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For Maureen Gianinio,
I appreciate your friendship and the way
you always champion my books. It means so much
and never goes unnoticed.









Dear Reader,


When I first began to form the idea of Torpedo Ink, I knew it was going to be a very gritty, edgy and raw series, certainly not for everyone. In fact, at first, although I had to write the stories because I felt it was necessary, I doubted if I would ever publish them.


I had learned over the years that males, when molested, were often not given the same treatment as female victims. Often families were too ashamed to have the child go into counseling. They didn’t want friends and family to know what happened. Sometimes the family members would even applaud the boy if the offender was a female and tell him how lucky he was. Other times, the males in the family would shun the boy or even want him sent away if he was molested or raped by a male. To me, it was a tragic situation. I hope that over time, these responses have changed a little, but I don’t think they have by that much.


Why a motorcycle club? First, most motorcycle clubs are not running around the nation committing crimes. Often, they are men and women getting together because they like the freedom of riding. Many clubs fundraise for all kinds of causes. There is a real club that stands for victims like the children I portray in my novels. Usually the perception of those riding motorcycles is that they are tough. I wanted men and women my readers saw as tough. These are men and women who started out as victims. They survived abuse and understandably have PTSD and issues with sex due to their backgrounds. I needed readers to understand and be sympathetic toward my heroes and heroines.


Nevertheless, even by portraying them as close to reality in these conditions as possible, these are still works of fiction. I have tried to handle these situations with understanding and compassion and without judgment. I read as much as possible on each issue and then consult with primary sources before I feel able to write on the subject without prejudice or judgment. I don’t ever want to depict one moment where a character is in an abusive situation and has no choice. The books are intense and some of the situations can be abusive, especially in Savage’s books, as he is a sexual sadist. I want any reader to be clear on that fact before choosing to read this book. Savage’s first book, Annihilation Road, stopped prior to Seychelle’s training. That was a deliberate choice I made so that readers demanding his book, knowing what he was but also knowing they would have difficulties, would still have a satisfactory, happy ending to his story.


Savage Road is much more difficult to read and much truer to life, after the beginning of the love story between two people who truly love each other and have made a commitment but come from very different worlds. Savage’s world could easily be one of abuse. There is a very important moment where Savage makes certain the heroine knows she can speak with her friends and receive support about their relationship if she needs to.


Again, it is important to me when writing a book to research the subject matter heavily so I can write without prejudice. There are many different lifestyles and needs, and not all people are alike or have similar pasts. People are shaped in many different ways by their experiences. Seychelle entered consensually into Savage’s world because she needed the same things he did, which made them a perfect couple. She entered the relationship knowing what he was and wanting to share this lifestyle with the man she loves and trusts wholeheartedly with her body, mind and heart.


For the readers who have decided to continue the ride with Seychelle and Savage, I hope you feel that I’ve done their story justice.


Christine Feehan
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Be sure to go to christinefeehan.com/members to sign up for my private book announcement list and download the free ebook of Dark Desserts. It’s a collection of yummy desserts that we all certainly could use right now. Join my community and get firsthand news, enter the book discussions, ask your questions and chat with me. Please feel free to email me at Christine@christinefeehan.com. I would love to hear from you.
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Seychelle Dubois sat on the bathroom floor staring at the toilet for the second morning in a row. She felt like an idiot. “No, Savage, I’m not pregnant. And I’m not a secret drinker either.”


“What the hell is wrong? Should I call Steele? I want you to go see him.”


She pushed herself up, glaring at him. “I do not need to see a doctor. Do you remember the talk we had on privacy?” Stumbling over to the sink, Seychelle washed her face with cold water, rinsed out her mouth and then started the process of brushing her teeth.


Savin “Savage” Pajari continued to watch her in the mirror. He leaned one hip against the doorjamb, arms crossed over his chest. His eyes were arctic blue, so cold they made her shiver. It didn’t help that he wore a thin pair of drawstring pants, indicating he was going out to practice with his whip. She had been avoiding watching him the last couple of days because for some unexplained reason, just the sight and sound of it turned her on like nothing else in the world possibly could. That was the last thing she needed to know right now on top of everything else—that she was truly messed up in the head, or body, however one wanted to look at it.


