
  
    [image: TEMPT ME]
  


  
    
      TEMPT ME

    

    
      
        M.L. JAMESON

        MADDIE JAMES

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Sand Dune Books]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TEMPT ME

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        An erotic thriller

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Maddie James writing as

        M.L. JAMESON

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2015, Maddie James

        Tempt Me

        Digital ISBN: 9781622374403

        Digital release: October 2015

        Print ISBN: 978-1-62237-524-0

        Print Release: September 2021

        Editor, Deelylah Mullin

        Cover Design by Jacobs Ink, LLC

      

      

      

      All rights reserved. The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work, in whole or part, by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, is illegal and forbidden.

      

      This is a work of fiction. Characters, settings, names, and occurrences are a product of the author’s imagination and bear no resemblance to any actual person, living or dead, places or settings, and/or occurrences. Any incidences of resemblance are purely coincidental.

      

      This edition is published by Maddie James. Turquoise Morning, LLC DBA Jacobs Ink, LLC, PO Box 20, New Holland, OH 43145.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TEMPT ME

          

          AN EROTIC THRILLER.

        

      

    

    
      Detective Jordan Cross has one thing on her mind—get the bastard killing kids in her small southern city, the person she thinks is also responsible for her niece’s disappearance.

      

      Journalist Tate Walker has a similar goal—keep the people of his city informed about the serial killer and write a Pulitzer-worthy story.

      

      As their lives careen together around the case, they pick up the battles of their pasts and carry them forward—battles of trust and mistrust, lust and love, truths and misunderstandings—battles that erupted within their brief marriage years earlier that were neither fought nor won.

      

      Determined to keep her focus on the case, Jordan finds it difficult to resist Tate’s sexual temptations, while Tate uses every advantage he can to tempt her back into his bed.

      

      Thrust into a dangerous situation, they realize that fighting for their love is no longer their only battle. Now, they are fighting for their lives.
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      The first call came between the salad and main course.

      By the time the second one came in, Detective Jordan Cross had excused herself from her date—the first adult evening she’d had in months—and was out the restaurant door and hailing a cab to take her across town.

      Her date hadn’t taken lightly the fact that she’d chosen work over dinner with him. Well, fuck him. Work came first. He was simply a dalliance, anyway. Something to pass time.

      Now she had no time for him.

      During the twenty-five-minute ride to the crime scene, she’d gotten the skinny from the uniformed officer who ensured her the area was secure and had contacted dispatch to make sure a Crime Scene Unit was on its way to gather evidence.

      That done, she exhaled, watched the streets of Remington, South Carolina fly by her rain-spattered window as they traveled to the seedier side of town, and waited.

      Not patiently—and wishing she had her cruiser to push through the damn red lights.

      Her mind flipped through the pile of paperwork on her desk, the missing children’s reports, and every piece of protocol to follow over the next several hours. Nothing could slip through the cracks.

      Maybe tonight the bastard had fucked up and left some key piece of evidence behind.

      She could hope.

      Her fingertips drummed on her bare knees. Dammit. She’d even shaved her legs. Wasted effort. She’d anticipated a night of stress relief. But no matter, if they got a break in the case tonight, she’d be one happy woman—even without sex.

      When the cab finally pulled up to the apartment building on the corner of Maple and Vine, Jordan started breathing again. Slow, even, cleansing breaths. In and out. Ready to work.

      She pulled a few bills from her black clutch and tossed them at the cabby—more than enough there to pay the fare—and exited the sedan. The summer rain had halted now, shoving a cloak of humidity up against the night, and leaving a clammy chill on her skin. Goosebumps rose on her bare forearms and she rubbed them away.

      She stood for a moment on the sidewalk. Looking up at the abandoned building, she perused the shadowed windows, peering beyond the broken glass. What she hoped to see, she didn’t know. The black depths gave up nothing.

      Leveling her gaze between the two buildings, she spotted the officers and the scene. She straightened her too-tight, thigh-hugging dress and cursed the three-inch ‘fuck me’ pumps on her feet. Threading her way between two cruisers and a truck, she picked her way across broken pavement and a parking lot full of puddles, wishing she were in her jeans and boots.

      Dammit. Why tonight of all nights?

      “Detective?”

      “Yes.” She nodded at the officer standing near the victim and held out her hand. He shook it. “Thanks for keeping the scene secure.” She nodded to her left. “The evidence team is at work, I see.”

      He nodded. “Finishing up. Yes. CSU arrived about twenty minutes ago.” He glanced off as the lights of another patrol car crossed the area. “Let me see to this.”

      “Of course.”

      Jordan steadied herself and looked past the victim. A child.

      Another child.

      Inside her chest, her heart raced, and she inhaled a deep, calming breath. She let the air out slowly between her lips, trying to expel some of the pent-up energy holed up behind her breastbone.

      One more time. Inhale. Long exhale. Close eyes and center.

      She turned her gaze downward and focused on the little girl—homing in on the abnormal twist in her leg. The broken limb was bent backwards, a shard of bone punching through tender skin—obviously an injury from the fall. A scrap of crime scene tape fluttered at her feet.

      Behind her, a streetlamp flickered, reflected in the pool of water beside the small body. Jordan moved to her left, letting the light shine directly on the child. The girl’s white sundress had soaked up a good bit of muddy water, turning it a dingy brown. She wore one little pink sandal, the other sat about five feet away in a puddle.

      She thought of the girl’s parents. Empathy flooded through her.

      She bucked up. Keep the emotion out of it, Jordan. Do your job. Fall apart later.

      Crouching now, not an easy feat in the damn heels, she stared at the body. A guy from the CSU team drifted by gathering the fluttering crime scene tape. She glanced up.

      “Give me a glove,” she said.

      He peered at her for a moment, unmoving.

      “Just give me a goddamned glove,” she said again.

      His gaze narrowed as he reached into his pocket, handed one to her, and shrugged. “We’re done here.”

      “I know that.”

      “Then—”

      “Just shut the fuck up.” Jordan stretched the latex glove over her right hand and returned her attention to the little girl.

      Her stomach churned and she fought back nausea. Dragging in another deep breath, her eyes fell closed for a moment. She exhaled and let the physical emotion wash over her.

