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CHAPTER 1


Natalie hummed “Rock-a-bye Baby” while rocking in the wooden chair she’d picked up from a garage sale that morning. Bray lay snuggled in her arms, his stuffed dog tight in his grasp and his white fluffy blanket wrapped around him.

The chair wasn’t as nice as the one she’d left behind at Keetan’s, and the wood dug into her spine, but Bray was happy to have their rocking routine back. They’d both missed it.

Bray fell asleep quickly, making her even happier she’d taken him swimming at the indoor public pool earlier.

She stood and, in the darkness of their shared bedroom, moved to the wall where his crib waited. She lay him on the thin mattress and he immediately flipped onto his tummy and sighed.

Sweeping her hand over his dark curls, she felt her heart ache. Leaving their home two weeks ago had been tough, but he’d finally settled in their new space.

And he hadn’t even asked about Keetan.

She slipped out of the room and shut the door. In the living room, she lowered herself to the sofa. The apartment had come partially furnished, and the owner had been nice enough to pull an old crib out of storage for her.

She’d finally broken away from Keetan. She was still in disbelief that she no longer had to walk on eggshells. She didn’t have to count the hours until he went to work, or dodge him when he was home. She also didn’t have to pretend to fall asleep with Bray so he couldn’t try to get in her pants.

Keetan’s lack of response to her leaving him had her reeling, though. She’d fled while he was at work, and aside from a nasty text message sent when he finished his shift to find them gone, she hadn’t heard from him.

It was unsettling. Because Keetan was a loudmouth. A hothead. Someone who needed to unleash on people just to get his point across. Other than that one text, there’d been none of that.

Maybe he’d moved on to another woman—god, that’d be fantastic. Not for the new lady, but for Natalie and Bray, it’d be a dream.

She curled her feet under her and picked up her phone. A text message lit the screen. She tensed and looked. Keetan.

Dammit, she should’ve blocked him. She opened the message.

Last chance, bitch. You know what I can do and I’ll fucking do it.

Fear punched her in the gut. Her fingers trembled as she typed a message then deleted it. There was no way to defuse him. She had no choice but to call his bluff. She looked at the time the message had been sent—almost an hour ago. She’d left her phone in the living room while doing Bray’s bedtime routine and hadn’t heard the text come in.

Bang, bang, bang!

“Police, open up!”

All the blood drained from her face. Her heart beat in triple time, and she rose to her feet. She wrapped one arm around her waist and with her free hand toyed with the neckline of her T-shirt.

Her gaze shot to the hallway. Bray hadn’t woken, and she didn’t want him to be scared. Keetan would be furious if she didn’t open the door, but doing so would only make Bray and her vulnerable.

She inched her way carefully to the door, feeling as though she were walking a burning path to hell. Could he have actually called the cops? It’d been his voice, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t reported her. After all, it was what he’d been promising to do for the last ten years.

“I know you’re there, Natalie.” His voice drifted through the crack in the door. “I can fucking smell you.”

Panic rooted her feet to the floor. He couldn’t see her. Certainly couldn’t smell her. But he still paralyzed her. She pressed her hand against the wall next to the front door to steady herself. She sunk her teeth into her bottom lip as terror slapped her around between fight, flight, or freeze.

Summoning all of her strength, she pulled back her shoulders. She was the only person standing between Bray and a madman—she couldn’t cower. “You need to leave, Keetan.” She forced steel into her voice. “Bray’s asleep. We can talk tomorrow.”

A low, gruff laugh sounded. “Oh, I’m not going anywhere, baby,” he crooned. His voice was so close he might as well be in her ear.

Ice-cold terror coated her skin. She backed away and ran to the couch, where she’d left her phone. Calling 911 was a last resort, but here she was. Her thumb fumbled to unlock the screen.

Bam!

The door bounced on its hinges. She let out a sharp squeak.

Bam!

Bray shrieked a terrified wail, startled from his slumber. Instinct ripped her in two. The need to run to her baby and comfort him was great, but the need to protect him greater. If she went to his room, Keetan would go there looking for her. If he found her right there, he might leave Bray alone. She might even be able to talk him down.

Crash!

The wood door banged open.

She finally got her phone unlocked.

Keetan charged across the room, a baseball cap low on his eyes and a gun trained on her. “Drop the phone,” he snarled, as he stomped forward.