“Seychelle, we did have a talk about privacy, and I told you how I felt about it when it came to my woman. Now fuckin’ tell me what’s going on.”


She took her time finishing with her teeth, rinsed her mouth multiple times and then turned to face him, leaning her butt against the sink, arms crossed to match his. “I’m having hideous nightmares. Really vivid nightmares. They make me sick.” She did her best not to make it an accusation, but she knew it came out like one. What was she accusing him of? He wasn’t in her nightmares.


Savage studied her face for a long time without speaking, those blue eyes burning like ice over her. He was gorgeous. That was half her problem. She could stare at him endlessly—forever. He had a body on him, all man, more muscles than was good for him, tattoos over scars and burns. He had the words Whip Master burned into his skin on his chest and Master of Pain burned into his back. The tats didn’t cover either burns, although she knew Ink, a brother in his club, had done his best with the beautiful artwork on him.


“You gonna stop there and make me ask or you gonna tell me what these nightmares are about, angel? If they’re making you sick, they’re fucked the hell up.”


There was a warning in his voice, but no expression on his face, just those blue, blue eyes, cold as a glacier, telling her he wasn’t going to let it go.


They had agreed to have truth between them, but that really meant she told him the truth and he withheld things he didn’t want to talk about. They’d been together for months, and she loved him far too much. It wasn’t a good thing by any means.


“Last chance, Seychelle, start talking.”


“It was a nightmare, Savage. People have them.”


“Two fuckin’ nights in a row. The same nightmare. Bad enough that you puke in the toilet and you don’t want to tell me about it.”


That was a straight-up accusation. Worse, he was right. She didn’t want to tell him. That stance. Arms across his chest. Those eyes that wouldn’t let her look away no matter how much she wanted to. He’d given her space the day before because she’d asked him to. She’d been upset. Joseph Arnold, a stalker, had been sitting in her cottage waiting for her with a gun, and Savage thought she was upset about that. She had been, of course, but that wasn’t the only reason. There was a multitude of reasons she was questioning her sanity. Mostly, it had to do with herself, the things she was discovering she needed in her own sexual relationship, and that truly frightened her. She needed to come to terms with it.


There were just so many things coming at her so fast. She wasn’t a person who took things in fast. She just wanted everything to slow down so she could take a breath and assimilate everything at a much different pace than they were going.


“It isn’t me that is going to have the sore ass. I’m not asking again.”


She detested the little flare of dark excitement that sent heat to her sex. It didn’t matter how annoying she found it that he just stood there so casually. He was unmoving, those eyes of his holding her in place, probably seeing that flicker of reaction she couldn’t control, knowing blood pounded in her clit and her sex fluttered just at the thought of what he intended in spite of her absolute abhorrence of his intentions.


“I shouldn’t be punished because I choose not to talk to you about a nightmare I have, Savage. If I ask you about nightmares, you wouldn’t tell me if you didn’t want to.”


“I have them all the time, angel, or I used to until you came into my life. You want to know about them, you ask me. I’ll lay that shit out for you.”


Of course he’d say that now. Her fingers formed two tight fists in frustrations. Why couldn’t she just lie to him? Make something up? People did that all the time. She wasn’t a liar. She’d never been, but maybe this one time it would be okay.


She shrugged. Tried to look away. She couldn’t lie looking at him, for heaven’s sake.


“Damn good thing you’re just wearing that little robe, angel, and nothing else. Take it off, hang it on the hook inside the bathroom right by the shower and come on out here. I’ll be waiting for you, and the longer you make me wait, the more punishment I’m going to add on.”


He turned and walked away. Out of sight. He didn’t go sit on the end of their bed, where she might see him. He walked out of sight, which meant he might have gone over to the chair close to the spanking bench. She nearly groaned aloud. She could close and lock the bathroom door—except there were no locks on the bathroom door. Why? Because her man had a thing about privacy.