      Gut-punched. Dizzy. Would get through it.

      She opened her eyes and settled her gaze on the child’s face. Blue eyes. Fixed in terror and staring blankly up at her like those of a china doll.

      Can’t be more than four years old.

      “Lexa.” She gasped the name and shuddered, then bit back the acrid taste of bile.

      Lexa had blue eyes. Lexa has blue eyes.

      Jordan placed two shaking fingers over the carotid artery in the little girl’s neck. Cold. No pulse. Not surprised. The child, of course, was dead. Not that it was her job to declare the death. The Medical Examiner had likely already done that.

      Closure maybe. She was always searching for goddamned closure.

      Standing, she centered herself and looked skyward. Three floors above in the murky night, she focused on the open window of the condemned building. A tattered brown curtain billowed out on the breeze. Her gaze fell to the girl and her tiny left fist, and a piece of rotted brown fabric clutched in her chubby fingers.

      Her stomach roiled again, and she glanced toward the evidence team. Had they missed that?

      The girl hadn’t fallen. She was pushed.

      “Number four, right?”

      Startled, Jordan turned and leveled her gaze at the uniformed officer standing next to her. Rookie? She didn’t know him. She shook her head and glanced back to the girl. “No. Three.”

      “Pretty sure I heard the ME say four.”

      Something jumped in her chest. Don’t tick me off, newbie. “No. My case. It’s three.”

      He shrugged and backed away.

      Three dead kids in the past four months. Same MO. Different part of town.

      Not four. Because Lexa wasn’t dead.

      She dismissed him and began walking toward the evidence team. “Hey Ramirez. Come here, dammit. Your guys missed something.” She hated fucking screw-ups. Just as she was about to give the man a piece of her mind, she heard the rookie behind her talking again.

      To someone else.

      She glanced back. Sonofabitch. Under her breath, she cursed, “Tate Walker. You goddamn sonofabitch.”
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        * * *

      

      Tate Walker chuckled when he saw Jordan whip around and caught him chatting with the young cop. Immediately, she twisted back and headed his way. The determined look on her face not only amused him but made instantly him rock hard.

      Down boy. He blew out a breath between his teeth.

      Dammit. That’s not what this was about. But that little black number she was wearing didn’t help matters.

      “Excuse me,” he said to the cop. Poor kid. He would pay for this in the morning.

      With quick motion, he lifted his camera and snapped several pictures of the child and crime scene with rapid-fire accuracy. Years of taking shots in war zones taught him to aim, focus and shoot with lightning speed. Digital cameras also made this a piece of cake.

      “Shit Tate. Give me that camera!”

      “Like hell.”

      Jordan swiped at his arm. Tate jumped back, protecting his equipment like it were his balls.

      She whirled and pushed the young officer in the chest. “What the hell? You have one job—keep the fucking crime scene clear. And you stand there and let him take pictures?” She punched his bicep. “Get out of my sight. Now!”

      Tate watched the young officer bristle, his chest swell, and his eyes dart back and forth between them. He sensed the confusion in the young man—the sexy brunette in the black dress just turned a number on him, and the conflict was a little difficult to take in. I know that feeling well, kid. Tate knew the cop wanted to react, but he didn’t. He just stared at Jordan, looked her up and down, and then walked off.

      Tate snickered. Better for you in the long run, dude.

      “Take it easy, Jordan. He’s new.”

      Jordan turned his way, jabbing the knuckles of both fists square on his chest. “Never mind him. This is going to stop.”

      He swung his camera to his back and grasped her wrists, jerking her closer to his chest. “Stop hitting me. I’ve done nothing wrong.”

      “You know what I am talking about.”

      “What needs to stop, Jordan, is you keeping me from doing my job.”

      Her gaze bored into his. A moment of cat-and-mouse danced between them. They might not be lovers any longer, but there were definite sparks. Lately, all those sparks ignited were confrontational disagreements—their differing opinions of how each did their work. How she handled her crime scenes, and how he covered them for the paper.

      “Let me go, Tate. Seriously. Hands off.”

      “I rather like my hands on you.”

      “You wish.” She glanced behind her. “Look. There are a half-dozen uniforms behind me, and all I have to do is shout rape and your career is over, big guy.”

      Tate hesitated a second, peering into her eyes. “There you go,” he countered, “always talking about sex. And seems you’re asking for it. Nice dress.” He let her go, turned, and walked away. He refused to give her the satisfaction of an argument. “I’m within my rights, Cross,” he said, moving toward the alley.

      She followed. “We’re not going there, Walker. And we’re not finished here.”

      “I am.” He kept walking, pulling his camera into his hands, not looking back. He’d parked his car at the other end of the alley, strategically placed because he wanted a vantage point of the crime scene but needed to go unnoticed. The shadows hid him well earlier. Likely would hide him well now, too.

      “Tate.”

      He stepped into the alley.

      “Tate!”

      Jordan punched at his shoulder from behind. Tate rotated quickly and pinned her up against the wall. The streetlamp angled slightly into the alley, and he could still see every feature of her face.

      “When you do hard-assed shit like that,” he growled, “it just makes me want to fuck you.” Immediately, he regretted those words.

      But her eyes flared when he said them, and he didn’t retract. She pushed against him with her forearms. “That crap doesn’t work on me anymore. Get off,” she hissed.

      He shook his head. “No. I make the rules.”

      “Oh, there are rules?”

      “Damned straight, sweetheart. And I’m making them this time.”

      “Not in my game, Walker. You’re on my turf.”

      He took a deep breath, realizing he was heading into territory he shouldn’t go. But dammit, she was suddenly under his skin and—

      “No. My turf.”

      His palms ached to feel her. He risked skimming them up her sides. He pushed her arms over her head and watched the immediate swell of her breasts, her cleavage tightening—her breathing shallowing out to even pants. She lifted her gaze and caught his stare. There. Something. A spark. A fine line between passion and anger, and she was struggling with it, as much as he was.

      Shit. He really wanted her. Even after five years, she still got to him.

      And if he was reading the signals right, she wanted him too.

      He exhaled, letting the tension run off his shoulders. She was firm and sturdy in all the right places, and he felt every one of those right places with the length of his body. He knew every one of those places like he knew the back of his hand. He crossed her arms over her head and held her wrists together tight with one hand.

