shifted up in bed. Holy hell, she had the biggest hangover she’d had in years. How much did she drink last night? She remembered champagne at check-in, the beer in the suite, then a glass of wine at dinner, and a cosmo or two at the dance club. A handful of drinks over the course of eight hours shouldn’t affect her like this, especially since she hadn’t finished all of them. Unless the drinks had been really strong and she hadn’t realized how much—

The bathroom door opened, and Cade stepped out in a wave of steam. “Look who’s finally awake.”

Everything in her body warmed and tightened, and all thought slid from her brain. He was wearing only a low-slung towel around his lean hips and was drying his hair with another. And Holy God…every inch of him was toned and muscular. She’d figured as much—what she’d felt when she’d kissed him had been hard and lean—but seeing those sculpted pecs, the carved abdomen, and that dark line of hair that disappeared like an arrow beneath the towel—

“Ava? You okay?”

Her gaze jerked back to his face, and when she realized she’d been all but salivating, her cheeks heated. “What? Yes. I’m fine.”

Liar. Her body was on fire, and a dull ache was growing between her thighs every moment he stood there, practically naked in front of her.

Concern darkened his features. “Are you sure? You look flushed. You’re not going to pass out on me again, are you?”

Pass out? “I—?”

He moved past her, around the bar, and grabbed a water bottle from the fridge. Coming back to stand near the edge of the bed, he handed it to her. “Drink. You need fluids.”

She took the water, purposely avoiding his touch in the process. What was wrong with her? Her pulse was pounding, and all she could think about was ripping that towel off his hips.

Slowly, she lifted the bottle to her lips and sipped.

“Better,” he said. His mouth curled in that sexy half smile of his. “Don’t want a repeat of last night. The first part, yes absolutely, the last part, no.”

“What happened last night?” Confusion clouded Avery’s mind. She remembered that awkward moment in the suite yesterday, then going to dinner—which had been strained and tense until that kiss. Her cheeks warmed all over when she remembered the way he’d taken charge in that restaurant. How he’d tasted. What he’d felt like. Looking quickly away from his knowing eyes, she glanced down at the bed, then gasped when she realized she was naked and the sheet was bunched around her waist, leaving her breasts totally bare to his view.

She jerked the sheet up to her chest, jostling the bottle and sprinkling water over herself in the process. “Why am I naked?”

Cade chuckled. The bed dipped when he sat next to her. Completely off-balance, Avery jerked her legs away from him so she wouldn’t have to feel his heat permeating her skin through the thin cotton. “Relax. I’ve seen it all before, remember?”

“No,” she snapped, eyes wide. “I don’t remember. What the hell happened last night?”

His brow quirked in obvious amusement. “You really don’t know? Wow, you did drink a lot yesterday.”

Her cheeks literally burned. Frantic, she searched her mind. What was she missing? What had happened after that kiss?

Think, dammit.

“I remember dinner, going to the dance club, talking to the bartender, and then…nothing.” She drew a complete blank. As if time just stopped at that moment.

“I’m gonna try not to be hurt you can’t remember climbing all over me.”

Her gaze jerked his direction. “I did what?”

He chuckled again, leaned in, and kissed her cheek. “Trust me, it was good. Really, really good.”

He rose from the bed before she could tell him to back off and disappeared into the bathroom again, but this time he didn’t close the door. Alone, Avery’s pulse raced, and holding the sheet tight to her breasts, she scanned the room again, desperate for any clue as to what had gone down last night. Her gaze stopped on his slacks tossed carelessly over the corner of the bed and his shirt lying in a heap on the floor.

Her eyes grew wide, and her stomach flipped over. Groaning, she pressed her fingers against her closed eyes. “Please, please, please tell me we didn’t sleep together.”

More laughter from the bathroom. “Now I really am hurt. When you ripped the buttons off my shirt…that was probably my favorite part.”

Avery groaned louder, slinked down in the bed, and pulled the sheet over her head. She wanted to die. She wanted to dig a hole in the ground and hide for the next year. Not because she’d done those things, but because she’d done them with Cade. And because it meant if she’d let her guard down so easily, she couldn’t trust herself. And dammit, she hated that right now every cell in her body was vibrating with excitement over just the thought of having a go at him all over again.

“It wasn’t that bad,” he said from somewhere close.

“Go away,” Avery managed. “I need to be alone right now.”

The bed dipped at her side. She tried to scoot farther away, but he caught her leg with his hand. Heat burned into her flesh between the thin cotton separating them. He tugged on the sheet over her head. “Ava, come out from under there.”

“No.”

She tried to hold the sheet in place, but he jerked it out of her grip. Through strands of messy hair, she peered at him and held her breath. Dammit, he was too…familiar. Too new at the same time. Just inhaling his unique male scent reminded her of all the good times they’d shared together. And looking at him now…years older, more muscular, more rugged, more…everything…she had an uncontrollable urge to get to know the new him. To find out what was different.

“Nothing happened, Avery.”

She stared into his eyes, searching for a lie. Humor no longer shone in his eyes, and that goofy smile he’d been sporting since the moment she woke up was long gone. “Don’t tease me right now.”

“I’m not. While it’s true you did climb all over me in that club, and you did rip the last few buttons off my shirt when we got back here, when we reached the bed, you passed out.” He scratched the back of his head, looking the slightest bit…sheepish…just like he had the first night they’d spent together, when they’d both been virgins fumbling in the dark together. And God, but that was sexy. Her blood warmed again. “Kinda put a dent in my ego, to be honest. Can definitely say that’s never happened to me before.”

Her heart kicked over, and she swallowed, but pushed aside the emotion threatening and focused on the here and now. “I…I climbed all over you in the dance club?”

He ran his tongue over his bottom lip and looked her way, and the heat brewing in his eyes shot a zing of electricity straight to her sex. “In the back room. When you were watching that show.”

Avery’s mind skipped. Memories tried to piece themselves together, couldn’t quite make the right fit. And then she caught a glimpse of the woman strung up on stage. Of the man thrusting into her from behind. Of the crowd, watching…

“Oh my God…”

“I’ve never really been into the whole voyeur thing,” he said in a low voice. A sexy voice. An I-want-you-ten-ways-to-Sunday voice. “But watching you watching that…” His gaze slid down to her breasts, where she knew her nipples were pebbled hard against the sheet. “…that was the hottest thing I’ve ever seen.”

Avery’s entire body felt electrically charged, as if she would explode at the slightest touch. And the way he was still resting his hand on her shin, like he didn’t want to let her get away, was so damn sexy. She swallowed hard, afraid to ask the question but needing to know the answer. “And even after that, we didn’t… I mean, we came back here and…?”

One side of his smile curled again. “No. But not because I didn’t want to. As you can see, I still want to.”

Her gaze darted to his lap and the very clear tenting going on beneath the towel. Heat rushed to her cheeks. “Oh…”

He laughed then, an easy, relaxed sound that was so warm, so familiar, she felt it deep in her chest. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to attack you like you did me last night. I can be patient.”

Oh no… She wasn’t sure she was ready for that. Didn’t think she could go through the pain of losing Cade Blackwell again, even if there was nothing really for her left to lose. “Cade—”

He patted her leg and pushed off the bed, then headed back into the bathroom. “I took your dress off because I was afraid it was too tight and you might not be able to breathe, then I tucked you in and turned off the light.”

So they hadn’t had sex. Relief rushed through Avery, followed by a wave of disappointment she didn’t expect. One that left a knot in the pit of her stomach.

He poked his head around the corner. “But I did sleep with you.”

Her gaze snapped that direction, and she caught the hint of mischief in his eyes.

“I’d forgotten how much you like to snuggle. I was hot the whole night.”

He disappeared again, and, vibrating once more with an arousal she could only just barely contain, Avery slinked back down in the sheets.

“Don’t spend too long hiding out there, princess,” he called from the bathroom. “We’ve got that massage class to go to this morning. Remember Melody? The reason we’re here? Time to stop playing and get back to work, sweetheart.”

Avery groaned and pulled the sheet back over her head. And wasn’t sure whether she should curse herself for coming on this trip, or thank God above that she was about to have her hands all over the sexy man now humming in her bathroom.
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Breakfast didn’t help the mass of nerves in Avery’s stomach. By the time they walked out of their suite and stepped into the warm Jamaican midmorning sun, she felt like she’d had too much caffeine and not enough sleep.


She breathed deep while she stood on the path and waited for Cade, telling herself the entire time to get her head in the game. They were going to this class, she’d play along, they’d pick the instructor’s brain and find out if she knew anything about Melody, and that would be it. She was not going to have a repeat of last night.

Cade moved up next to her and tucked his phone into the pocket of his cargo shorts. “Ready?”

“Sure.”

She slipped on her sunglasses and headed toward the spa. Palms rustled above, and from the direction of the pool, steel drums echoed and water splashed. It really was a beautiful setting—she couldn’t deny that—but what she’d seen last night in the back of that club made her look twice at every face she passed, wondering what they’d been doing around her when she’d been too sex-crazed to notice.

“So I didn’t get a chance to tell you this last night,” Cade said at her side, his thick voice cutting through her arousal. She glanced his way and felt a rush of heat all through her skin. He looked so damn sexy in that loose diving T-shirt and the low-slung shorts. “Aegis ran info on that guy in the restaurant.”

Surprise registered. “You talked to Aegis before I even told you what the bartender had passed on to me?”