She didn’t have to go out there. She didn’t have to do what he said. She was a grown woman. She made her own choices. That was the bottom line, and Savage always made that very, very clear. Everything they did together was ultimately her choice. She walked over to the mirror and stared at herself. Her eyes were dilated. Her face flushed. Already she was breathing too fast.


Why was she like this? Why did she respond sexually to something painful? Her body craved whatever Savage did to her, even when her brain refused to want it. She knew he would never stop until she told him what he wanted to know. She didn’t want to tell him because what if she was right? What if the man in her nightmares was really Savage, and it was one more thing she was going to have to sort out? She was already at a breaking point.


Seychelle rinsed her face again with cold water, hoping to clear her mind. Savage was her choice. She had to sort through her problems fast. She was committed to him—to their life together. She wasn’t so committed to his club. To that life. She didn’t really understand it, and that was part of who he was. She needed that piece of him. He pulled her into it, then pushed her back out, and she resented it.


She took a deep breath, her lashes lifting so she found herself staring at herself in the mirror, realizing she’d just had a revelation. She didn’t resent the fact that Savage had a psychic gift that allowed him to take on the anger, the very real rage his brothers and sisters of Torpedo Ink felt that made him the way he was. She was actually proud of him for that. She resented that all of them shared deep secrets and he shut her out. At the same time, he expected her to use her gifts to aid them and him when the club needed those gifts. Where was the fairness in that?


Ordinarily, Seychelle would gladly help anyone in need. Especially Savage. Any one of Savage’s friends. But not like this, not when she was shut out and she was supposed to be his partner. He demanded 100 percent from her. He told her he was giving her 100 percent of him, but he wasn’t.


She pushed at the hair tumbling around her face. When she did, she noticed the ring on her left hand. How could she not? It was gorgeous. A rare fancy teal-blue diamond, surrounded by diamonds that appeared to be petals hugging her finger. The entire thing glittered every time she moved. It should have been ostentatious, but it wasn’t. It was simply beautiful. Savage had a way of knowing exactly what she would love.


He was trained to read body language. Every facial expression. Every single subtle hint, from elevated breathing to the parting of her lips. He knew her. And she was an open book anyway, even when she tried not to be. He had been trained from childhood in the arts of sex: giving, receiving, training one to do what he commanded, and he was very, very good at what he did. He had too many weapons to use against her, and she had fallen too fast to get her armor in place.


It wasn’t that she didn’t want to be where she was—she did. She had come on board with her eyes open—sort of. Living in reality was always a far cry from being dreamily in love. “Let that be a lesson to you, Seychelle,” she whispered.


She couldn’t blame all of it on Savage or all the frightening things he brought to their relationship. She hadn’t realized the extent of the lure of mixing pain and pleasure. She’d been so attracted to him, to that darkness in him. The first time he’d spun her around in an alley, lifted the hem of her dress and smacked her bottom, she’d gotten so damp, reacting to him when no one had ever made her body come alive before. That had been a revelation—a bit confusing, actually.


She went home and immediately delved deeper into spankings and even floggers, but she didn’t really understand it. She had no idea why her body would respond to such a thing when no matter what she’d tried, she’d thought she was absolutely frigid. The deeper into his world Savage took her—and granted, it wasn’t very far, but she saw where they were going—the more alarmed she got. She was intrigued. Terrified, but intrigued. That wasn’t a good thing in her opinion.


In her mind, when she’d gotten together with Savage, she believed she would give herself to him and there would be that moment when she would have to “suffer” for him. He suffered for those he loved, and she would do it for him. She was very confused with the way she felt about pain and the effects on her body. She didn’t want to crave pain. Did she? Or did she crave Savage? She didn’t even know anymore what was right or wrong. She only knew that she loved him, and she had to find a way to come to terms with all the rest of it.
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Savage stood looking at the array of tools he had lined up in his cabinet over the wooden drawers built along the wall next to the tall wooden cabinet where the jewelry he had for Seychelle was kept. She hadn’t even seen the majority of it. He had orders in to have so much more made for her. Now that he had her in his life, he was more than comfortable with his needs. He just had to get her to a place where she was accepting of their lifestyle.