      She squirmed against him. “Not everything you touch is yours, Tate.”

      He laughed and pulled back. “Touché.” He snaked his left hand down to her waist, skimming it over her hip. “But you’re wrong,” he murmured, his mouth nudging closer to her neck.

      “That’s far enough.” Jordan lifted her chin.

      “Hot date tonight?”

      “None of your business.”

      “Oh, I think it is, seeing you are still technically my wife.” He rested his hand on her hipbone.

      “Enough. This conversation going nowhere,” she said, pushing against his chest. “Move back and let me go, Tate. Now.”

      He laughed. “You want me, baby. Admit it.”

      “What I want are those pictures in your camera deleted. I want you to back off the crime scenes.”

      He backed away. Let her go. All right. Enough.

      “Go home, Jordan.”

      She stood square in front of him, silhouetted by the streetlight outside the alley. Her face held an expression of confusion. Hell, she was as mixed up about this situation as he was.

      “You don’t get to tell me what to do, Tate.” She shook her head, as if fixing herself back into the reality of the situation, then flung an arm toward the crime scene. “Look. There is a dead little girl over there. Murdered. And all you can think about is sex and your goddamned story. Get serious. It’s critical we keep this case quiet right now. It’s my job to see that it happens.”

      He cocked a brow. “And it’s my job to see that people are informed, no matter how hard the news.” Tate straightened and scowled. Making sure his camera was still secure on his body, he returned, “People need to know what is going on, Jordan. That’s my job. And sex is not all I think about.”

      He turned and sauntered off toward his car, leaving her standing there. She wouldn’t come after him this time. They both knew what would happen if she did.
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        * * *

      

      The morning newspaper slapped hard as it landed on Jordan’s desk, sending loose papers flying. With fingers frozen around her coffee cup, and the desk phone cocked between her shoulder and ear, she stared at the front page. Anger lanced like a searing poker.

      “Motherfucker.”

      Her gaze jerked up to catch Matt Watters’ eye. Her partner, and the only other detective in the precinct she totally trusted, stared coolly back at her. She let the receiver roll down her arm, and then calmly placed it in the cradle while dragging in a steadying breath.

      “Today’s paper. Thought you might like to see it.”

      Gripping the newsprint with both hands, she brought it closer. The picture was an artfully done photo from the crime scene last night, an offset shot of the girl’s cockeyed legs and the hem of her dirty dress; one foot clad in her muddy sandal, the other shoeless.

      The little girl whose parents she had calmly informed, then stoically accompanied to the morgue last night.

      Bastard.

      “Looks like Tate got in there somehow,” Watters said.

      “Yeah.”

      “How does he do it?”

      “I saw him last night. He was there when I was.”

      “Oh, really?”

      “Yes, really.” She was going to catch hell for this.

      Watters paced in front of her desk. “The Chief’s been fielding calls all morning. Every mother in the city is in a panic. Tate’s article got their collective panties in a wad.”

      And rightfully so. She glanced again to the front-page article. This time the headline jumped out at her. CHILD SERIAL KILLER ON RAMPAGE.

      “Shit.” She shot up off her chair and grabbed her jacket.

      Watters clutched her arm at the elbow. “Jordan, wait. I’ve been thinking. Why don’t you let me take this one solo?”

      She froze, one arm in her jacket. Matt was heading into territory he didn’t want to go. She eyed him. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      He shrugged. “Just that emotionally this case might be...” He caught her gaze, and the look he gave her back told Jordan he knew he was treading on thin ice. “Look, it hits a little close to home. Why don’t you let me take it? I could get Dunn to step in with me.”

      She shook her head. “Spare me, Watters. This is my case. I’m the lead.” Watters respected and tolerated Jordan but hated playing a secondary role to her. She had witnessed that on more than one occasion. Whether or not he wanted to admit it, he despised being a follower.

      She stepped closer, jerked her jacket fully around her, peered straight into his slightly pocked face, and then bit out, “Get this straight. There is absolutely no connection between Lexa’s disappearance and these dead kids. None. Apples and oranges. Lexa is a missing person’s case. These dead kids are homicide. We’re not mixing the two, and I don’t want anyone in this division even whispering a connection. Do you hear me?”

      “Got it, Jordan.”

      “Good.” She straightened and checked her shoulder holster, pulled her handgun from her locked desk drawer, and slipped the Sig in place. “I call the shots. And right now, I’m about to eat one Tate Walker for breakfast. After that, we’ll get rolling.”

      She strode toward the door, not looking back at Watters. She respected him too, but there were days… Fucking imbecile. She had seniority over his ass.

      Matt muttered, “Could be he’ll eat you for breakfast.”

      Stifling a tremor, she flung him a narrow-eyed smirk. The thought of Tate eating her for breakfast sent a hot blush from her cheeks to the deepest cleft between her thighs—especially given the condition he’d left her in last night. She’d done overtime with her vibrator to erase the imprint of his touch.

      It hadn’t worked.
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      Five years earlier

      

      “If you do that one more time,” he growled, “I’m not responsible for my actions.”

      Jordan stared into the eyes of the man sitting next to her. The dark depths drew her in, rendering her powerless to pull her gaze away. Country music spun around them in the crowded bar as patrons jostled up to order drinks. She ignored them, concentrating on the sexy specimen in front of her.

      She’d had just enough tequila to lower her inhibitions, but not nearly enough to lose her clothes. Yet. She glanced behind the guy’s head to the bartender, gave him a wink and put up two fingers. “’Nother round, Dude,” she shouted. He nodded and Jordan turned back to reconnect with those fathomless, suggestive orbs.

      “You know him,” the guy said. “His name is Dude?”

      She nodded. “I call him that. He used to work dude ranches out west. Don’t know what his name is. And yes, I’ve been here before.” She smirked and cocked a brow.

      “No doubt.”

      Something dangerous and sensual tripped down her spine, playing over each vertebra like the melody of a siren song. It had been a long week. She was due some down time. Deserved a night to play. Right? They sat facing each other, gazes locked, their barstools nearly touching. His black hair was tousled and unkempt, his equally black T-shirt tight across this biceps and chest. One of her legs draped over his thigh, his legs spread wide. Jordan hooked the pointed toe of her cowboy-style boot around a stool leg and jerked him closer.