“Yeah.” His eyes were shielded behind sporty Rēvos, but there was a hardness to his jaw that told her he was in serious-operative mode, not the playful-partner mode he’d been in earlier. “I’d already picked him out before we had dinner. Everyone at the resort knows him as Anderson, but his real name is Alejandro Luis. He’s Puerto Rican, lives in Florida. Word on the street is he runs drugs through the Caribbean for one of the biggest cartels in Mexico.”

Avery stopped dead in her tracks. “What?”

Cade frowned, grasped her hand, and pulled. “Don’t draw attention.”

Shuffling to keep up with him, Avery tried to keep her voice from cracking when she said, “Drugs? Are you sure?”

“Jamaica’s a hotbed in the trade wars. That rope line out in the bay isn’t to keep swimmers from getting in over their heads, it’s to keep the drug runners from accessing the resort.”

Avery thought back to the fishing boat she’d seen parked near the rope line yesterday when she’d been looking at the view, and the couple swimming who’d been talking to the driver. “I…I had no idea.”

“Regardless,” he said in a low voice while they walked, “it explains why the guy gets special treatment here.”

“Do you think he might have had something to do with Melody’s disappearance?”

“I don’t know.” Cade’s jaw clenched again, and unable to read his eyes behind those shades, she couldn’t decipher what he was thinking. “Maybe. I’ll do some asking around. I want you to keep your mouth shut.”

Avery drew up short again, but this time not from shock. “Excuse me?”

Cade sighed and turned to face her. “Too many people asking questions is going to attract too much attention, remember?”

“I didn’t attract attention last night.”

He tugged his sunglasses down his nose and pinned her with a look. “I beg to differ. Luis and I-don’t-know-how-many other guys had their eyes locked on you, not the show on stage.”

Avery’s face flamed, and she crossed her arms. “That’s not what I meant. You know I don’t even remember that.”

“But I do.”

His eyes changed. Heated. And the low, sexy tone of his voice was like a flare going off, causing her entire body to warm from the inside out.

He pushed his sunglasses up, grasped her hand before she could find that withering control, and pulled her along the path behind him again. The short cotton dress she’d chosen to wear flitted around her thighs, only reminding her how sensitive her skin had become. “Just let me take the lead on this today, okay? I promise you we’re going to find out what happened to her. I just need you to work with me instead of against me.”

That was easier said than done, especially when all she could suddenly think about doing was jumping his bones.
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Like everything else at this resort, the spa was top-notch. Marble pillars, trickling fountains, open-air waiting areas with pillowy furnishings, and soft, relaxing music.


They checked in at the front desk and were led away from the main spa along a curved path that climbed toward a large gazebo on a bluff overlooking the bay. A U-shaped Mediterranean building was set back from the bluff. Several koi ponds filled the courtyard, separated by foliage and waterfalls, and to the right, soaking pools perched between rocks overlooking the beaches.

Cade glanced from the water to the four massage tables lined up under the gazebo and drew a deep breath. Four couples. There was going to be little time to pick the instructor’s mind.

Speakers in the ceiling filtered instrumental music, and an attractive woman with dark hair pulled back in a stylish tail, dressed in slim white capris and a white button-down shirt, turned from whatever she’d been doing at the table on the far side of the gazebo and greeted them with a smile.

“Welcome to the Indulgence spa. I’m Hannah.”

They both said hello and shook her hand. A nervous look crossed Avery’s face as she glanced around. “Are we early?”

“No,” Hannah said. “Right on time. You’re my only clients today. You get a one-on-one lesson.”

Relief spiraled through Cade. Avery tossed him a what the hell? look, but he only smiled. He hadn’t planned this, but it would make things a whole lot easier, for a variety of reasons.

“So first thing,” Hannah announced, “I’ll need to know which of you is going to be the client and which the masseuse.”

“He’s the client,” Avery said quickly. “I’ll be doing the massage.”

When Hannah looked his way for confirmation, Cade shrugged. “Whatever the lady wants, right?”

Hannah smiled again, stepped past them, and gestured toward the building. “Then come this way and I’ll show you where you can change. And while you’re gone, I’ll go over a few things with Ava.”

Avery smiled, but Cade sensed the tension radiating from her. She was still rattled by what had happened last night. While their morning had been easy, he’d seen her nerves hovering just below the surface. He needed to get through to her somehow today. Hopefully, they’d both glean information about Melody from this class, and it would be a good step toward rekindling their relationship.

He moved into the changing area, slipped off his clothes, and tied the towel around his waist as Hannah had instructed. When he stepped out, he noticed Avery was no longer wearing the flirty summer dress she’d had on earlier. She was decked out in the skimpiest, strapless black bikini he’d ever seen.

Heat rushed into his abdomen and surged to his groin, waking up his cock with one look. He gripped the towel at his waist so it wouldn’t fall off and stepped up next to her.

“Don’t say a word,” she ground out under her breath. “It was either this or be naked. I’m not getting naked in front of this woman.”

Hannah was busy gathering lotions and oils. Cade moved behind Avery, then slipped his arm around her waist while they waited. At her ear, he whispered, “Were you wearing this under your dress?”

“Just in case. I know all your moves, Black.”

He nipped at her earlobe and smiled. “Princess, I have all new moves. And every single one can be yours. You just have to say when.”

Hannah turned back to face them. “Okay, let’s get started. Cade, go ahead and get on the table. Ava, you remember what we talked about?”

Avery’s cheeks turned pink, and beneath his hand, he felt her body temperature tick up. More blood rushed to Cade’s cock, forcing him to hold the towel even tighter so it didn’t dislodge.

He climbed onto the table and lay down on his stomach, wincing at the pain in his groin. While Avery moved around behind him doing he-didn’t-know-what, he folded his arms under his chin and tried to remember why they were here. “This doesn’t seem like a very popular class.”

“Oh, it’s quite popular,” Hannah answered. “The afternoon classes are busiest. Mornings tend to be a little slower. I think there’s a scuba class going on now, which is also a popular activity here.”

Naked scuba. Cade remembered the classes Avery had read off to him yesterday. Yeah, he could suddenly see the appeal of that.

Cool oil drizzled over Cade’s back, and he jumped. Behind him, Avery muttered, “Oh, sorry. Was that cold?”

He smiled, knowing she’d done that on purpose.

Her hands moved over his back, and as the oil warmed, Cade relaxed into the table and closed his eyes. Damn, that felt good. Her, touching him, any way she wanted.

“That’s right,” Hannah said to Avery. “Work the muscles one by one until you feel him relax. That’s perfect.

Avery’s hands rubbed at his shoulders and moved down his back. When they reached his lower spine and brushed the edge of the towel, a shudder ran through him and shot heat all through his hips.

He drew in a deep breath and tried to relax as she worked her way down his leg and across the hamstring. They hadn’t even gotten to the erotic part of the massage yet and he was already so hard he was in pain.

To keep from focusing on his dick, he said, “Ever get anyone famous at this resort?”

“Well,” Hannah answered somewhere to his right. “I thought your wife was Avery Scott until I took a closer look. Then I realized the eyes were different. The resemblance is amazing, though.”

“Yeah,” Cade said as Avery’s hands moved down his calf, “I guess they look a little alike, but my wife’s way hotter. Though I wouldn’t mind taking the actress for a test drive to compare models.”

Avery pinched his ankle, and he yelped at the quick shot of pain, then laughed.

Since they were at a swingers resort, Hannah didn’t seem to find anything wrong with what he’d said. “That’s right. Now move down his feet. The feet, and especially the hands, are erogenous zones. Many general massage therapists don’t like to massage male clients’ hands because it can cause strong arousal. We’ll work back up to the hands in a minute. How are you feeling, Mr. Black?”

It was all Cade could do not to moan as Avery’s thumbs pressed into the arch of his foot. He couldn’t wait to see what happened when she got to his hands. “Good. So, um”—oh man, that feels awesome—“no, ah, other famous people besides my gorgeous wife who’s way hotter than any actress?”

Hannah chuckled. “No, although a few weeks ago an assistant to someone in Hollywood was here.”

Avery’s hands paused against Cade’s right foot, and he felt her muscles tense. She covered it quickly, though, and went back to rubbing, but a little of the sexual haze pulling Cade under cleared.

“Really?” he asked, trying not to sound too interested.

“Yes, pretty little brunette. She took my class with her boyfriend. I’m afraid it didn’t go so well, though. They were already arguing, I guess, and when I had the couples switch partners, he didn’t like it and stormed out halfway through the session.”

Switch partners? Cade was suddenly completely relieved they were the only ones in class today. “I imagine that would kill the relaxing mood. A couple fighting.”

“Yes,” Hannah said. “The resort takes care of that pretty quickly. Kills every mood when jealousy gets in the way. Okay, Ava, I think you’ve got your man thoroughly relaxed. Let’s try a few new things. Come around up here. Mr. Black, I want you to roll over onto your back.”

Cade did as the woman asked, trying to fix the towel over his lap in a way that didn’t make his erection look totally obvious. When he realized there was no way to make that happen, he blew out a long breath, closed his eyes, and tried to think about the assignment, about Melody, about everything Ryder had passed on to him last night.

“Ava,” Hannah started, “we’re going to use what’s called the California massage technique. Stand here by your husband’s head. You’re going to start with your hands flat against his upper chest and move downward, pushing the skin as you go until you reach his groin. Go ahead and try.”