Her thumb hit 9 then 1 then—

He slammed the gun against her hand and the phone flew to the couch. Before she could dive for it, his knuckles smacked her cheekbone. She gasped as she fell to the carpet. Pain exploded across her face.

Bray’s frantic screams split the air, and she watched as a man carried him out of the bedroom. A second guy trailed him.

“No!” The guttural cry tore from her chest.

Wham!

Keetan’s foot connected with her stomach, and the force was enough to make her almost vomit. She coughed and choked as her insides swam. Pain blurred her vision, but she could just make out Bray’s tear-streaked face, his mouth wide midscream.

“What do you want me to do with the kid? He’s losing it.” The man holding her son also wore a baseball cap, and in the low lighting, the odd angle of it shielded his face.

She pushed up to her knees then staggered to her feet. The world tilted on its axis. She clutched the arm of the couch for support. “Keetan, please stop. You’re s-scaring—”

Crack!

Keetan’s fist smacked the same cheek. Blood filled her mouth. Her knees buckled and she fell to the ground, holding her throbbing face. She swallowed any sounds of pain, knowing Bray was watching and already afraid. “It’s okay, honey,” she forced out.

He wouldn’t be able to hear her over the commotion, but she prayed to god he felt her love.

“Momma! Momma!” Bray’s gut-wrenching sobs and nearly purple face ripped her heart from her chest.

“Bray,” she called, needing him in her arms more than she needed her next breath.

“Take him to my car,” Keetan commanded.

The man left the apartment, and the other man followed.

Self-control fleeing from her body, she threw herself at Keetan and grabbed his knees. “No, you can’t. You can’t take him! Please,” she begged.

He kicked her off him and then reached down to snatch her jaw in his meaty palm. Light reflected off his bald head, and his green eyes flared with menace. “I fucking warned you.”

He tossed her backward. Her side connected with the coffee table, and before she could get to her feet, he was gone.

“No, no, no!” she sobbed.

He left the door wide open like the gaping hole in her heart.

*     *     *

Brick rubbed his eyes and pulled his attention from his office computer. He should’ve gone home an hour ago, but he’d needed to put together an invoice for the last week of bodyguard duties he’d finished for Backcountry.

Buzz, buzz, buzz

He glanced at his phone. Ghost’s name lit the screen. It was after 7:00 p.m. What the hell did he want?

“’Lo?” Brick answered.

“Sup.”

“You tell me. You’re the one calling.”

“I’m calling because you’re gonna wanna see this,” Ghost snapped. “Look at the text I just sent you.”

Unease prickled his senses. He opened the message that came through and clicked on the link. A picture of a woman holding a small child filled his screen. Both the woman and the child were smiling.

His gut lurched.

It’s her.

He stared at her big blue eyes, her golden-blond hair, and the cherubic little boy in her arms. Unlike his mother, the boy had brown curls and mocha-colored eyes.

“Are you seeing what I’m seeing?” Ghost’s question punched through the speaker.

Brick couldn’t talk through the constriction in his chest. He struggled for a shuddering breath. “Yeah, man.”

“It’s her, isn’t it?” Ghost asked, impatience thick in his voice. “The woman you had me search for a while ago? Natasha Smith—or should I say Natalie Shaw.”

The constriction in Brick’s chest intensified. After his one-night stand in Fargo with Natasha—obviously an alias—he’d tried to find her. She’d bailed while he was sleeping and he’d had to rush to catch a flight back to Seattle.

He’d figured that the least stalkerish method of reaching out to her would be via social media, but he hadn’t been able to find her. Part of him had wanted to just let it go, but Christ.

Natasha, or Natalie, whatever the fuck her name was, had stayed on his mind for over three damn years. So he’d asked Ghost, the man who could find the most elusive criminals with terrifying ease, to check her out.

All he’d found was that the name Natasha Smith had been stolen. Brick had opted not to search for her after that because he wasn’t that desperate.

Now, looking at the photo of the woman who’d stolen his breath, the woman who’d seemed so damn sweet and innocent, he couldn’t believe the news caption: she was wanted for manslaughter.

And the little boy staring back at him . . . looked like his damn kid.

“You there?” More impatience from Ghost.

“Yeah, I’m here. I’m fucking reeling bro. Manslaughter? There’s just no way.”

“Maybe she’s like the female Ted Bundy and you dodged a bullet.” Ghost’s dry, empty tone told him he didn’t really give a shit what Brick was going through. Which was about as much as he’d expect from the prick.