      His face broke into a sexy grin.

      The corner of her mouth rose in a saucy smile to echo his.

      Oh yes, she fully intended to do exactly what she had been doing—one more time, and then some. To hell with being responsible.

      “Where were we?” she teased.

      “I was saying you need to stop or I…” He lazily leaned in and bit her lower lip, tugging on it with his teeth. He pulled back and let go when the bartender placed two more shots of tequila in front of them.

      Jordan straightened. She licked then salted her hand, grabbed a lime and her shot. In a one-two-three motion, she exhaled and licked the salt, downed the shot, and bit the lime. Expertly turning the shot glass upside down on the bar, she looked at him and said, “Ah. Fortification.”

      He raised his shot, threw it back, and countered, “To fornication.”

      Jordan nearly spit. “Not what I said.”

      He snaked his hands around her waist and pulled her to the edge of her stool. “Doesn’t matter.”

      “So, about what I was doing.” She leaned in and purred the words, her lips grazing his whiskered cheek, leaving a moist trail of steam behind. Her gut jittery with the anticipation of sex, she trailed a forefinger up his inner thigh, tracing the seam of his jeans with a feather-light touch, all the way up to where the seams joined between his legs.

      She held his gaze as her finger pressed on, lazily moving up and over his zipper.

      His cock jumped. Jordan arched a brow and grinned. “This?” she repeated.

      With a snap, his hand clamped over hers. “Yes.”

      She flattened hers out over the heat of his bulge. “Sometimes being irresponsible is the fun part,” she whispered.

      He squeezed her hand. “You have no idea what you are getting into, honey. You’re out of your league.”

      Jordan smiled. “Au contraire, Mr. Inflated Ego. Bring it on.”
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        * * *

      

      Tate knew the moment he’d laid eyes on the self-assured brunette swaggering into the bar that he’d have her before the night was through. What he couldn’t predict was her turning the fucking tables on him.

      Obviously a regular, she’d swung through the crowd like she owned the joint. Her gait sassy, her demeanor cool and a bit off-putting—she was sexier than shit with an inner confidence that oozed. A challenge he was powerless to deny.

      Yes, he knew he would have her. Or, as it turned out, she’d have him.

      Tate jerked against the leather cuffs encircling his wrists and looked up into her face. She sat straddling him, breathing hard, her mocha-brown eyes glaring down. They’d been going at it since they left the bar—stumbling through the parking lot, finger-fucking her in the car with one hand while driving with the other and climbing her body up the stairwell to her apartment. Now, the wet heat of her pussy burned against his belly. Her musk, strong and sweet, permeated his nostrils. The hard length of his aching cock teased at her ass.

      She reached back, grasped his dick, and squeezed. “Down boy,” she said. “Hold your horses.”

      She scrambled backward on the bed and fished another set of cuffs from between the mattress and box springs. Tendrils of hair hanging in her face, she smiled. “Ankles too, big boy.”

      Something crashed through him, sending signals to his cock he couldn’t ignore for long.

      God help him.

      He watched her slap the cuff around his ankle, fastening the Velcro strap and then the metal buckle. Grinning, she repeated the process on his other leg. She adjusted and then gave each strap a tug to make sure they were secure.

      He wasn’t going anywhere.

      She’d done this before.

      “You’re good at that.”

      “I know my way around a pair of cuffs.”

      “Obviously.”

      Still breathing heavily, she crawled back up his body, straddled his chest again, and leaned in. “All the better for your pleasure,” she breathed. “I thought we should take a pause, slow things down a bit, enjoy the process, and prolong the pleasure.”

      Fuck. She was going to kill him.

      She lay flat against his chest, her breasts squashed up against his. Her breath fanned out over his sweaty neck. He was conscious of his chest lifting and falling with each breath, and of her smaller body raising up and down with his inhale and exhale. There was something insanely sexy about the way her body wrapped around him, her knees nudging his armpits, her most intimate body parts splayed flush against his skin, her lips a hair’s breadth from his.

      The kiss, her kiss, was all mouth—sloppy and hot. Open. Her tongue made a lazy tour through the inside of his mouth, rimming his teeth, making sucky sounds at his lips. She delivered wet, messy caresses, one after another, designed to ramp up his libido.

      Which it did. He was twitchy. Pulling against his restraints. She’d left barely any play in the straps, and the sensation was both frustrating and exhilarating.

      Pulling back, she tossed him a mischievous look. “Ready to play?” Her voice was low, husky. A finger skimmed over his collarbone.

      “What do you think?”

      “You might be.”

      “You’re a goddamn tease.”

      “You have no idea.” She scooted back, sitting on his thighs now, tugging at his dick. He groaned and watched her fingers glide over his head and stroke downward. “There are rules here,” she added.

      “Rules.” Tate watched her hands. Long, slim fingers gripping his thick cock. “So the one on top without cuffs gets to make the rules?”

      She shook her head. “No. You make the rules. I see they are followed.”

      “And how will you do that?”

      She shrugged, glancing about the room. Her strokes were about to send him over the goddamn edge. “Oh, spanking, flogging, strategic use of riding crop… Withhold. Tease. Deny.” She leaned closer and whispered. “The control is really with you, lover. Don’t you know that?”

      Tate physically hardened in her hands. Wasn’t sure he could get any harder. She acknowledged by squeezing him back.

      “Shit.”

      “My, my. You are ready.”

      “About to burst, darlin’. Better get it while you can. Spread those legs and ride me.”

      Her lips thinned out; one corner curled up in mocking grin. She stretched her body over his lower torso and legs, sliding lower. His cock nestled between her breasts, sending him into an even deeper level of desire. Crisscrossing her hands over his belly, she rested her chin on them. “So, the rules.”

      “Quickly.”

      She snickered. “All right. We’re all about pleasure here, no pain. I do not inflict pain. And when it’s my turn to be in the cuffs, the same rule applies.”

      He nodded. “I’m good with that.”

      “I might use toys.”

      “Go for it.”

      “You need a safe word.”

      “Hell, I doubt it.”

      “Your safe word is red.”