Just the use of the word groin amped Cade’s adrenaline. Then Ava’s oiled hands landed against Cade’s upper chest, warm and slick, and it was all he could do not to groan at the sublime feeling. She rubbed the skin in a light circle, then slowly began moving downward. “Like this?”

“Perfect,” Hanna told her. “Now slide all the way down, careful to avoid the groin, massage around the thigh, then come back, this time pulling the skin and stimulating blood flow as you move.”

Her soft fingers moved down his abdomen, over his belly, then split apart, hitting each hip bone and rolling to the outsides of his thighs over the towel. She kneaded the muscle there, pulled her hand around to his inner thigh, then slowly worked her way back up. But that wasn’t even the best part. The best part was from her position near his head, she had to lean way over Cade to reach his thighs. Her hair fell on each side of her face, hanging down to tickle his chest, and the movement forced her barely clad breasts to hover right over his mouth.

He drew in a deep breath of her sweet scent and angled his face so the tip of her right breast brushed his chin. More than anything, he wanted to reach back, unhook the strapless top she was wearing, and draw those soft nipples into his mouth, but he doubted she’d go for that with an audience. Then again, last night…

“Good,” Hannah said from somewhere over his shoulder. He didn’t even care where. “Now on this pass, move closer to his groin.”

Avery’s hands slid back down his chest, across his hipbones, and when they reached his groin, they moved closer to his already aching cock. He drew in another breath, reached a hand back, and found her bare hamstring. She didn’t flinch. Didn’t pull away. Her deep breaths made him wonder if she was as turned on as him. She slid her fingers down his inner thigh, massaged the muscles until he wanted to groan, then began her slow trek back upward.

Her breaths grew shallow. Her breasts rose and fell close to his mouth. He lifted his face so they brushed his lips. Felt her sharp intake of breath when he did it again and slowly inched his fingers up the back of her leg.

Soft instrumental music floated somewhere close. Below the bluff, the crash of waves against rock echoed through the warm air. But all Cade could see and feel was Avery. Everything he’d been missing for way too long.

“Good,” Hannah said in a low voice. “Now this time, even closer.”

Avery’s hands moved across his hips, and when she passed, her thumbs hooked his cock at the base on each side. She paused, squeezed—not a stroke through the thin towel, but enough to make him suck in a breath. Then she moved down to his inner thighs, past the edge of the terry cloth, and back up bare skin.

Her fingers brushed the base of his balls, already tight and aching. He sucked in a deep breath as her hands moved down again, across his inner thighs, then over the towel and back up his hips.

God almighty, the woman was teasing him. He gripped the back of her leg and squeezed. A small shudder racked her body, then she leaned even closer, as if purposely bringing her breasts to his mouth.

What little blood was left in his limbs shot straight to his groin. Beneath the towel, his cock throbbed, and he ground his teeth to keep from moaning. He wasn’t going to be able to take much more of this. He was supposed to be thinking about Avery’s friend so he could keep his head in the game, but if she came that close to his shaft again…

“Very good, Avery,” Hannah announced. “Now I want you to climb up on the table and straddle Mr. Black. We’ll work the chest muscles from the other direction.”

“Um, okay.” Avery’s voice was thick, unreadable. She lifted her hands from his skin, then moved around the side of the table. The leather dipped at the edges as she awkwardly climbed up, threw a leg over him, and pressed her knees on both sides of his hips.

Heat radiated from her open thighs, all across Cade’s groin. His pulse raced. His cock twitched beneath the towel, so close to her. Pressing the palms of his hands against her outer thighs, he looked up at her face, trying to get a read on what she was thinking, what she was feeling. Trying to figure out if she was turned on even a fraction as much as he was.

The slight breeze blew her hair back from her face. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes heavy, her lips slightly parted as she tried to regulate her breaths.

She stared down into his eyes with a mixture of want and need he felt everywhere. The same want and need he’d been fighting since she’d walked back into his life.

“Okay,” Hannah announced. “Start on his pecs and work your way lower.”

Avery’s gaze slid to his torso, and she licked her lips, a movement that only amped Cade’s desire even higher. Then her slick hands landed against his chest, and it didn’t take more than a couple of strokes down his abdomen before he knew he’d spontaneously combust if he didn’t get inside her right this very minute.

He pushed up to sitting, wrapped his arms tight around her waist so her weight dropped onto his aching cock, and closed his mouth over hers.

She groaned, opened at the first touch, drew his tongue into her mouth, and kissed him deep. And everything else faded away. Why they were here, what had happened between them so long ago, all those years in between. All that mattered was this. All Cade ever needed was her.

He changed the angle of the kiss, licked into her mouth with long, deep strokes, gripped her ass in both hands, and pulled so he could press right where they both needed. She moaned, framed his face with her hands as she kissed him again and again and rocked her pelvis against his until he saw stars.

From somewhere behind him, Hannah chuckled. “Usually we have to get to the feathers and ice before we reach the point of no return. Since you’ve both obviously reached it, I think my work for this class is done early. I’m heading back down to the spa. Come and find me if either of you need anything else.”

Footsteps echoed, then disappeared. Kissing Avery deeply, Cade flicked the clasp on her bikini top, then pulled it away. His hands moved down her sides and around to cup her breasts. She moaned again, kissed him deeper. He dragged his mouth from hers and looked down, rubbing his thumbs over the tips of her nipples until she trembled.

“God, you are so beautiful.”

He lowered his mouth, lifted her left breast to his lips. Avery arched to meet him and sifted her fingers into his hair, raking her nails over his scalp in the process. He flicked the tip with his tongue, then drew her into his mouth, suckling and rubbing as much as he could reach.

Her head dropped back. She rolled her hips against his, rubbing her sex over the hard length of his cock. He lifted her other breast toward his mouth, sucked the nipple, and repeated the process. Her fingers tightened in his hair and pulled, and the groan that rumbled from her chest echoed through his entire body.

“Cade—”

She grasped his face in both hands, tugging him away from her breast. For a split second, he thought she was pulling away, stopping what was happening between them; then she lifted his face in her hands, lowered hers, and closed her lips over his, kissing him deeply.

He moaned into her mouth, slid his hands down her sides, and grasped the side ties of her bikini bottom. He had to get inside her. Couldn’t wait. Had to—

“I want you,” she whispered. “I can’t wait anymore.” Her hands pressed against his shoulders with force. He fell back before he could stop himself. Her mouth tore from his, landed against his throat, his collarbone, his right pec. Then her fingers grasped the towel at his hips and pulled.

Warm Caribbean air rushed over his aching cock. She slid down his body, then her slick, oiled fingers closed around his shaft, and her tongue licked the pressure point between his thigh and torso.

“Holy fuck. Ava…”

She closed her hand around the base of his cock, then her lips opened and drew him in, her tongue running along the underside of the sensitive head until he groaned.

His eyes rolled back. Sweat broke out along his forehead. She lowered her mouth, taking him deep until he brushed the back of her throat, then drew forward, sucking and licking as she went. His balls grew even tighter, he saw stars, and every rational thought flew right out of his head.

“Ava…” He groaned. Lifted his hips. Gripped the back of her head so he could get deeper.

Her throat started to open, tightened around the tip of his cock. The blood surged in his groin. She pulled off and gasped.

He sat up quickly, grasped her around the waist, and jerked her off the massage table with him. Then he whipped her around and dropped her butt on the leather.. He pulled away what was left of her bikini, tossed it on the ground, and moved between her legs.

“Cade…” She hooked her legs around his thighs, pulling him in, opening for him as she braced her weight on her hands.

With one hand he gripped the back of her neck, drawing her closer so he could kiss her. With the other, he fisted his shaft and rubbed the wetness glistening over her sex with the tip of his cock.

“Oh…” She shuddered. Lifted her mouth and kissed him deeply. Gasped when he pulled away and looked down at her swollen sex, open and ready just for him.

He brushed the head of his cock over her clit, then down to her opening. “Tell me to stop, and I will.”

“Uh-uh.” She bit her lip, shook her head, braced her hands on the leather beneath her, and scooted her hips closer, forcing him inside just a fraction of an inch. And oh God, she was so tight. So wet. And watching his cock disappear inside her body was so fucking erotic…

“Don’t stop,” she gasped. “I’ll die if you stop. I want you right now. I need you.”

He wanted that too. He pressed forward a tiny bit. Trembled when her sheath gripped him like a velvet fist. “I”—shit, he was sweating—“I should find a condom.”

She shook her head violently. Rocked her hips forward until the head of his cock completely disappeared inside her. “No condom. We’ve both been tested, and I get shots. I just want you. Oh God…”

She rocked forward again, taking him deeper. Her eyes slid closed, and a long groan rumbled from her chest.

Seeing her stretching around him like that, hearing her words, watching her body tremble as he slowly filled her… Everything inside Cade broke open wide. He pulled her mouth back to his, closed his lips over hers, and licked into her mouth just as he thrust deep.

They groaned in unison. He pulled out, pushed back in even deeper. Felt her grip every inch of his length with her tight, slick channel. He eased back from her mouth, continued to slide in and out of her wetness. “Look at me, Ava.”

She fought to tear her eyes open, blinked several times, and finally looked up. Her hair was a messy tangle around her face, her makeup smeared beneath her eyes, her cheeks flushed with desire, and her lips swollen from his mouth. But to him, she’d never looked more beautiful than she did at this moment, and the way her eyes glazed over with lust when she stared up at him caused his heart to turn over in his chest.

“You and me,” he said in a thick voice. “This isn’t over. Not by a long shot. Look at me taking you. I’m the only one who should be fucking you like this.”