“I need to find her.” The command came out rushed, without hesitation and without common sense. Thank god they had the power to do that. Probably had more capabilities than the authorities. Backcountry Protection Services, run by Brick’s bosses Rami Mitry and Toth Holmes, was an A-list team of retired military men. All of them had served in black ops.

Backcountry was equipped with facial recognition software, along with many other types of surveillance and hacking technology. Their complete services were what made their team the best bodyguard company on the West Coast. He’d been with Backcountry almost a year and a half, and so far, they’d never not found someone they were looking for.

Natalie wouldn’t be any different. He’d bet his life.

“You sure you want to do that?”

“Why else would you send this to me?”

“Ah, well, I figured you’d pined over her for a while. Didn’t realize you were still in that rut.”

“I’m not in a rut. I want to find her because there’s no way these allegations are true.” Okay, so he really didn’t know a damn thing about Natalie—everything she’d told him had likely been a lie. But he’d seen the softness in her eyes. Though she’d run from his bed in the middle of the night, he didn’t suspect her intent had been malicious.

“Any other reason?” Ghost taunted.

“Like?”

“Like the brown-eyed kid who looks more like you than her,” he retorted.

Brick blew out a breath. “The kid looks like me. I see it, too.” He’d already done the mental calculation. If the photo he stared at was recent, as the caption indicated, then he was about two and a half years old. Counting back nine months . . . well, there was a glaring possibility the child shared more than a resemblance with him.

But dammit. He wasn’t jumping to conclusions. Not until he spoke to Natalie.

“I just need to find her.”

“All right. Now that I’ve got a picture of her this should be easy. Last time you gave me a fake name to go with ‘blond hair,’ which is about as generic as you can get.”

“Just get on it, would ya?” he barked. Ghost might be an ass, but he was usually a helpful ass.

They clicked off. Brick dropped his head into his hands and the pain in his chest intensified.

Over three years of wondering. Of worrying. Of thinking he’d hallucinated the woman and the sex.

Out of nowhere she’d come crashing into his life like a fucking tsunami. And maybe made him a father.

*     *     *

Natalie paced the motel room. Back and forth, back and forth.

That bastard. That sonofabitch.

She’d kill Keetan with her bare hands if he touched one hair on her baby boy’s head. Warm tears raced down her cheeks. Her eyes were raw and swollen from crying, her mouth was as dry as cotton from yelling, and her skin was gritty from scrubbing her face.

Her cheek still throbbed from Keetan’s fist, and her heart ached at the memory of Bray’s cries.

“Momma! Momma!”

Her knees buckled, and she dropped to the worn, thin mattress. A sob tore from her chest. My baby.

She’d known leaving Keetan would cause an uproar. That the bastard would come after her, threaten her. She hadn’t expected something this extreme. She’d been no match.

Not only had he taken the person she loved most in this world, but he’d also made it nearly impossible for her to get Bray back. Her name and picture were on every news channel and had been shared thousands of times on social media. If by some stroke of luck she didn’t end up in prison, it’d still be months before she got Bray back.

Her heart palpitated. She clutched her chest, keeling to her side on the bed. Her breath hissed sharply through her teeth.

God, don’t have a heart attack. You can’t. You fucking can’t.

She breathed in through her nose and out through her mouth. Slow and steady. After several minutes, her heart rate returned to a less-dangerous speed. She couldn’t fall apart. She had to think. Keetan was a monster. A brute. A stupid, motherfucking—

Point was, he wasn’t extremely smart. He thought with his dick more than his head. If she had to grovel, she would. The one good thing was that the all points bulletin had mentioned she’d be traveling with a two-and-a-half-year-old boy. Which she wasn’t because Keetan had taken him. Clearly his anger had gotten the best of him.

That little slipup might ensure people didn’t look at her twice. She might have some time before the police found her. She knew Keetan’s wrath well. A normal deranged ex-boyfriend would have just dragged her from her rented apartment and forced her back to his house. But that’s not where Keetan wanted her. He was furious that she’d left—for the second time in just over three years. He wanted to hurt her. He wanted her behind bars. He wanted Bray and her to suffer.

But there might be time to persuade Keetan to drop whatever bullshit can of worms he’d opened and let her return to his house, where she’d lived before she left him two weeks ago.