He was a sadist in the bedroom, and he owned what he was. He had exhausted all the avenues open to him to change and knew there was no way for him to be anything but what he was. He needed to see his woman in pain in order to be aroused. He got off on that shit. Putting his handprints or his marks on her gorgeous ass aroused him. But the thought of using his floggers or whips, that was the ultimate for him—that would put steel in his cock like nothing else could. Her tears were his. Her ultimate pleasure was his, and he could give her pleasure like no one else ever could.


She had gone into their relationship fully aware. He had been careful to tell her what he was so there would be no surprises on that score. He’d laid it out as plainly as possible, but talking about it wasn’t the same as experiencing it. He had been bringing her into his lifestyle faster than he wanted to. He knew that was frightening for her. She responded so beautifully though.


Her body was aroused with clamps. She loved nipple play. He loved it. They hadn’t gotten to the more exciting stuff for him, but they were getting there fast. She would both love that and hate it. She was coming to enjoy her spankings a little too much. She wasn’t altogether certain she liked the crop that much, but he doubted if she would care for very many of the straps, slappers and tawse he was looking at in his cupboard at the moment.


These were specialized tools, and he chose three tawse, one that would warm her little backside up properly. He would ask her questions and hope she would answer him without lying. She’d never lied to him, but she’d been considering it. The second tawse, also crafted in the rough-hewn center-split leather like the first, was slightly larger and delivered a more punishing strike. She would definitely feel it. The split leather wouldn’t feel anywhere near the same as the thicker crop he’d used on her. He’d ask again, and if she still didn’t answer him, there was the larger tawse, which she definitely wouldn’t enjoy. It was for a severe punishment. A lie. A holdout when there was no reason. He hoped—and doubted—it wouldn’t come to that.


Savage would lay it out for her like he always did. She would choose her own consequences. During a punishment she knew there was no calling out “red” for stop. Any other time during sex, she had that right. This was a different circumstance and one she’d agreed to when they first laid down the rules to their relationship.


He’d been somewhat lax about keeping the rules. He’d let them go, didn’t keep a guard on her like he should have all the time. It was his fucking fault that his woman was nearly gunned down by a madman. If Seychelle hadn’t kept her head and been so resourceful, he wouldn’t have gotten there in time. She had essentially gotten herself out of the cottage and was running when the club showed up to deal with Arnold, but it so easily could have gone the other way. All because he’d tried to be someone he wasn’t.


He loved her so damn much he would have roped the moon and given it to her if he could have. What he did was let that fucker live the first time he’d turned up stalking Seychelle. Savage knew he should have killed him right then and thrown his body into the ocean or buried him in the forest somewhere deep where he never would have been found. Seychelle’s entire ordeal rested squarely on his shoulders because he hadn’t done what he was supposed to do—protect her. He was too busy worrying about her leaving him because he was asking her to accept too damn much in their relationship already.


He was who he really was. She had to know him, not some fucking choirboy he pretended to be. And he damn well wasn’t letting her go. She could learn to love all of him, even the not-so-nice parts. She might be afraid of what they did in the bedroom, but she fucking loved it. It was this part, having to answer to him, that upset her. She didn’t like that his world had to be so controlled. She didn’t understand yet just how dangerous he could be if he didn’t have everything in place. That meant her—his everything. The center of his universe.


He wasn’t taking her bullshit anymore, and she might not realize it, but he was counting every fucking minute she was making him wait. He collected the three leather tawse and closed the cabinet and then crossed to the chair beside the spanking bench. He laid the three tawse out on the table, where she could see them when she came in. They were beautiful examples of Scottish craftsmanship. The leather was perfectly split just right, and each handle fit his palm exactly as he’d instructed.