      “All right. It’s fucking red. Now…”

      “One more thing.” She pushed up on her elbows. “Limits.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “What is off limits? For you.”

      He lifted his head as far as he could to look at her. “Are you kidding me? No limits. God, woman, fuck me.” He paused, trembling. She wiggled her chest over his cock. Tate dropped his head back on the pillow. “You’re killing me here.”

      She just looked at him. Then he added, lifting his head again. “Wait. What’s your name?”

      “What?” She glanced off.

      “Your name.”

      “Not important.”

      He jerked at the cuff. Dammit. He wanted to grab her face and make her look at him. “What’s your name?” he repeated. “I want to growl it while I’m inside of you.”

      She looked back, peered into his face. “JC. Call me JC.”

      “All right. JC.” She was fucking lying. It didn’t matter. “Fuck me. JC. Now.”

      Scooting back, she gave him a lazy, sultry grin, and raked her open mouth over the head of his cock. Sweet Jesus. Then she dragged her lower lip down to the base of his shaft. The sensuous, feathery movement was almost more than he could bear.

      “Damn. Fuck.” He hissed the words, deflating the air in his chest.

      Arching up, she positioned herself to his side. Tate sucked in a breath as she took the head of his cock fully in her mouth and swirled her tongue around his sensitive glans. Gripping him at the base, she made an O with her thumb and forefinger and cinched them around him. She pulled at this head with her lips and teeth. Her other hand dropped to his balls, her fingers slipping between his legs. She cradled him there and squeezed, while she sucked.

      “God. Damn…” Tate exhaled, dizzy with pleasure. She pushed her hot lips down and up over his length with increasing velocity. His balls ached, even though she held them tight in her palm, massaging. One finger slipped lower to gently stroke behind them.

      He lurched up, the sensation sending him reeling. The cuffs kept him securely anchored. She pulled her mouth off him with a pop, and Tate thought he might explode with that singular action.

      He barely registered her reaching for the drawer of her bedside table, where she fished out a foil packet. She applied the condom in expert fashion, and a fraction of a second later, she was on him—impaling herself with his flesh, her velvet, slick walls claiming and taking him inside.

      He thrashed, his head jerking sideways. She pushed lower, rocking her hips over him, taking him more fully. Completely. Milking him with her sweet, hot, pussy….

      “Goddamn fuck me.” All he wanted to do was lay there and come. Fucking spurt up inside her and empty his balls.

      She moaned. “Fucking you. Now. Oh damn.” Her fingers dug into his ribs. She pushed against him while she ground into his body. “Love your cock inside me. You feel. So. Damn. Good.” Each word came out elongated and on a wispy breath.

      “Ah, ah…baby. Yes.”

      “Look at me,” she hissed, panting. “Look. At me.”

      Tate lifted his head and opened his eyes. His gaze dropped to her chest and the hard pebbles of her nipples. He wanted to touch her. Suck on her. Needed her hot skin in his hands.

      He jerked. Dammit. “Take these off,” he huffed out. “I want to touch you.”

      She shook her head and gripped him with her pussy.

      “Shit.” He looked away—the white light behind his eyes overtaking most everything else, except the rolling bud of pleasure uncoiling in his balls.

      “No touching. Not yet. Only thing you can touch is my cunt with your dick. I’m fucking you.”

      And she was. He lay there, her slick, wet body rolling over him, drawing his cock deeper. Cradling him between her thighs, buried deep between the sweet, wet lips of her….

      “Shit,” he hissed, dragging out the word. “Shit. I’m… JC! Gahhhh.”

      He exploded and she rode through his orgasm—his brain crackled with sparks of dizzying light; his lower body bathed with nothing but pure, unadulterated, carnal pleasure. On top of him, she wheezed out breath after excited breath as she tremored and came to shattering climax.

      She collapsed, draped over his body, his cock still embedded inside her.

      For a short time, he lay lax, unmoving. Unwilling to move. Totally powerless.

      Didn’t care.

      “Oh shit,” she slowly whispered into his neck. “That was good. Can’t wait for round two.”

      “Hell, honey. I’m not sure…”

      She raised up and stared. “There will be a round two.”

      She was going to kill him. “You’re going to give me a heart attack.”

      “Heart attacks are not allowed.” She pushed up, and he slid out of her.

      Sometime later, after she’d released him from his bonds and they both had slept, Tate twisted on the bed to better study this temptress. Eyes closed, her face lay slack, softened in sleepy sensual pleasure. He’d had women. Lots of women. But this one… Where had she been all his life?

      “Who are you, JC?” he said softly. “I need to know more. You’re damned near perfect.” For me.

      Her eyelids fluttered open. “Hell. I am perfect,” she whispered, propping herself on an elbow.

      “Seriously?”

      “Seriously.” Her gaze penetrated his. “Yes. I don’t come with baggage. I don’t expect commitment. And I can fuck like a screaming banshee.”

      “God, woman, who the hell are you?”

      She grinned. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

      “I plan to, very well. And soon.” Shit, he was ready for round two.

      She placed her hands on his chest. “Down, big boy. In due time.” She grinned again and he found himself getting used to that slinky, teasing, denying little mouth of hers.

      “But really,” she added, “you don’t know who I am?”

      “Not a clue.”

      She grinned wider, peered into his eyes for a small eternity, and then reached back into the condom drawer and pulled out a small handgun.

      “Shit.” Tate jerked. All sorts of black widow stories flirted through his brain. “Shit. Put that away.”

      Jordan laughed, pushed him back lying prone on the bed, and straddled him. She set the gun on his chest and shrugged. “You wanted to know more about me, right?”

      “Yeah, but…” He glanced at the pistol.

      “No worries. I’m a cop. If you’re around me, one of these will be close by. Got a problem with that?”

      “No.” He owned guns. Had been around more guns than most men. “A cop?”

      She nodded. “Remington PD.”

      He stared. Remington PD? He knew most everyone on the force. Made it his business to be on a first name basis with them. That’s what journalists do.

      But her? Wait.

      He peered closer. “Your name. And don’t tell me JC.”

      She rolled her eyes and threw up her hands. “Shit, Tate Walker. Give me a break. You’ve been in enough press conferences to know who I am. Right? I certainly know who you are.”

      Goddamnit to hell and back.