Her gaze slid down his torso to where their bodies were joined. He drew out so she could see her wetness all over his shaft, then thrust deep until her eyes rolled back and she moaned. Wrapping one arm around her lower back so he could pull her even closer, he gripped the nape of her neck with his other hand and pulled her lips back to his. Her arms closed around his shoulders, her mouth fused to his. She pushed herself tight against him while he drove deep again and again, while she kissed him crazy, while what was left of the obstacles between them crumbled to their feet right there on that bluff.

She dragged her mouth away, pressed her forehead against his, and gripped his shoulder like a vise as she lifted and lowered her hips against the massage table, trying to get closer. Perspiration trickled down her temple. Her breaths came hot and shallow against his cheek. Pulse pounding, he fought back his climax as he held her tight, as he let her take the lead and find that special spot.

“You and me, Ava,” he said again. “This never should have ended, and I’m not letting you go again. Tell me you believe me.”

“I…I believe you.”

“Say it.” He thrust faster, deeper, over and over, jostling her body against the leather, causing her breasts to bounce and jiggle against her slim body.

Oh God. He wasn’t going to be able to stop this. Come now…come now, dammit…

“Ah…” She cried out, throwing her head back. Every muscle in her body tightened.

“Say it,” he growled, plunging deep again and again and again, unable to stop, unable to do anything but let his body take over.

“You and me,” she moaned.

The pressure in his balls built to bursting. Her words set off a chain reaction inside his body. He felt it streak down his spine, then explode through his hips. White light erupted behind his eyes and sent tremors through every limb that seemed to go on and on and on.

When he could think again, he realized he was lying half on top of Avery on the massage table. Her legs were wrapped around his lower back, her fingers sifting through his hair, and her breasts were right at eye level. So close he could reach out and taste them with his tongue if he—

“Are you awake?” she asked. “I think you might have passed out. I guess I’m not the only one you fucked blind.”

He chuckled, a lightness filling his chest at the humor he heard in her voice. “Blind, huh? That’s a first for me.”

“Me too.”

He pushed up on one hand and looked down at her. Her eyes were no longer glazed over with lust, but there was a wariness there he hadn’t seen before.

“Cade, we need to talk about—”

He pushed himself forward to kiss her and realized he was still inside her. God, that felt good… Bracing the palm of his hand against the leather table near her head, he gritted his teeth and brushed his mouth over hers. “No talking.”

“But—”

He didn’t need her thinking. At least not yet. He’d gotten her to admit there was still something between them, even if it had been during sex, but he needed to solidify the bond they’d rekindled before they got too deep into conversations he knew were coming. Hopefully by then, the rest of it wouldn’t matter.

“Not yet,” he said again, easing back from her mouth. “We aren’t going to find anything out about Melody in the next hour.”

“That’s not what I was—”

He knew that. The fact he’d distracted her so much from her original goal only made his heart beat even faster. Just a little while longer…

He kissed her again, then pulled back and smiled. “I am a sweaty, oily mess, Ava. I need to get cleaned up.”

Her gaze drifted from his eyes to his chin, then down his glistening torso to where her legs were still wrapped tightly around his hips. “You are, aren’t you?”

The heat he saw rekindle in her eyes caused the blood to flow right back into his groin. “Yeah.”

She brushed a hand over his shoulder and tightened her pelvic muscles, causing his cock to come to life all over again. “I bet I could help.”

“What do you have in mind?”

She shot him a coy little smile. “There’s a huge shower back in our suite.”

He eased away from her quickly and grasped the towel at his feet. Wrapping it around his waist, he grabbed another from the chair behind him and tossed it to her. “Don’t bother getting dressed. Just grab your stuff and come on.”

She laughed and wrapped the towel around her breasts, covering her naked beauty from view, but he didn’t mind because he didn’t want anyone else in this fucked-up resort looking at her but him. “Hold your horses. That shower isn’t going anywhere.”

She lifted her bikini from the floor, and when she was upright, he whipped her around to face him. Her hands landed against his pecs. Her hips bumped into his. Against his chest, her breasts felt like heaven. He leaned down and kissed her, swift, hard, chaste. Not a thing like how he planned to kiss her as soon as he got her alone in their suite. “I’m going somewhere. As soon as I get you in that shower, I’m going to touch you, taste and explore every single inch of you. And when you’re finally begging for me to take you, I’m going to fuck you so hard you won’t remember anyone but me. Now…knowing all that…do you have a problem with my hurrying?”

Her eyes glazed over, just the way he remembered, and against his chest, she went molten. A long “No” escaped her lips.

“I didn’t think so.” He patted her on the butt. “Now hurry up, princess.”









Chapter Seven





Avery was sure she was going to be sore in places she hadn’t even known existed. That little acrobatic feat in the shower had definitely been stuntman worthy.


She tucked the towel around her breasts, then reached for another to wring the water from her hair. Turning toward the shower, she said, “Do you want water or something else?”

“I have water,” Cade said in a sexy voice. He peeked around the corner of the shower door and lifted his brows. “What else are you offering?”

Laughing, she tossed the towel in her hand at him. “Not that. Not now at least. I need food first.”

He ducked back in under the spray. “Got it. Water now, you later. Try to find the room-service menu while you’re out there and figure out what you want to eat. Then I want to talk about Melody. I have an idea.”

“Okay.” Feeling lighter than she had in days, Avery stepped out of the steam-filled bathroom and into the suite. From the closet, she grabbed a short cotton dress, tossed her towel on the foot of the bed, and tugged on the garment. The warm Caribbean breeze blew the curtains away from the window and ruffled the skirt against her overly sensitive thighs. The ceiling fan turned lazy circles above.

Seeing her cell phone on the nightstand, she grabbed it out of habit, checked to see if there were any messages, and finding none, stuck it in the pocket of her flouncy dress. She wasn’t going to get down that there was nothing from Aegis. If they had info about Melody they’d probably send it to Cade anyway, not her.

She moved behind the bar, leaned down, and opened the fridge. Finding two glasses, she poured bottled water for both of them and looked across the room at the bed, remembering the massage and everything they’d done to each other in that giant shower.

A slow smile slid across her face, and warm tingles started in her breasts then drifted downward. It was crazy that she was feeling this way when they were supposed to be looking for clues about Melody, but she couldn’t help it. The things Cade had said, the way he’d made her feel… No one had made her feel that way since him. She knew she shouldn’t get her hopes up and that they could never go back, but maybe—maybe—that was the key. Letting go of the past and moving forward…together. He sure sounded like he wanted to try. The question was…could she?

Butterflies took flight in her stomach. In the bathroom, the water shut off, and she could hear him humming. She was being stupid, but part of her didn’t even care. She’d been fighting her feelings for him for two days and they weren’t going away; they were only getting stronger. Melody had said the reason she wasn’t happy was because she needed closure. Maybe what she really needed to do was open that door again.

Nerves vibrating, she lifted both glasses of water from the counter and stepped out from behind the bar. Her wrist knocked into Cade’s wallet sitting on top of the shiny mahogany, and the folded leather hit the floor with a clack. Frowning, she set the glasses back on the bar and knelt to pick it up. Then froze when she saw the picture sticking halfway out against the cool tiles near her feet.

The woman with long brown hair and clear blue eyes was pretty—no—gorgeous. And in her lap she held a little boy in light blue overalls. One who was smiling as he stood on her thighs and clapped wildly. One who couldn’t be more than a year old.

Her brain spun, trying to make sense of what she was seeing. Cade didn’t have any sisters. She couldn’t remember if he had cousins, but considering his family dynamics, she doubted it. Her brow wrinkled as she stared at the picture and tried to figure out who—

“He’s my son.”

Avery’s gaze jerked up. Cade stood a few feet from her, a towel tied around his lean waist, another in his hand drying the hair at the back of his head. The worried look in his eyes forced the air to catch in her throat.

“His name’s Zachary. That picture was taken a while ago. He just turned three. He’s three.” He drew in a deep breath, blew it out again. “I was going to tell you. I just…didn’t have a chance. The woman is his mother, Natalie.”

“His mother,” Avery whispered, looking back down at the slim brunette with the big smile. He had a son. Her stomach twisted and turned and felt like it might wring the life out of her. Why hadn’t she considered the fact he could have had a life in the years they’d been apart? Just because she hadn’t? “Your…” She swallowed hard. “…girlfriend?”

“No. I’m not seeing anyone now. I wouldn’t have…” He blew out another long breath. “What happened between us earlier wouldn’t have happened if I was with anyone else now.”

Well, thank God for that. Though knowing he had a son left Avery feeling anything but relaxed. She pushed to her feet. Her hand trembled around the photograph. “Then why do you keep a picture of…her in your wallet?”

“Because…” He raked a hand through his wet hair, then dropped it against his thigh. “Because she was my wife. She died when Zach was a year old.”

Sickness gathered low in Avery’s stomach, and she took a step back until her spine hit the wall. She had no reason to be upset. They’d been apart for twelve years. He had every right to have a girlfriend, to have a child, to get married. And yet, she couldn’t seem to keep her voice from cracking when she asked, “You married her?”