She should have just killed him in his sleep. Although, contrary to what everyone in the country currently thought, she wasn’t a murderer. If she’d known he’d do this, though, that he’d try to send her to prison and take Bray away . . .

Well, hindsight was twenty-twenty, and arsenic couldn’t be that hard to find.


CHAPTER 2


Three and a half years earlier

Jesus Christ.

The wind whipped Brick’s face, biting his skin. He tucked his chin into the top of his coat as he strode down the sidewalk. The scent of French fries and greasy meat filled the air as someone exited a storefront.

His stomach growled, rivaling the annoyance growing inside him. Fargo, North Dakota, wouldn’t see him again. His blood was too warm for this shitty weather.

He approached the bar and reached for the door handle. Before his skin could connect with the metal, his feet hit a patch of ice. He flew backward and slammed against the concrete. A cough barked from his chest, and his lungs quickly inhaled the frigid air, making him cough harder.

“Ohmigod, are you okay?” A woman bent over him. Her wavy blond locks dangled around her angelic cheeks. Her eyes were wide with concern.

He groaned. The only thing worse than wiping out was having an audience to it. Jumping to his feet would’ve exposed his embarrassment, so he stayed down and gave her the most devilish smirk he could muster. “I might need CPR.”

She blinked, and a laugh rolled from her pretty lips. “Okay, Scott Hamilton. Let’s get you inside. I think you hit your head pretty hard.”

He rolled into a seated position. A few patrons walked past with barely a glance, as though seeing a guy on his ass outside the bar was nothing new. The woman offered her hand, but if he grabbed it, he’d probably pull her down with him. “I’ve got it.” As he stood, pain shot through his back.

She winced. “Sorry that happened. Hope you feel better.” She reached for the handle to the bar he’d been about to enter.

He caught the door and walked in behind her. “I’d feel a lot better if you’d eat with me.”

She pivoted to face him. In the warm bar lighting, he could see the color of her shining eyes, a deep sapphire.

“Unless you’re meeting someone,” he hedged.

Her tongue swiped her bottom lip. “I’m, uh, just passing through.”

“Me, too. Flight leaves bright and early tomorrow, actually.”

She glanced around as if she wanted to bolt. His gut twisted. Shit. The CPR comment might have been a step too far. Or maybe he was losing his touch. Or maybe he looked as fatigued and crazed as he felt.

A server approached with menus in her hands. “Table for two?”

The loud din of the restaurant amplified Brick’s senses. “Uh, we’re not—”

“Yeah, sure,” the woman said. “For two.”

Okay, then.

“If the offer still stands?” she asked, turning a brilliant smile his way. Her grin accentuated the dimples in her cheeks. Hell. He’d always had a thing for dimples.

Caution clouded her eyes, but her fingers went to the buttons on her peacoat and she slowly began to undo them.

“’Course,” he said, his voice bold.

The server smiled and jerked her head toward the bar. “We’re all out of tables. Are you okay with eating at the bar?”

His new friend looked relieved, as if the bar made things less serious.

He nodded. “Sure, that’s great.”

“Awesome,” the server said, and weaved her way through the tables.

Brick gestured for the woman to precede him, and she turned and followed the server to the long bartop. She hung her coat on the hook near the end of the bar, and he did the same.

He took the stool next to her, then accepted the menus from the server with a thank-you.

“How’s your back?” the woman asked.

“Hurts like a bitch, but I’ll live.” He extended a hand. “I’m Brick Slater, by the way.”

Her bow-shaped pink lips, so plump and pretty, morphed into a tentative smile. She slipped her slim, delicate fingers into his palm. Electricity arced between them. And damn if his heart didn’t stop and restart.

“You sure about that? I still think you hit your head.”

He chuckled. “If I’ve got my name wrong, we have bigger problems.”

Silence stretched.

“You going to tell me yours?”

She pulled her hand away. A haunted look flashed over her face then just as quickly disappeared. “Natasha Smith.”

He turned his attention to the menu. “What can I get you to eat, Natasha?” His intuition told him she didn’t want an abundance of attention right now. Flirting might make her flee. And while he couldn’t keep the soldier in his pants down, he sure as hell wasn’t going to do anything to startle her more than he had.

“Oh, goodness. You don’t have to buy it for me. This isn’t a date.” She flipped open the menu, her gaze on it intent.

“It could be.” Ah, fuck. So much for not scaring her.

One pretty eyebrow rose, and then her sharp tongue poked and deflated his ego. “You know nothing about me. Why on earth would this be a date?”