      JC. Jordan Cross?

      Holy shit.

      He’d just fucked Remington’s new hot-shot detective.

      Or rather, she’d fucked him.

      He watched her face break into a lazy, sensual smile. “Surprise.”

      All he could say was, “Yes.”

      Jordan had joined the department several months earlier. Someone on his staff had done an interview for the paper. If he remembered correctly, she’d moved down from Nashville. He’d only seen her a few times, and each of those times she’d been on duty. She’d worn her hair pulled back, no makeup, horn-rimmed glasses, and nondescript clothing. All business. Stone-faced and sober. Serious. Looking nothing like what she’d looked like earlier tonight. Tight-ass jeans. Expensive Lucchese boots. Black push-up bra peeking out of her half-unbuttoned western shirt.

      Or how she looked right now.

      Freshly fucked. On top of him. Wanting more.
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        * * *

      

      Six weeks later

      

      Jordan rolled over, tried to pry open her eyes, and winced. Sunlight streaming through a window had never been so painful.

      Her hair hurt. No, her scalp. Maybe not her scalp, her brain.

      Yes. Everything inside and outside of her head hurt.

      With a little more effort, she worked her gritty eyelids half-open again and stared across the room. Hotel. Her gaze slowly drifted to the round table in the corner, and the half-empty bottles of booze there. Bourbon. Rum. Tequila.

      Her stomach churned and she closed her eyes again.

      Rolling back to the center of the bed, body heat hit her full force. Tate. At least she hoped it was Tate. She’d woke beside him way too many mornings lately. Her eyes fluttered open again and she focused, staring straight into his face.

      Dark tousled hair. Piercing gray eyes. Damn sexy lazy grin.

      “Good morning, Mrs. Walker,” he said.

      Shit! She blinked, and then pushed the thumb of her left hand against her ring finger under the sheet, and—oh yeah, there it was, a wedding ring.

      “We really didn’t do it. Did we?” she squeaked out.

      He rose on one elbow. “We did. It and more. You make a beautiful blushing bride. I’m sure you remember none of it.” His hands went to her waist and tugged her closer.

      Jordan swallowed. “I remember a little.”

      He chuckled. “Bullshit. You were wasted.”

      “And you weren’t?”

      “Of course, I was, but not as bad as you.”

      “And they let us get married anyway?”

      Tate leaned forward and captured her lips in soft kiss. “We were both dead sober when we got the marriage license.”

      That was true. “Yes. I remember.” Thing was, how did they get from just fucking to married in a few weeks? It wasn’t like her, and it wasn’t like him, either—what she knew about Tate Walker, anyway.

      They weren’t crazy kids. Jordan was twenty-seven and Tate pushing thirty-five. They should have been smarter.

      Neither of them had been married before. Or engaged. Or even close to a permanent relationship. Yet, since they hooked up at the bar not far from the station a month earlier, they’d been inseparable except for work. A long weekend in front of them, Tate had said, “Let’s head to Tennessee and make this permanent.”

      Stupidly, Jordan had said, “Sure.”

      Good Lord. What had they done? Neither of them was cut out for permanent. Their attraction to each other from the beginning was no ties—just sex and lots of it. Neither of their lives were conducive to happily-ever-after endings. Why hadn’t they talked themselves out of it between Remington and Pigeon Forge?

      Booze. Blame it on the booze. And intoxicating sex.

      Tate flipped over onto his back, rubbing his temples. “Damn my head is pounding.”

      She sat up. “Mine too.” Scooting to the edge of the bed, she headed for the liquor. “Hair of the dog?”

      “Hell no.”

      Tate dove at her, grabbed her hips, and dragged her back to the bed. Jordan shrieked and instantly felt the punch of desire well up as he wrestled her back to the bed and pinned her to the sheets with the entire length of his body.

      “Something else I need,” he murmured into the crook of her neck, burrowing his hard cock between her thighs.

      Jordan relished in the hotness generated between them. She grasped his shoulders to hold on and wiggled to spread her legs wide. “Take me,” she said. “Hard.”

      Tate wasted no time. “Fucking the hell out of you baby. All. Day. Long.” He plunged fast and deep, and Jordan arched up to meet him.

      “Dammit, Tate!” she yelled. “Harder! Faster!”

      “Fucking you. Fucking my…wife.” He grunted. “Mine. My wife. Mine.”

      Every time he said the word ‘my’ or ‘mine,’ Jordan shivered with a different sense of passion. His. Yes. She was his.

      And he was hers.

      “Mine!” Tate growled again, slammed harder into her, and stilled—pushing himself deep, his body tense, until he shouted out an explosive orgasm.

      She ground her pussy into him, her clit finally exploding into a million stars. She gasped and sucked in air, exhaling loudly. Her body quaking with pleasure. Involuntarily, she spread her legs farther, wrapped them around him tighter, pulling him more deeply inside.

      Mine. Goddamn, Tate Walker, you are fucking mine.

      Nothing better than an unrestrained, vocal, and satisfying honeymoon morning fuck.
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        * * *

      

      Tate woke in his own apartment a few weeks later, the aroma of Jordan’s lavender shampoo in his nostrils. He inhaled and pressed his face deeper into her hair. Would he ever get used to the fact that for the rest of his life, he would wake next to her?

      Her head rested in the crook of his left arm and chest, while his right hand lay slack against her tummy. Days ago, he’d decided that spooning Detective Jordan Cross was his favorite sleeping position, and he had no intention of ever changing that. Possessively, he threw a leg over hers and gathered her closer into his body.

      His.

      She was his. A surprise to him as much as it was to anyone who knew him. Forever single was his mantra. No ties. Needed to be free to drop everything and head out at a moment’s notice. Didn’t need or want the complications of a partner.

      Jordan was like that, too. Probably the single thing that attracted him to her from the beginning. Her commitment phobia was a comfort at first—he knew there was no way she would ever be a clinging vine—and it freed him up to partake in what she was giving. Sex, often and plentiful.

      Those two things were a lethal combination for him—no commitment and free fall sex—an aphrodisiac, of sorts, he did not intend to give up.

      But they had made a commitment, and so far, nothing had changed between them. The sex was still spectacular.