Cade moved forward. “Listen to me. What I said to you earlier was true, but she…” He pulled in a shaky breath. “She was the sister of a guy I served with in the service. We hooked up a few years ago at her brother’s wedding. I was working undercover for the FBI then, and when she told me she was pregnant, I didn’t know what to do. Tommy had told me once that she’d lived through breast cancer in her early twenties, and I owed him for saving my life overseas. And you were off in Hollywood living it up as a celebrity. I didn’t think I was ever going to see you again. So…yeah, I married her. Only…between my job and other things…it didn’t work. She hated my long work hours and the fact I was gone so much, and I started to resent the nagging. After Zach was born, things went downhill fast. I was ready to call it quits, but then she got sick again and I… I couldn’t leave her then.”

He moved closer. So close she could feel the heat radiating from his skin. “But I never stopped thinking about you. You have no idea how guilty I felt over that. My wife’s dying of cancer and you’re the one I’m dreaming about. You’re the one I still dream about. I wasn’t trying to keep Zach a secret from you. I was just trying to find the right time to tell you.”

“The right time.” Avery’s eyes slid closed, and tears burned her eyelids. Part of her wanted to grab on to him and never let go. But a bigger part, the part she’d spent the last twelve years perfecting, wanted to run away and never look back. “We never can seem to find the right time, can we?”

“Ava—”

The walls were closing in. The air growing thick and constrictive. She needed to get out. “I…I can’t do this right now.”

She let go of the picture and moved around him toward the sliding door. The photograph fluttered to the floor. She jerked the door open and stepped out onto the patio, drawing in deep gulps of air she hoped would ease the sting in her chest.

“Ava, wait.”

Warm white sand closed around her toes. She didn’t know where she was going, she just needed to move. To think. To try to get rid of this ache in the pit of her stomach. Cade’s hand at her arm jerked her around to face him. “Don’t walk away from me. Let’s talk about this.”

All the hurt and pain bubbled up and over. “Talk about it? Fine, let’s talk about it. Let’s talk about why you left me in the middle of the night. Why you ran off and joined the military like a coward. Why I never heard from you, even after all the letters I sent you. The only thing I ever got from you after that was the annulment papers. Do you have any idea how that felt? How humiliating it was?”

“Ava—”

“How my parents gloated and told me it was for the best?”

“It was for the best.” His voice rose. At his hip, he held the towel tightly together. “I had nothing to give you then. No job, no education, no future. We were living in that hellhole on the edge of Spokane and barely making ends meet, and every one of your dreams of going to college died when your parents cut you off, all because you married me. That might not have seemed like a lot to you then, but I knew what it was like to live without money. I didn’t want that for you. I wanted you to go get an education. I wanted you to have a future. I didn’t want us to end up like my parents, poor and bitter and resenting each other for every bad choice we made. So when your dad came to me and offered to take you back if I agreed to the annulment, I said yes. I did it to save you, not to humiliate and hurt you. And I left because I couldn’t stand to be near you and not have you.”

Avery stared at him. Didn’t know what to say. Didn’t know what to feel, for that matter. Yes, financially things had been tough for them. Yes, she remembered he’d been stressed then. But every time she’d asked him what was wrong, he’d said he was fine. He’d smiled, kissed her, and changed the subject. How could she have ever suspected this was the reason he’d left?

He stepped closer, and in a low voice said, “But that doesn’t mean I stopped thinking about you, and it sure the hell doesn’t mean I didn’t love you anymore. I read the first few letters you sent, but I eventually stopped because I couldn’t stand it. They were pure agony. All I wanted to do was write to you and explain, but I couldn’t because the deal I’d made with your parents forbade me from contacting you. Then the letters stopped, and I heard you went off to USC. And by the time I got my shit together and didn’t care about your parents’ influence anymore, you were already on your way to becoming a big star. What the hell was I going to offer you then except bad memories?”

Her heart pounded hard, and words were hard to form, but eventually she managed, “You didn’t even try.”

He released a long breath. “I didn’t think there was a chance. Ava…” His voice softened, and he moved even closer, until she could feel the heat and life radiating from his skin. “If I had thought you still cared about me at all, I’d have been on your doorstep. You have to believe that.”

Avery didn’t know what to believe. All she knew was that the hurt was still there. A hurt she thought an hour ago she could get past. Now she wasn’t so sure. She looked down at his bare feet in the sand, feeling stupid and foolish and, yeah, devastated all over again. “I…I’m not upset that you have a son, Cade. I’m not even upset that you were with other women. I’m just…” Her heart twisted. “You stayed with her because she was pregnant. And that hurts me. A lot. Because you have no idea how much I wish you would have stayed with me when I was pregnant.”

She couldn’t process when he was close. She needed space. Needed to breathe and work through it all in her head. Everything with him had happened so fast, and now she wasn’t sure of anything. “I need to think.” She turned to go. “I’ll be back later.”

“Hold on.” He caught her by the arm and turned her back to face him. Wide, horror-filled eyes met hers when she looked up. “What are you talking about?”

He didn’t know. She’d always wondered if he’d never read the letters. It was easy to stay angry and think he’d blatantly ignored her, but she knew in her heart he wasn’t that kind of man…even then.

Her heart pinched with a pain she felt everywhere. A pain as sharp as the day he’d left her. “I found out about a month after you’d gone. I wrote to you about it. You obviously didn’t read those letters.”

“Holy shit.” He let go of her hand and took a giant step back.

Were some hurts too big to put behind you? She was starting to think this one was.

Damn her parents…

She crossed her arms over her chest and rubbed the sudden chill from her skin. She rarely talked about this, but since she’d just dropped a bombshell on him, she figured he deserved to know everything. “I…I was hoping you might come back, so I stayed in our apartment. Then when I found out I was pregnant and I knew my parents weren’t supportive of me keeping the baby, I let my spot at Stanford go and got a job waiting tables. It wasn’t easy, but I was able to save tips. I was closing one night about a month before I was due when I went into labor. It was a rough delivery. She got stuck. They called it a…a shoulder dystocia.” Words clogged in her throat, but she forced herself to go on. “The cord was wrapped around her neck. By the time they got her out, it was too late.”

Tears blurred her eyes, but she blinked them back, fought from curling in on herself like she’d done so many times before. “I…I got to hold her after. She had your nose and chin. She was beautiful. I…I named her Bree, after your mom.”

His eyes closed, and he dropped onto his knees in the sand, a man half-defeated. If someone had told her they’d be having this conversation now, after twelve years, she never would have believed them. She’d spent so many years being angry at him for leaving her, she hadn’t wanted to consider what his reaction to the loss of their child would be.

“I…I waited for you,” she went on. “I thought there was still a chance you might come back. But when months passed and I finally realized it was over, I used the money I’d saved for Bree and moved to LA. I got into USC and started taking classes. A talent scout found me, and I did a few commercials. And then things kind of grew from there. I didn’t set out to be an actress. I just wanted to get as far from my parents as I could. And acting gave me a way to focus on something besides you.”

He didn’t say anything. Just sat with his weight on his heels and his hands on his thighs with his eyes tightly closed. And in the silence, as the breeze blew the silky locks of hair off his forehead, she had an uncontrollable urge to wrap her arms around him, to comfort him in his grief. But hers was still too raw, her emotions way too close to the surface. And as much as she still wanted him, she realized there was more than just an ocean of time between them. There was a chasm between who they used to be and who they were now. Between who they’d become and how they lived. He had a child, and that came first—before his wants and needs and way before hers. And before this went any further, she needed to think about that. And decide whether that was something she could not only accept but embrace.

“I…I need a few minutes, Cade. From the looks of things, you do too.”

She turned and took three steps in the sand. His strained “Avery” stopped her.

Not Ava, the nickname he used when he was feeling sexy. Not princess, the term of endearment he tossed her way when he was being cute. Avery. Her given name. The one he’d rarely ever used, and which now left a hole the size of her heart in her chest because she read clearly beyond the meaning.

Some hurts could not be healed. This one—the one she’d just given him—was one of those.

“We’ll finish this later,” she said, blinking back the burn behind her eyes. “Right now I just need a few minutes alone.”



[image: Scenebreakgraphic]




Cade couldn’t seem to speak. His lungs weren’t working.


Blinking into the warm midday sun, he stared after Avery as she made her way across the sand. He needed to stop her. Needed to call her back, but his muscles weren’t working either, and the pain gathering beneath his breastbone was so strong he could barely draw a breath.

She’d been pregnant. And he’d done nothing. No wonder she’d been so cold to him when he’d first seen her at Aegis. She had every right to hate him. And instead of trying to make things up to her, he’d pushed his way into this undercover mission. All but bullied her into pretending to be his wife.

The small, cracked-heart tattoo he’d found at the hairline along her nape this morning in the shower suddenly made gut-wrenching sense. His mind skipped back to Natalie and how tired and miserable she’d been during the end of her pregnancy. His eyes slammed shut against a wave of pain. Avery had done it all alone. Not only had she waited tables to make ends meet, she’d had no one to rub her feet or sore back after a long day. No one to pick up the slack at home. No one to reassure her that everything was going to be okay. And in the end, it hadn’t even been that.

Go after her…

The words echoed in his head, and he dragged his eyes open to look down the white sand beach. She’d disappeared into the resort. A burst of energy rushed through him—a determination to find her, to tell her…

He pushed to his feet. He needed to tell her he still loved her. That he was sorry. That somehow—even if it took the rest of his life—he was going to make it up to her. He took a step forward in the sand. The sound of a cell phone ringing from the open patio doors drew him up short. Dazed, he glanced around and realized he was wearing nothing but a towel.

“Dammit.” He rushed back into the suite, grabbed his phone from the bar, and tucked it between his ear and shoulder as he ripped off the towel and found clean shorts.