“I deserved that,” he countered. “Sorry. I flirt when I’m nervous. Feel free to ignore anything that comes out of my mouth from here on out.”

She pursed her lips as if fighting off a smile. “Don’t be so hard on yourself.”

He leaned toward her just an inch. “Let me buy you food. It’s the least I can do. If you hadn’t stopped on the sidewalk I might’ve just died.”

She cocked her head, her eyes sparking with tantalizing mischief. “Died from embarrassment.”

He let out a loose laugh. “Exactly. That’s why I need this to be a date. So tomorrow when I can barely move, it won’t be for nothing.”

Her fingers delicately tapped the menu. “All right, Mr. Hamilton. It’s a date.” The warmth radiating from her smile hit his chest. Something told him she needed this date as much as his ego did.

Their server approached, and they both ordered burgers and fries.

Natasha was quiet and seemed pensive while they waited for their food. A band took the stage at the back of the bar, and rock music soon filled the air.

“Where’s home?” he asked, as he reached for his glass of water.

Natasha’s gaze darted away. “Detroit.”

“Nice. What brings you out here?”

“Just a work visit. What do you do?”

He noted how quickly she’d turned the tables but didn’t comment on her hesitancy to share about herself. “Just finished three tours in Afghanistan. Currently I work as a freelance bodyguard.”

Interest lit her face. “Really? What kinds of clients do you take on?”

“I’ve worked with a few politicians and businessmen. Unfortunately, working solo isn’t making me enough money.” But things would be changing soon, hopefully. One of his buddies, Rami, had mentioned he was thinking about starting a private security company. If all went well, he’d have a permanent, steady job in Seattle, his hometown, within six months.

Natasha grimaced. “That sucks. Especially if it’s what you want to do. I’m sure you’d be good at it.” Her gaze roamed appreciatively over his biceps.

“I’m good at a lot of things. Not all one can make a living from.”

Her cheeks turned pink and she ducked her head. Before he could say anything else, their food appeared and they ate and talked more. Meanwhile, his thoughts churned. Most women he met on the fly either put out or weren’t interested at all, though the latter didn’t happen often. But Natasha appeared to be somewhere in between. Despite her hesitancy to talk about herself, she seemed interested in him. And if the leisurely wandering of her eyes meant anything, she was as into him as he was her.

He ate slowly, one small French fry at a time. Because the sooner he finished eating, the sooner she’d leave.

And he didn’t want that.

“You flying back to Michigan tomorrow?”

Her expression went blank. “Uhm. No. I’m driving.”

He bounced his eyebrows and did the math. That was over twelve hours—a lot of driving for one person. “How come? That’s pretty far.”

“Oh, it was cheaper, I guess. I didn’t want to rent a car when I got here.” She shrugged. “Just made sense.”

Doubt flitted through him. He hadn’t spotted a ring on her finger, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t taken. There was no way in hell he’d take this conversation a minute further without some clarity.

“Is there someone waiting at home for you?” The question came out on a low rumble and sounded possessive even to his ears. Not what he was going for right now. He wanted honesty from her, and if she had a dude, he’d take the check right now.

A startled look crossed her face. She compressed her lips and shook her head. “No. But to be completely honest,” she said, shifting uncomfortably in her seat, “I just got out of a rough relationship. I, uh, left him a few days ago.”

Anger fissured through him. The tone of her voice hit him like a sledgehammer to the gut. He was no fucking therapist, but he knew a scared woman when he saw one. “Is there something else you want to tell me?” He leaned closer until their elbows touched. “Did he hurt you?”

Natasha inhaled a shuddering breath. “It’s not what you think, okay? And I’m not comfortable talking about this right now. I’m enjoying our meal together and I’d like to keep it simple.”

He bit his tongue and forced himself to straighten away from her. He reached for his water and, wishing it were a little stronger, took a gulp to stifle the fire inside him.

Natasha wasn’t his girlfriend. He’d known her for barely half an hour. But the military man in him wanted to help her. To make things right. To protect her.

He also had to respect her privacy, though. She didn’t know him from Jack—or Scott—and coming in all hot and bothered would only push her away. “I understand.”

She took a bite of her burger, and a dab of ketchup landed at the corner of her mouth. He immediately wanted to pull her close and lick it clean—and fuck if that wasn’t the kinkiest impulse he’d ever had. Ketchup shouldn’t be a goddamn aphrodisiac, but on her it sure as hell was.