      Sleepily, his thoughts drifted back to the night they met. They’d each downed a few tequila shots—he was letting go a bit after a difficult week at the paper. She claimed to have just finished a hard workweek herself and was eager to unwind.

      They’d wound their bodies around each other on their bar stools, and on the dance floor, when Jordan had said:

      “I don’t make commitments.”

      He shrugged. “Me either. I just fuck.”

      She grinned. “Even so, it will never work, you know, you and me.”

      Tate remembered thinking that a challenge. “Oh? And why not?”

      “Because we’re too much alike.”

      “Could work to our advantage.”

      She cocked her head, and he liked the way she did it. “How so?”

      He leaned forward and nibbled her lips, whispering, “If we’re so much alike, then there will be no surprises.”

      She pulled back and laughed. “Until the sky falls and one of us doesn’t see it coming.”

      They’d barely made it out of the bar that night without stripping each other naked. He’d practically nailed her in the front seat of his SL in the parking lot—not an easy feat—and then she’d nailed him later in her bed after taking her home. Twice. Or was it three times? From there it was serial fucking, one day after another….

      Jordan whimpered in her sleep and Tate hugged her tighter, grasping her more firmly around the waist and pressing his leg tighter against hers. He’d never been in love before. Not even a little. But whatever it was he felt for Jordan came close enough, and he was good with that.

      No sky was going to fall unexpectedly. He’d see to it personally. He was not screwing this up.
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      Newsroom, present day…

      

      Jordan slipped past most of the reporters in the newsroom undetected. Only a couple of eyebrows lifted at her entrance. Determined, she made a beeline toward Tate’s office at the rear, cautiously weaving around desks and chairs. She’d been this route before and didn’t care that he owned the damned paper.

      She spotted him through his open office door. He sat hunched over his computer, fingers flying over the keyboard. Her fingers itched to pull the plug on the thing. She ought to.

      She stopped dead center in the doorframe. “Tate. I need a word.”

      He finished the sentence he was typing, likely to irritate her, and then waited a moment more before turning his swivel chair her way.

      No matter how long she’d known him, the first glimpse always knocked her a bit off kilter. His eyes were hard gray steel, razor sharp and penetrating. The taut and firm angles of his jaw, a bit mocking. His chin held a hint of stubble, and his overly long, jet-black hair, rough and tousled—like he’d raked his fingers through it all night long. Probably had.

      “Look, Jordan. I don’t want to hear your bellyaching this morning. I’ve got a job to do. A paper to run.”

      He stood and turned, fumbling with a file drawer. Jordan inched into the office, jerked out of her musing. Some kind of magnetic current flowed from the man, drew her to him like a magnet. She hated that his magnetism still got to her.

      “Wait a minute, Tate.”

      He shot closer. Too close. “There’s not a thing you can say to me, Detective. I’m within my rights. I’ve done nothing wrong.”

      Jordan chuckled and crossed her arms over her chest, standing her ground. Technically, he was right. “Oh, and alarming the entire city is not wrong? You might have an argument there, speaking as a journalist, but ethically?” She gestured with her hands and leaned closer. He was not going to intimidate her with his closeness. “What about morally, Tate? How can you parade that poor child’s dead body all over the city when her parents and family are grieving? How can you justify unnecessarily sending a city into outrage when you have no proof of what you’re saying?”

      “Journalism is often about emotion.”

      “It’s also about stating fact.”

      “Too bad you don’t get off on emotion, Jordan. Such a hard ass.”

      Sonofabitch. Don’t make this personal. “Back off, Tate.”

      “My readers deserve to know the truth.”

      “It’s theory, Tate.”

      “You saying all those dead kids are accidents?” He cocked a brow.

      Jordan shook her head and grimaced. “You know the answer to that as well as I do. We just can’t go jumping to conclusions when we don’t know what’s going on yet. Leave the speculation to me. That’s my job.”

      “And my job is to inform the public. Something’s going on out there, Detective.”

      His words were blunt. And he was right. Something was going on out there and if she let it, it might scare the fucking hell out of her.

      “I agree.”

      “Well, that’s a first.”

      She eyed him. “Not really. We’ve agreed on a few things in the past.”

      It was his turn to study her, and she wondered if he would pick that comment up and run with it. Take off from where he’d started last night.

      “Too damned few things, Jordan. Remember?”

      She nodded. “I do.” Not running far, it seemed. “Stay out of this, Tate, until it’s time.”

      “Time? And when the hell will that be?” He snorted. “I can’t. A lot of parents might keep a tighter grip on their kids if they know what’s lurking around out there.”

      “What is lurking out there? If you are hiding something, some piece of evidence, some lead, you need to give it up. I need to know.”

      Tate glanced at his computer monitor. His voice lowered. “I have nothing. I wish I did.” She wondered if he was hiding something in that computer, or if he was thinking about the little girl from last night. There was a noticeable hint of honesty in his voice. Concern, even. It wasn’t an easy crime scene to digest. They rarely are.

      “Look, I realize this touches the entire community, but we won’t catch this bastard if we glorify what he’s doing in the news. I’m telling you, Tate. Stay away from any further crime scenes involving missing or murdered children.”

      Tate jerked his gaze back to her. “Are you anticipating more? Do you know something you’re not telling me?”

      She balked at the implication. “What a goddamned jerk.” She backed away from his desk. “I’m warning you. I’ll get a restraining order.”

      His hard gaze met hers. “You can’t do that.”

      “I can. Your ass is interfering with my case. I decide what to tell the press and the public. You’re only making things worse. I’m ordering you to stay away.”

      Turning, she paced a few steps toward the newsroom.

      “See you at the next scene, Detective.”

      Jordan whirled. Somehow, he was mere inches behind her. He touched her, right at the base of her earlobe and trailed a lazy forefinger along her jawbone. A sensual jolt shot through her. She could barely move, and at the same time fought hard not to react, not to tremble at his light touch. Damn him. He knew exactly what he was doing. Always had.

      His finger lingered. His gaze penetrated hers. “You can’t keep me away, Jordan.”

      “Watch me.”

      “Don’t tempt me.” His voice was lower, smoother, with an edge. Like chocolate and coffee. The tip of his finger swiped dangerously near the corner of her mouth. A very sensitive corner.