“Blackwell.”

“Cade, it’s Ryder. I’ve got more intel on Luis.”

“Yeah?” He wasn’t the least bit interested. He yanked on boxers and cargo shorts, found a shirt in the closet and tugged it over his head. He needed to get to Avery before she spent too much time in her head. Before she decided there was too much history between them to make this work.

“The DEA dropped their undercover investigation on Luis last week. He agreed to testify against the Mexican cartel he’s been working for.”

Cade stilled, and he gripped the phone in his hand. “He’s a snitch?”

“He’s got money and he doesn’t want to go to jail. Does he have security with him?”

Cade thought back to last night in the restaurant. A man and a woman dressed way too conservatively for the resort had been dining behind Luis. And Cade had seen their faces in the club later that evening as well. “Yeah.”

“They’re federal agents. He’s got a contact at the resort. They’re planning to move on his word this weekend. You and your actress are in the middle of a sting.”

Shit. He was so compromised, he’d missed the clues around him.

Avery.

Cade’s adrenaline surged. “I gotta go.”

“I figured. Stay safe. And Blackwell, don’t get dea—”

He didn’t wait for Jake to finish his sentence. He hit end on his phone and shoved it in his pocket. Then he grabbed his gun from the safe and tucked it in the waistband of his shorts at his spine beneath his shirt.

No more space. After this, he wasn’t letting Avery out of his sight.
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Avery stopped near the beach bar and glanced toward the pool where two couples were engaged in a chicken fight in the middle of the water, one half-naked woman on each man’s shoulders, all four laughing and flirting in the midday sun.


She didn’t want to be around anyone who was in a good mood. Didn’t want to be around anyone, period.

Feeling sick over Cade’s reaction to her revelation and even worse over the fact she hated he’d married someone else when she had no right to be jealous, she shuffled toward the dance club she’d been in last night.

Maybe alcohol would help. If not that, then perhaps a few minutes of silence where she could clear her head.

She pushed the door open with both hands and stepped into the dark room. The place was empty, chairs upside down on tables, no music, no lights flashing as they’d been hours ago. The only illumination was a series of lamps over the bar.

God, this club was more depressing than she’d thought. In the light of day, all the seedy, dirty things that had gone on here last night looked exactly like what they were: unhappy, unfulfilled people hoping someone else would fill the void.

Was that what she was? Unhappy? Unfulfilled? Yes. She’d felt that way for a long time. Had she agreed to come to this place with Cade because she’d been secretly hoping he’d fill that void for her? She didn’t want to admit to as much, but the ache in the pit of her stomach told her that was exactly what she’d been hoping for. Even if she now knew that was childish and unrealistic.

Glass clinking echoed from the open door into the kitchen behind the bar, and she remembered why she’d come here in the first place. Heading that way, she climbed onto one of the stools and waited until Ramon came around the corner.

His dark eyes lit when he saw her, and a wide smile crossed his face, showing off straight, white teeth. “You’re back. Heat too much out dere already?”

“Not exactly.” A familiar face eased the tension inside a touch. “I’ve just had it with people right now.”

Ramon chuckled. “Aye, I know what you’re saying. How about a rum runner? I make da best on da island.”

Any kind of runner sounded great to her right now. “Sure.”

He shot her a speculative look as he mixed her drink. “You feeling okay today? You looked a little tipsy when ya walked outta here last night.”

Tipsy wasn’t even the half of it. Her cheeks heated at the memory of that back room, what she’d seen and nearly done if Cade hadn’t had the sense to get her out of there. She lifted the drink Ramon set on the black napkin and took a long sip. Fruity flavors mixed with the punch of good strong rum slid down her throat to warm her belly. “Mm. That’s delicious.”

“House specialty.”

“How do you handle it? Working in a place like this? Doesn’t it get to you?”

He chuckled and dried a glass with the towel in his hand. “It’s not dat bad. Most of da people here are harmless. Just looking for a good time.”

“They’re fake.”

He put the glass away behind the bar and laughed. “What’s da matter? You have a fight with your man?”

Avery sighed, took another long drink, then rubbed her aching forehead. The alcohol was helping, but only slightly. “It wasn’t really a fight. And he’s not my man. At least not anymore. I guess we’re as fake as everyone else here.”

“Aye.” Ramon dried another glass. “Temptation has da power to rip apart some relationships. This place is not for everyone.”

Her phone buzzed, and she pulled it out of the pocket of her dress. If it was Cade, she didn’t want to talk to him.

She glanced down and felt a burst of relief at the name on the screen: Lauren Kauffman.

She held up her finger to Ramon. “Sorry. I need to take this.”

He nodded and disappeared into the kitchen. Alone, Avery lifted the phone to her ear and said, “You have no idea how good it is to hear your voice.”

“Things not going so well?” Lauren asked.

Avery and Lauren had become friends when Avery had bought the house next door to Lauren’s on Biscayne Bay. Avery didn’t get to spend as much time in Florida as she liked, but when she was there, she loved hanging out with her friend. “You could say that. Cade is here.”

“I take it that means the two of you aren’t getting along.”

The lack of surprise in Lauren’s voice put Avery on instant alert. “Wait. You knew Cade Blackwell worked for Aegis Security?”

“Of course I knew. Why do you think I sent you there? Avery, everyone who knows the real you knows the reason you’re not happy is because you’ve never dealt with your feelings for him. So, yeah. I sent you to Aegis so you’d be forced to deal with them. What happened?”

It was hard to be mad at a friend who had your best interests at heart. Though right now, Avery wasn’t wild about Lauren’s sneaky methods. She dropped her head in her hand again and rubbed her throbbing temple. “I hate you right now, you know.”

“I know. Tell me what happened.”

Spotting her drink, Avery lifted it to her lips and sipped again. She was drinking way too fast, but part of her didn’t care. A good buzz might help. At the very least it would take a bite out of everything that had just happened. She drained the rum runner then set the empty glass on the bar. “What happened is…everything. He’s amazing and frustrating as hell, and I totally messed everything up by giving in to temptation in this stupid place.”

“Dude,” Lauren said in shock. “You didn’t hook up with someone else, did you?”

Avery cringed. “No, of course not. What do you think I am, a slut?”

“Well…”

“Shut up. You’re the one who parades around in her underwear all day.”

“I get paid to do that. You’re the one who makes out with strange men on camera all day.”

Avery frowned. “And I get paid to do that too. We’re such ho-bags. No wonder I like you so much.”

Lauren chuckled. “So back to Cade. You told him everything?”

Avery sighed. “Yes. After the best sex of my life. Then I ran.” Her chest hurt again, so much it was hard to draw a breath. “Lauren, I thought we could come here and be all platonic and try to figure out what happened to Melody. But it hasn’t worked out that way, and now I feel guilty because I not only just totally fucked with his head, but I still don’t know what happened to my assistant. And I should be thinking about finding her and not Cade and the super-hot sex we had and what the hell happened between us last night and this morning and”—she drew a deep breath—“and dammit, I’m supposed to read for that stupid audition next week, and now I don’t even want the part. I’m not America’s sweetheart, I’m a total fake, and I’m on the verge of losing it. What the hell am I supposed to do next?”

A strongly accented “Fuck” echoed from the kitchen, in a voice Avery didn’t recognize. She jerked toward the sound, and the room seemed to spin, but she figured it had to be lack of oxygen from her tirade. Before she could ask who was there, a tall Jamaican man with skin the color of ebony stepped out of the kitchen and pinned her with a scalding look.

Ramon rushed out of the kitchen and moved in front of the other man. “Hold on.”

He glared at Ramon. “A security company? We’re fucked.”

“She’s not a problem.”

Avery’s stomach tightened. Her gaze jumped from one face to the next, and a sickening feeling shot to her stomach. This one not from what had happened between her and Cade, but from her own stupidity.

“Avery?” Lauren asked. “Are you still there?”

“Lauren, I—”

The tall guy jerked around Ramon and snatched the phone from Avery’s hand. He slammed it on the bar, then turned back to Ramon. “Not a problem? She’s told people about that missing girl. They’re here looking for her. We can’t let her go now, mon.”

Oh shit… Avery’s adrenaline skyrocketed through the roof. Slowly, she eased off the stool and eyed the door to her left.

“We’re not taking her,” Ramon said, his voice more pleading than forceful. “You take her, and people will notice.”

“People will notice if she goes blabbing about what’s going on here.”

Avery quietly took a step to her left. The room spun again, and she had to brace her hand on the wall to keep from going down.

She’d had too much to drink. She glanced at her tumbler, nearly empty. But she’d only had one drink. She shouldn’t feel this tipsy after one drink. Colors fired off behind her eyes, and her head felt light. She took another step toward the door while the two men argued, their voices growing more and more muffled.

What was wrong with her? Why was she reacting this way to one measly drink? Unless…

“Rahtid. Get her,” an angry voice called out. Then a chuckle met her ears just as warm arms wrapped around her from behind. “You drugged her already? Good thinking.”

“I…I was just going to have some fun with her. I wasn’t going to do anything. Look, mon, you can’t take her. It’s too risky. The boss won’t agree.”

The room tilted, and Avery reached for the door, but her hand met only air.

Cade. She had to get to Cade. She had to let him know…

Her eyes grew dark. Sound seemed to fade away.

“It’s my call,” the second man’s voice said sternly. Then softer, until it was just a whisper, “I’ll deal with the boss later. Come on. We don’t have a lot of time.”