“Why’d you ask if I was flying tomorrow?” She swiped her napkin over her lips, stealing the opportunity from him. Good thing, or he’d have embarrassed himself a second time.

“Well,” he drawled, working to summon a neutral tone. “I was thinking we could grab breakfast at the airport tomorrow morning.”

Her fingers stilled on a handful of fries. Her big blue eyes lifted to his—and hell, she had the most gorgeous irises. Deep, vibrant blue outlined with navy. Her thick, dark eyelashes moved down and then up slowly, allowing him to picture her sleepy-eyed in bed.

She tossed the fries in her mouth, then wiped her hands on the napkin and dropped it on the plate. “Breakfast won’t work. But maybe we can continue this at your hotel?”

If his elbows weren’t on the table, he’d have fallen off his damn stool. Salt from the French fries hit the back of his throat and he coughed awkwardly, then reached for his glass again.

She waited. Her stare filled with uncertainty. “Sorry. We can just part ways—”

“No.” His voice croaked from the coughing fit that wanted to erupt from his chest. He grabbed her hand and cleared his throat. “No,” he said, more convincingly. “I enjoy talking with you. And Natasha,” he said, sweeping his thumb over her knuckles. “Just talking is fine with me.”

Her small pink tongue edged over her bottom lip. “I’d like that.”

*     *     *

“This one up ahead,” Brick said, his long, brawny finger pointing toward a hotel.

She parked in the lot—no way she’d use valet. Not when she needed to get to her car easily. What the hell had she been thinking inviting herself to his hotel room? In the bar, their easy chatting and his outlandish flirting had been fun and easygoing. Brick had a strange way of settling her nerves. And he also kindled a heat in her body that she’d thought had been long since snuffed out.

Okay, so she was tempted to see how far things could go with this hot soldier. She needed to feel good for once. Wanted.

But leaving the dim lighting and noise of the bar and entering the frigid air had sobered her already alcohol-free brain. She was here now, though. Hopefully he wasn’t a serial killer.

At this point, did it matter? The man she’d fled was surely far worse than this grinning giant next to her. She reached for the keys in the ignition and his hand landed on her forearm, stopping her.

“You don’t have to come up.” His gentle tone made some of the tension leave her shoulders. “Really. We had a nice dinner, and I’d like to see you again. That doesn’t mean—”

“I want to.” Because god help her, she did. From the moment he’d given her that handsome, lazy smile on the ice, she’d been a goner. She’d enjoyed the dinner, the flirting. And now . . . she wanted more.

She’d never felt interesting before. But the way Brick spoke to her made her feel as if she didn’t have to try to be anyone else. Which was the biggest joke because that was exactly what she was doing. Pretending to be Natasha Smith. Self-disgust filled her. It wasn’t fair. She’d finally met someone kind and funny, someone safe, and she couldn’t even tell him her real name. With this man, she didn’t have to walk on eggshells—she could be playful and funny without worry he’d lash out. But for reasons that had nothing to do with him, she had to use an alias.

His fingers brushed her cheek, gently moving her hair away from her jaw. His knuckles grazed her skin, and she leaned into him. God, his touch was so kind. Not a hint of bite or expectation.

He leaned in as well, his lips hovering close to hers.

Her eyelids fluttered, and desire warmed her panties.

“Can I kiss you?” he asked, soft and breathless.

She nodded.

His mouth touched hers, firm yet featherlike. His heady, masculine scent floated to her nostrils. Leather and spice, a dangerously seductive aroma.

She brought her hand to his neck and pulled him closer over the console. The wall of his chest brushed her breasts, making her ache to rip off her shirt and bring them skin to skin.

His lips parted and his wet tongue glided over hers. She groaned, deepening the kiss. His hand came to rest at her waist.

God, she wanted him.

Brick had the odd effect of making her feel safe. Which was outrageous considering he was a stranger. He hadn’t pried, he hadn’t pushed . . . yet when she’d mentioned her ex, his face had darkened with an unspoken language.

Protectiveness.

Part of her wanted to bare it all. To tell him the sordid details of her life story, but not only would that send him for the hills, she simply didn’t have the time nor energy. No, this time with Brick was sacred. She wouldn’t tarnish it.

She pulled away, panting. “Can we go up to your room now?” Good lord, was that her voice that sounded so desperate?