      Jordan’s hands balled into tiny fists at her sides, clenching, unclenching. Only way she could keep rein on her temper. They itched to lay a red handprint across his cheek. The sexual repartee had always been there between them. Probably what got them into trouble to begin with. Dammit.

      She pushed him away. “Fuck off, Tate.” The words came sharp, deliberate, and just under her breath. She had to change this subject, and fast. “For once, just listen. I’ll arrange for a gag order. Don’t push me.”

      Tate let his finger slide down her shoulder, fingered a long tendril of her hair, and then shoved both hands into his pockets. He was calm. Too calm. “There’s no trial here. You can’t get a gag order. I’m smarter than that.”

      He was right. They both knew it. Still. “You don’t know what kind of influence I have. Just stay the hell away. I don’t want to see another photo in the paper like the one I saw this morning. Understand?”

      “Last time I checked we had something called Freedom of the Press in this country.”

      Ignoring him, Jordan hastily turned. The newsroom was too quiet. Had they heard? Never mind. His arrogant, sexually charged one-upmanship did not faze her. He’d better just stay the hell away from her case.

      Tate watched Jordan’s heart-shaped ass retreat through the newsroom. All business. That’s the way it was with her. Even more so that their paths frequently crossed now—wreaking havoc with both his libido and his emotions.

      They’d kept their distance for years. Lived their own lives. On their own terms. Had even been cordial to each other in professional situations.

      But lately things were getting out of hand. Mixed messages. Explosive conversations. Touching when they had no business touching… Or, maybe that was only him.

      He watched her sashay confidently away from him. Cocky, almost, and definitely self-assured. Thinking back to when she’d first moved to Remington five years or so earlier, he measured the differences in his mind. He’d been shocked to learn the night they’d met he’d been with Jordan Cross. The image she projected in the bar was nothing close to the image she projected back then in her professional world. Oh, he’d known she’d had a difficult time fitting into the team at the department, and likely had made a conscious decision to play down the fact she was, indeed, a woman.

      But the female detective who walked into his office today was different. Had been for a while, and he had taken notice. She’d moved up in the ranks and, probably as she felt more comfortable working the good ol’ boy network at the station, had started sexing herself up again. Nothing over the top, but just right.

      Her eyes—highlighted with liner, mascara, and shadow—brightened her face. Her uniform of choice was professional and classic, except for her boots. Even back when they were married, she always wore cowboy-style boots—expensive ones—and she was cutting through his newsroom wearing them now. What she wore today was typical—black pants or sometimes jeans, a white figure-hugging shirt, and a black lapelled jacket—bulky enough to disguise the shoulder holster she wore under it but fitted enough to show off her curves from the rearview.

      He’d obviously noticed way too much about her lately.

      Jordan pushed through the front door and without looking back, crossed the street. The Reveler was just a few blocks south of the police station. He watched, aching to feel the curves and contours of her ass in his hands again. She had a body made for running his hands over.

      He missed that; he’d admit it. There were days he missed her more than he’d missed the sex they’d shared. Lately, though, there were too many nights where he craved her body.

      In his bed.

      Underneath him.

      On top.

      That long brunette mane teasing at his chest. Those equally deep brown eyes glazed over with passion. A look he that put on her face. It was a heady, powerful thought, to know he could ignite her with a simple touch or flick of his tongue.

      Enough. He shook off the thoughts. Jordan Cross infiltrated his head much too often these days—something he damned well didn’t need and had to put to rest. It wasn’t happening. She’d made that perfectly clear in the past, and she’d made it clear last night.

      No matter. He didn’t need their past interfering with his present, or his future.

      If he could help it.

      He had a job to do. Fixating on Jordan’s ass wouldn’t get that job done.

      Telling the story about what was happening to the young kids in Remington was the right thing to do. It was his gift to the community. He was good at it. Been told that on more than one occasion. A unique combination of photojournalist and investigative reporter. Good at both. Good at just about everything he set his mind to, including running the paper.

      This thing—all these dead kids. A horrible blow to the community, and yet, the perfect storm of content. The raw grittiness of the subject matter his playing field. Pulitzer material, perhaps.

      He’d see this through and get his story told. The public deserved to know the truth. Jordan was not about to stop him.

      No matter the tantalizing the swing of her ass.

      No matter that his cock ached for her.

      No matter that he still loved her.
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        * * *

      

      Somewhere east of the city…

      Twinkle, twinkle, little star. How I wonder what you are. Up above the world so high. Like a diamond—

      A door slammed.

      Her head whipped toward the sound; the nursery rhyme caught in her throat. Pushing away from the window, the little girl glanced quickly into the sparkling night and scrambled backward on her small bed, crammed up against the windowsill. She scooted toward the headboard.

      Away from the window. Away from him.

      Away from where she sat and studied the black sky, and the man-in-the-moon, and the single star blinking back at her.

      Man-in-the-moon. Dish ran away with the spoon. Starlight, star bright.

      Her hands worked over the once-plush, rust-brown teddy bear and she brought it slowly up to her little chin and hugged it close to her chest. Her small fingers worried the dirty and frayed pink ribbon tied too tight into a knot around the bear’s neck.

      Not by the hair of my chinny-chin-chin.

      “Shh. Be very quiet, Sebastian, and he’ll go away,” she whispered into the bear’s tattered ear. “The big bad wolf will go away soon.”

      Hush little baby don’t say a word.

      She hummed again, softly. Mommy always hummed.

      Twinkle, twinkle, little star, how I wonder—

      Footsteps. Louder. Coming down the hall.

      Tucking her short legs up under her, she curled into the wall and pulled a grimy pillow over her lap. The latch clicked; the door cracked open. A thin triangle of light edged into the room and sliced into her face.

      She squinted.

      “Be quiet,” he barked. “And go to sleep.” She slunk down into the covers, nodding. Then abruptly, he stepped back into the shadows and closed the door, its sharp clap thrusting her back into darkness.

      Somehow that felt safer.

      Twinkle, twinkle, little star.

      Slowly, she pushed covers and pillows aside and dragged the bear along while she crawled back to the window. She peered into the night sky, studied the one star above, and then scanned the horizon, taking in the pretty lights.

      How I wonder where you are…
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