Chapter Eight





Cade searched the entire property for Avery—twice—and couldn’t find her.


Swiping a hand over his brow, he swore under his breath, perched his hands on his hips, and turned a slow circle in the center of the resort, looking over every face.

“Where the hell did you go, princess?”

From the corner of his vision he spotted the bellboy who’d checked them in. He crossed the pool patio and caught him by the sleeve of his white shirt. “Hey. Sorry to bug you, Mario. You haven’t seen my wife have you?”

Mario’s brow wrinkled. “The one who looks like the actress, right?”

Cade frowned. Yeah, they’d done a bang-up job disguising her. “I guess. Have you seen her this morning? We were on the beach, and she said she was going to the gift shop to get a few things. I was supposed to meet her near the pool but can’t find her.”

He sounded like a frantic husband. And dammit, he was frantic, but not for the reason Mario would assume.

The boy bit his lip. “I think I saw her going into the nightclub. She was alone but—”

The nightclub? Shit. Why the hell would she go there?

Cade slapped him on the shoulder and took off at a jog before the boy could say anything else. “Thanks.”

His heart pounded as he pulled the nightclub’s door open. Silence met his ears. The place was dark and empty. “Ava?”

No answer. He turned the corner and looked over the bar. A glass with melting ice sat on the shiny surface. Rounding the counter, he looked through the open door into the empty kitchen.

A tingle started at the back of his neck and slowly slid down his spine. The same one he always got when there was trouble.

The necklace. He needed to call Aegis and have them track it. He didn’t want to think something bad had happened to Avery, but his instincts screamed that her disappearing right now was more than her just needing a moment to think.

He pulled out his phone and dialed. Marley answered on the first ring. “I’m glad you called, Blackwell. Please tell me you and Avery Scott are out for a Sunday drive.”

“Son of a bitch. Her tracking device is already off property, isn’t it?”

Marley sighed. “I hate it when I’m right. I’ve got her heading east toward Savannah-La-Mar. She’s got to be in a car.”

Cade sprinted out of the nightclub, along the path, and up the curved marble steps toward the open-air lobby, not caring who he bumped into along the way. “How far out is she?”

“They just passed Little London. Savannah-La-Mar’s got a small shipping port. Jake talked to the DEA and it sounds like that’s where Luis was running drugs in and out of Jamaica.”

Shit. Shit… He crossed the lobby and waved at a valet about to climb into an open Jeep two guests had just exited. “I’m taking that.”

“Sir, you can’t—”

He pushed the man out of the way, shoved the Jeep into gear, and pulled out of the circular drive. Voices echoed and yelled behind him, but he ignored them. Into the phone, he said, “Where is Luis?”

“Still on property, according to the feds. I’ve got Miller on the other line with them now.”

His mind ran back to the empty glass he’d seen at the nightclub bar, to Avery’s blackout last night, and the conversation he’d heard between the two men outside the employee residences the night before. A sinking feeling settled in his gut.

“Get on the horn and get the local authorities to send a chopper to follow Avery’s GPS signal. I need to know if they try to put her on a boat. There’s something else going on at that resort, Marley. Whoever took Avery had nothing to do with the Luis sting.”

“Are you thinking human trafficking?”

The Jeep bounced over a rut in the road. “You’re not even here and you already jumped to that conclusion?”

“After the intel I looked at this morning, it’s not hard to make the leap. I was about to call you with it when I noticed Avery’s device was on the move. Six other women besides Melody Carmichael have gone missing in the last year from that part of the island. Two were staying at Indulgence. Both reportedly had arguments with their significant others and left the resort. The authorities ruled all seven disappearances runaways, no foul play involved.”

“Shit.”

“Cade, if that’s what this is and Avery got caught up in it—”

Cade’s stomach and heart both squeezed as if caught in a vise. “I know.”

“Just hurry before it’s too late.”
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Voices brought Avery around. They were muffled. Scared. A shiver ran down her back.


“Shh, don’t try to move too much.” Something cold touched her forehead. “Just let it wear off.”

She knew that voice. It was soft, feminine…familiar.

She fought to pry her eyes open. A fuzzy face hovered above. She strained to see through watery vision. “Where…?”

“It’s okay. You’re okay.” The voice hitched. “Oh, Avery. I’m so sorry. I had no idea you’d get dragged into this.”

Melody. That was Melody’s voice. Avery struggled against her friend’s hands and sat up. The room spun, and she pushed her palm against her forehead as she fought against the sickness churning in her belly. “Where…where are we?”

“I don’t know,” Melody whispered, easing back to sit on her heels. “We’re already at sea. I don’t know where they’re taking us.”

Avery finally focused on her friend’s face. Melody’s dark hair was stringy and matted, her face dirty and void of makeup. She’d lost weight in the weeks since Avery had seen her—her cheeks hollow and sunken, her eyes round and huge in her face. The tank and shorts she wore hung off her thin frame.

Avery lurched toward her friend and pulled her in for a tight hug. “Oh my God, Melody.”

Melody’s fingers gripped Avery’s shoulder blades and dug in. “I didn’t think anyone would find me. I didn’t even think that postcard made it out.” A sob rose up from her chest. “I’m so sorry. I—”

“Shh…” This time it was Avery’s turn to comfort. Whatever Melody had been through in the last three weeks had been bad. The usually confident woman was a shaking mess in Avery’s arms. She smoothed a hand down Melody’s hair. “It’s okay. I’m just so glad you’re okay.” She pushed back and swiped the tears from Melody’s cheeks. “I need you to focus. Tell me how many men there are and how long ago we left Jamaica.”

Melody shuddered. “F…four. Two at the resort who brought me here, two who guard all of us, and a…a woman.”

All of us… Avery glanced past Melody and realized they weren’t alone. Four other women were huddled on the floor in the corner of the dingy metal room. All were as dirty as Melody, and all just as thin.

“You were all at Indulgence?” Avery asked.

The women stared at her, and for a moment, Avery wondered if they could understand English, then the one on the right—the one who could be a blonde if her hair wasn’t so filthy—said, “No. Paula and I were at a singles resort in Negril. We met these two guys. We thought we were just getting a drink in town. We were taken…” She looked to the woman at her side with an empty gaze. “How long has it been?”

Paula’s empty stare didn’t meet Avery’s eyes. “Five weeks, three days, and twenty-one hours.”

The haunted sound of both their voices told Avery they’d been through something horrendous. Something she didn’t even want to imagine. Swallowing hard, she glanced back at her friend, who looked just as hollow and broken as they did. Her heart twisted beneath her ribs. “Melody, what happened to Dominic? No one’s been able to find him.”

Melody’s eyes slid closed, and she crumbled in on herself. “I…I don’t know. He tried to come after me. There was a fight, then they pulled me away. I haven’t seen him since. I…”

She covered her face with her hands, unable to go on, and Avery’s heart broke for her friend.

She gripped Melody’s shoulders. “Listen to me. People know I’m here. They’ll know I went missing. I went to Indulgence with a security expert to find you, Melody. I went with Cade. You remember what I told you about Cade, right? He’ll come after me. He’ll find us.”

Slowly, Melody’s empty gaze lifted to hers. “No one’s coming after us. We’re on a boat. Don’t you get it? No one will be able to find us now that we’re out at sea.”

She pulled out of Avery’s grip and went to sit back against the wall, wrapping her arms around her updrawn knees, a shell of her former self. Whatever emotions she’d shown when Avery woke were long gone, hidden behind a wall she’d obviously erected to keep herself sane these last few weeks.

Think. Think, dammit.

Avery glanced around the empty room. The sound of water against steel told her they were in the hold of some kind of ship. An arched door formed a cutout to her right.

She pushed to her feet, wobbled but caught herself. Her palm closed around the angled handle. Just as she was about to turn, the door pushed open, knocking her back a step.

A tall, slim brunette dressed in tailored slacks and a white sleeveless blouse stepped into the room. She pinned Avery with a hard look. “Going somewhere, Mrs. Black? Or should I call you Ms. Scott?”

Avery’s mind searched for the connection. She recognized the face but couldn’t figure out from where.

“You’ve caused quite a bit of trouble for me,” the woman went on. “We had to move the shipment up a day thanks to your nosiness. But we’ll fetch a pretty penny for your look-alike face when we reach Curacao.” She stepped forward, wrapped her hand around Avery’s chin, and squeezed. “Don’t worry, you’ll make it up to me.”

“You won’t get away with this. People will notice I’m missing.”

“Perhaps,” the woman answered with a smug smile. A smile Avery suddenly recognized. Patrice. The woman who’d checked them in when they’d arrived at Indulgence. The one who’d been salivating over Cade. “I can already see the headlines tomorrow. Actress Avery Scott Goes Missing at Swingers Club.” She snapped the fingers of her free hand. “Oh, wait. Your studio would never let that go to print, now would they? After all, you are America’s sweetheart. There’s an image to uphold. Now that I think about it, there’ll probably be a messy cover-up. They’ll say you disappeared while swimming off your fancy yacht, or your private jet went down somewhere in the Caribbean and no one can find you. No, I’m sure no one will link you and me, because that would cause all kinds of trouble for all sorts of people, wouldn’t it?”

The confident way she spoke told Avery there were more people involved in this than she or Melody thought. They had to have someone on the inside, at the local police department, probably, fudging info about missing persons. If that was the case… Her heart sank—and any hope she had about Cade finding her took a major nosedive.