Inches away, Brick’s chest rose and fell. “I’m ready when you are. But if there’s someone you want to text or call to let them know where you are and who you’re with, I’m fine with that. Because as happy as I am that you want to hang out with me longer, I hope to hell you’d be careful with a stranger.”

She rolled her lips together, once again struck by his thoughtfulness. Then her cheeks burned. Now she really feared he thought her desperate—he was the one slowing her down and making sure she made wise decisions. “I mean . . . I was supposed to text my sister anyway,” she managed.

He chuckled. “Take your time.”

She reached for her purse on the passenger seat, a tentative smile on her face. “Not that I think you’re a serial killer or anything,” she added.

“I’m not. But stranger things have happened.”

She texted Ellie to let her know she’d met someone for dinner and was visiting his hotel, then provided the address. All the while, her hands shook with need. A deep pulse, low in her belly, filled her with expectation. It’d been so long since a man had shown her so much kindness—the less he pushed her, the more she pulled.

Ellie immediately replied, but she ignored it. “She’s not going to let me live this down,” she said with a chuckle.

Brick laughed and got out. She followed and met him in front of the car.

“Tell me more about your sister,” he said, as they walked to the hotel lobby. Although he sounded genuine, she suspected he was trying to prevent awkward silence from wedging itself between them.

She shrugged. “Ellie and I are really close.” She shot him a withering look. “So if you kill me, she’ll hunt you down.”

He lifted his hands. “Hey, I offered breakfast at the airport. If either of us is a serial killer, it’s you. You strong-armed me to take you to my hotel.”

She rolled her eyes. “The one time in my life I come on strong and it just happens to be with the dude who’ll throw it back at me.”

He winked. “I take it back. Come on as strong as you like, darling.”

Heat crawled up her neck, warming her cheeks. They walked through the lobby and reached the elevators. In moments, they landed on the eighth floor and the doors whooshed open. He led her to room 814, took out a key card, and flashed it in front of the sensor. The lock beeped and turned green and he pushed open the door.

A neat and tidy space met her. The large king bed took up most of the room, and the window overlooked downtown.

“Can I take your coat?” His hands came to her shoulders and lightly touched the material.

She nodded.

His fingers brushed down her arms as he helped her shrug out of the jacket, which he hung in the closet next to his. “Do you want anything? Coffee? Tea?”

The fact he didn’t offer booze made any doubt left inside her shrivel right up. She moved closer to him, bringing her front to his.

Brick stiffened, then his hands went to her back. One large palm splayed over the curve in her spine.

“Is that what you brought me here for? Tea?” she asked, as she let her body mold against the strong contours of his.

He reached up to thread a hand through her hair. The feel of his rough callouses against her scalp sent tiny shockwaves over her nerve endings.

His lips curved into a sinful smile. “Honey, my flight doesn’t leave for another ten hours. I can spare time for a cup of tea if you need it.”

She rose onto her tiptoes until their lips almost touched. “I need more than tea, Brick Slater.”

The hand at her back delved down to catch her ass, pulling her groin against his. Like two puzzle pieces snapping into place, their hips and mouths connected. She closed her eyes. Sparks shot behind her lids.

Her mouth filled with his taste, warm and manly. His fingers moved expertly over her jeans covering her thighs. He turned and pressed her back against the wall. His palms settled at her sides, just beneath the hem of her shirt.

He paused. Slight tremors racked his shoulders, as though he was holding back. The breadth of his hands around her waist made her feel tiny. And for some reason that was ubersexy.

“Can we take this off?” he asked, nudging her shirt up a fraction.

Anticipation drew the moisture away from her mouth. She lifted her arms. He pulled the shirt over her head with ease and dropped it to the floor. She stood in front of him in her blush-colored bra. The cool air of the hotel room washed over her skin, making goosebumps pucker on her arms. Her nipples pressed against the thin material, brazenly saying hi and wanting his attention.

He dragged two of his fingertips over the lip of her bra. “You’re gorgeous,” he breathed, his voice strained.

Her belly tightened. Call her a sucker, but she couldn’t remember the last time she’d received a half-decent compliment.

Energy rippled between them. She tugged at his T-shirt. “Your turn.”

He grinned, and the lopsided smirk made her loins dance. He crossed his arms, caught the material at his hips, and dragged it over his head, giving her a delicious view of all that tanned, hard muscle in action.

“Mmm.” She couldn’t have stopped the low sound of appreciation if she’d tried. She ran her fingers over the crevices of his abdomen.

He leaned forward, pinning one of his hands on the wall near her head and the other near her waist, neither touching her—which was a damn shame.

She rested her palms on his hips just above his jeans. He slid one knee between hers, and need shot to her core.

“Brick,” she moaned, needing him to do something. To take away this pulsing demand between her legs.

His eyes trapped hers, brown pools of yearning and admiration. “You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met.” His fingers caressed her shoulder, then slid down her arm and back up.

Butterflies swarmed in her belly. “You don’t need to sweet-talk me. I’m already half naked.”

He chuckled. “Let’s see if we can do something about the other half.”

Her heart beat with excitement as he slid a bra strap down her shoulder. The desire warming her center turned to lava. His fingers went to the waistband of her jeans, and she let out a wanton gasp as he eased them down her legs.

*     *     *

Brick’s head pounded with need—almost as fervently as his dick. Natasha’s wandering caress found the snap of his jeans. He let her open it because he couldn’t stop touching her silky skin. His palms roamed over the swell of her hips, then reached around to nestle her perfect ass cheeks. Her fragrant pineapple scent made him want to drown in her.

He dipped his fingers into his pocket, pulled out the condom he kept there, and tucked it into the front of his boxers so he could keep his hands free until they were ready. He stepped out of his jeans as she shoved them down. Wearing only his black briefs, he dropped to his knees and kissed her belly button.

“Brick,” she gasped, her hands on his shoulders.

Christ, it’d been a year since he was with a woman. Before he left for his final deployment. And Jesus help him, he didn’t remember lust ever being this intense . . . this fucking primitive.

If he didn’t get Natasha’s beautiful legs wrapped around his waist, he was going to explode. He pushed open her knees. First things first. She needed to be thoroughly wet and ready because fuck, he was going to have a hard time slowing down.

He brought his mouth to her folds, and she sucked in a shuddering breath. Her legs wobbled next to his shoulders, and he grinned at the effect he had on her. “Never done this standing up?” he teased.

She chortled. “Never done this. Period.” Her voice was shaky, tight.

He froze, his hands holding her hips. “What?” His chest tightened as if wire were cinching his lungs.

She shook her head, her eyes heavy-lidded. She seemed annoyed with herself. “N-No. I’m not a virgin. Just . . .” She wet her lips. Her breath was ragged, desperate. “Just never done it like this.”

He touched her wetness with his tongue. “Never been kissed here?” he asked, wanting confirmation but hoping to hell that wasn’t the case.

She nodded.

Well, fuck. The throbbing in his dick would have to wait. He dragged his tongue leisurely over her flesh. She let out a guttural cry. He stood with fresh determination, caught her in his arms, and deposited her on the bed.

“Oh,” she said with a shriek.

He came down on the mattress and settled back between her legs, where he wanted to stay until he’d kissed her everywhere she’d ever been denied. His mouth opened on her sex, and she bucked and withered beneath his ministrations.

He stared up at her perfect oval face, slightly tipped back. Her mouth was open on a moan and her eyes were closed in bliss. “Look at me, Natasha,” he coaxed.

She started, as if the sound of her name surprised her. Something passed over her face, a tense emotion, but it evaporated when his tongue touched her again.

Locking eyes with her, he continued to lick and suck. She trembled in his grasp, and her warm wetness pooled as she came. She cried out, her moans seeming to free her.

Reaching for the stowed condom, he tore the wrapper off with his teeth and rolled the rubber over his pulsing cock.

Natasha reached for him, her arms open and her pert breasts calling for his contact. He stretched over her, bracing a fist on the mattress near her golden locks. He lowered his head and pulled one of her pink nipples into his mouth.

She grasped his shoulders and tried to pull him down, but he resisted, swirling his tongue around the hard little nub.

“Brick,” she wheezed. “I need you. Now.”

That did it.

He flattened his chest to hers and sunk his cock deep inside her tight folds. He let out a strangled groan as he filled her to the hilt. She widened her legs, and her arms wrapped around him as she welcomed every inch.

She rocked her hips and he pulsed into her. In minutes, she was shaking again, his name on her lips, drowning in moans. Pleasure attacked his senses. All he could feel, taste, and smell was Natasha—her skin as soft as flower petals, her taste as sweet and musky as sex, her pineapple scent surrounding him.
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