Patrice jerked her hand away from Avery, snapping Avery’s chin to the side. Pain shot across Avery’s jaw. To the two burly men at Avery’s back, Patrice said, “Bring her. I think she needs a little lesson as to who’s in charge on this ship.”

The big man on the right with a machine gun slung over his shoulder—Ramon…it was Ramon, the bartender from the club—stepped in and grasped Avery by the bicep. Fear and adrenaline raced through Avery’s body, followed by another burst of pain from his tight grip. He pulled her toward the door. “Come on, don’t do something stupid here.”

Something stupid? Like dropping her guard and giving everything away? Her stomach rolled, and whimpers echoed from the corner of the room, but Avery didn’t have time to turn and look. They pulled her into the hall and slammed the door at her back with a deafening clap.

She was dragged along a small hallway and up a flight of stairs. Her stomach lurched into her throat when Patrice stopped outside another arched door and gestured for her to move inside.

“This will be your new room for a few days,” she said. “Oh, it’s not as nice as Indulgence’s accommodations, I know, but it’ll get the job done. Trust me. Our clients like their women well trained.”

Ramon shoved her into the room. Avery caught her footing before she went down, then turned and looked past him toward the woman in the doorway.

“I would tell you to relax,” Patrice said, “let your stress go, and indulge in every one of your fantasies, but…I just realized this is probably more like a nightmare.” She grinned a sickeningly sweet smile. “You will go for top dollar. A Hollywood look-alike. We just got lucky.”

Ramon dropped his weapon outside the door and stepped into the room. His face was no longer friendly but menacing and disturbingly…aroused. His words in the bar—when he’d been arguing with the other guy—ran back through her mind. “I just wanted to have a little fun with her.”

He’d spiked her drink last night. When she’d been sitting at the bar waiting for Cade. Probably hoping for a little fun then too when her man was distracted somewhere else. Her sudden blackout and memory loss made total sense. How many other women had he done this to?

Avery’s stomach twisted and turned. Instinctively, she moved back a step, but there was nowhere to go. The small room held a tiny table, two chairs, and a bed. There wasn’t even a window to try to escape through. No weapon to use to defend herself. She swallowed hard.

“I’m sure Ramon here will at least have fun,” Patrice said. “I’ll see you both later.”

She pulled the door closed. The clank echoed through the small room with a deafening boom. Ramon inched closer.

Avery held up a hand and stumbled back another step, until the backs of her legs hit the dingy mattress. “Hold on, Ramon. Just—”

“Don’t fight it,” he said in a low voice. “Just let it happen. Be easier that way.”

Fuck that. Every muscle in her body shook. She held up her hands to keep him back.

No, no, no. This wasn’t happening. This wasn’t real. This wasn’t—

Some kind of commotion echoed from behind the steel door. Ramon turned to look that way. Knowing it was her only chance, Avery grasped the back of the metal chair nearby, lifted it over her head, and swung as hard as she could.

A grunt sounded through the room. She didn’t wait to see if Ramon responded. She swung out and back again, nailing him on the side of the head. He went down with a thunk. Heart thundering, Avery dropped the chair, jumped over him, and reached for the door.

Don’t be locked, don’t be locked…

Her hand closed around the handle, and she pulled. The door gave with a hiss and pulled inward. She stumbled out into the small hallway. Footsteps pounded to her right. Fear clawed its way up her throat. She turned and ran. A hand closed over her arm and yanked her back.

“No!” she screamed.

“Ava, it’s me. Ava!”

Strong arms pulled her in. Avery took one whiff of that familiar scent and fell into Cade’s chest.

“I’ve got you.” His voice shook. One hand closed over the back of her head, holding her close. “I’ve got you.”

Footsteps pounded. From above, Avery heard him say, “Through there.”

She pulled back and looked up. “Cade—”

He gripped her face in both hands, his worried gaze searching her face. “Are you okay? Did they—”

“I’m okay. They didn’t hurt me.” Three people raced by them in the hallway, all decked out in dark blue clothing with white letters she couldn’t make out. “H-how did you find me?”

A relieved smile spread across his familiar face, and he trailed one finger down to the pendant hanging from her neck. “Tracking device.”

The necklace. The one he’d told her to wear on the plane. She sank into him and wrapped her arms around his waist. “You have no idea how glad I am to see you.”

“Yeah, I do.” His voice hitched, and he held her tight against him again. “You scared the crap out of me, princess. When I couldn’t find you, I thought…”

Princess. The word warmed her from the inside out. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking. I—”

She pushed back quickly and looked up. “Melody. Oh my God, Cade, she’s here. There are others—”

“Shh…” He smoothed the hair back from her temple. “I know. We found them. DEA already has them out.”

“DEA?”

“They were at the resort undercover, about to take down Luis’s contact. They were more than happy to step in and help out with this.”

Two DEA agents hauled Ramon out to her right. She looked their way, then buried her face in Cade’s chest again, not wanting to think about…to see…what could have happened in that room.

Cade mumbled something she couldn’t make out and held her close. Footsteps faded. After several moments, he whispered, “You saved those women’s lives, you know. Especially Melody’s.”

She thought back to Melody’s vacant eyes, and her heart hurt for her friend. “I just wish we’d found them sooner.”

“You can’t think like that. You have to think about the positive.”

She eased back and looked up at him. “It was Patrice. She was the one who checked us in at the resort. I saw her—”

A woman’s voice screeched, “Don’t touch me!” and Cade stiffened, dragging Avery closer to the wall. His jaw clenched. She turned to look over her shoulder. Two more DEA agents had Patrice handcuffed and were leading her toward the stairs. She glared their way, then hollered, “I want my lawyer. You can’t prove anything!”

The DEA agent on her right muttered something that sounded like, “You bet your ass we can,” but Avery couldn’t be sure.

Their footsteps pounded up the metal steps, then disappeared as they went topside. When they were gone, Cade tipped Avery’s chin his way. “It wasn’t just her. She had the local District Constable under her thumb, fudging missing persons reports, along with two other guys who worked at various other resorts. They were looking for tourists who wouldn’t be missed. They chose poorly when they picked your friend Melody.”

“Melody’s boyfriend went after her when he realized what was going on. She doesn’t know what happened to him.”

“The federal authorities will find him. We’ll make sure.”

Avery closed her eyes on a wave of despair.

He rubbed a finger across her cheek. “You saved my life too, you know. If something had happened to you, I wouldn’t be able to go on. Look at me, Ava.”

Slowly, she opened her eyes and caught her breath at the emotions she saw brewing in his dark irises. “I love you, Avery Scott. I’ve loved you since I was eighteen. I’ve loved every stupid movie you’ve ever made, and I hate every single guy you’ve kissed on-screen and off.”

She laughed. She wasn’t sure why. A combination of relief and disbelief and, yes, love. The same love he was suddenly talking about.

“I’ve made so many mistakes,” he went on, “but on the way out here to find you, I promised myself I wasn’t going to make them again. And I plan on spending the rest of my life fixing everything I’ve broken. If you’ll let me.”

“Cade.” Her heart swelled, and she reached up to brush her fingers over the edge of his scar near his jaw. A jaw she’d kissed and licked only hours ago. A jaw she wanted to explore all over again as soon as they were alone. “We’ve both made mistakes. I don’t blame you for any of them.”

“Are you sure? You walked away from me pretty easy.”

“I was…confused. I’ve spent a long time blaming you for things you didn’t deserve. I wasn’t running. I was just trying to make sense of them in my head.”

“Do they? Make sense?”

“No,” she huffed “Nothing with you has ever made sense.” Sobering, she looked deep into his eyes, and in the silence, her heart felt like it kick-started to life. She lifted her hand to brush her fingers against his stubbly jaw. “But nothing has ever felt as right either.”

He closed his eyes and pulled her in for a tight hug, as if he never wanted to release her, and she found her arms winding around his shoulders, her heart beating fast and strong next to his.

Could she let go of the past? Yeah, she already had. The moment she’d told him about their daughter. Closure, Melody had called it, and this time Avery wasn’t acting. The question was, could she open that door and take a chance on the future with him all over again?

She drew in a deep whiff of his scent and knew this was right. Everything else—the past, the hurt, all those years apart—they didn’t matter. All that mattered was the two of them, together the way they should have been so long ago.

“Hollywood’s a crappy place to raise a child, you know.”

He stilled against her. “It is?”

Easing back, she nodded. Hope bloomed across his rugged features. A hope that gave her strength. “And since I’m not taking that part, I’m thinking a nice long break from Hollywood is in order.”

A slow smile spread across his face. “What do you have in mind?”

She fingered the edge of his collar. “I hear Kentucky’s pretty. Rolling hills, good weather, kids.” Her gaze lifted to his. “Zach, right?”

He nodded slowly. A nervous incline of his head that warmed her heart even more.

“He’s a part of you, and that makes him special to me. I can’t wait to meet him. If, that is, you’ll let me.”

He framed her face, lowered his head, and took her lips in a soft, sweet kiss that melted every muscle in her body. “I love you,” he whispered. “I love you more than you will ever know.”

“I love you too.” She gripped his shoulders and kissed him back. Gave him everything he was giving her and more.

She pulled back. “One thing, though.”

His brow lifted.

“No more swingers resorts. It sets a bad example.”

He laughed and closed his arms around her again. “Anything you want, Mrs. Black.”

She held him close and sighed, loving the sound of that. “It’s Blackwell. And I could get used to hearing that.”

“You will. I promise, princess, you will.”
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