He knew he had a well of rage in him, and this time it was dark and deep and ugly. He would have to be damn careful, because he wasn’t going to punish her for his sins. He was pissed at himself. Not at her. She deserved punishment, and he liked when he was stripping her bare and giving it to her. He’d told her how much he enjoyed it. It aroused him, and he made no secret of it. It aroused her as well, but this time there would be no satisfaction for her at the end of it. He’d asked her several times to tell him what was making her sick, given her every opportunity. His woman had a stubborn streak. Sweet as candy. A fucking angel, but did what she wanted when she lifted that little chin of hers at him.


He would have smiled at that thought, but the way she had looked at him a few times worried him, especially when she’d said she’d had a nightmare. He’d been the one to interrogate that sick fuck Arnold, and he hadn’t been polite about it, but then, Savage was known for getting answers when he questioned his prey. He’d never failed the club. He hadn’t failed when he was first learning the techniques. He’d studied every poison. Every kind of weapon and where to insert knives to cause the most pain without killing. He’d studied anatomy, ways to lop off body parts without killing and ways to prolong life. At the club, he had cabinets with all kinds of tools and interesting oils and poisons he’d been taught to use from the time he was a young teen to extract the truth.


He was careful around Seychelle. He was too good at disassociating, far too good at it, and it made him a monster, lost him the humanity Czar, the president of Torpedo Ink, had fought so hard to keep in all of the club members. He had brought them to Sea Haven to give them a chance at life, but they were all so fucked up none of them really fit into society. They didn’t understand the rules. They had their own code, the one Czar had given them, and they stuck with that. But Savage … He shook his head. He still had a difficult time even with that.


His emotions seemed to come and go. Either he felt nothing, or he was as cold as ice or absolutely enraged. All three of those things were dangerous and would get people killed. Then there was his circle, the people he protected, those he rode with and cared for. His emotions for them were strong, and anyone threatening them should have been killed and buried the moment that threat was found to be real. Like fucking Joseph Arnold. Yeah, he needed to go back to his strict rules, where he knew the people he let into his life were always safe. That meant getting his stubborn, sassy, cute-as-hell, gorgeous, sexy woman under control.


She had that psychic gift of reading his mind when things were too vivid and close. He couldn’t go from an intense interrogation that might not raise the blood pressure of a sick fuck like him, but would stick in the corners of his dark soul, and come home to where an angel like Seychelle could see. Who knew? But it happened. And it might have happened again.


He’d showered multiple times and changed his clothes and burned his interrogation clothes before he’d gone home to Seychelle. He’d had breakfast with another brother, Ice, and his old lady, Soleil, allowing more time to pass and putting other things in his mind. He’d showered again at home before going to bed. He’d taken every precaution, but that didn’t mean she hadn’t slipped inside his soul.


He sat in the cool leather of the chair, looking at the various views he had from that one spot. The two armchairs were set close, facing the long fireplace built into the wall itself. It was a good twelve feet long and when turned on could flicker low, providing small tongues of orange or red flames or leaping, rolling red-hot scorching blazes. The curve below the fireplace provided the long bank of handcrafted wooden drawers made by his brothers specifically for his whips and floggers. Fortunately, they were able to fit them into the room with few modifications. The tall jewelry cabinet they’d made for him fit nicely in the corner.


The woodworkers, Master, Player, Maestro and Keys, four of his brothers from Torpedo Ink, also made the rectangular, thinner cabinet housing his straps, slappers and tawse. In all honesty, they made cabinets in all shapes and sizes as they talked music and just messed around together in the shop. One would come up with a design and they’d put it together. If someone wanted it, they could just go get it. Savage had scored several beautiful cabinets that way. He’d needed them and found them at the shop.


Movement caught his eye, and his woman emerged from the master bath. Her hair always seemed a little bit wild, as if no matter what she did to try to tame it, there was no way it would fall in line. It was gold and platinum mixed together, streaks of light honey, thick, flowing down her back like a waterfall in waves.


Her eyes were a spectacular blue, like teal, deep and intense, stealing his breath if he looked too long, so that he had the feeling of falling, of drowning, and who the hell gave a fuck if he did, because just look at her. She had a woman’s figure. She had tits. Nice round woman’s flesh. Nipples he could see, could touch and play with. She had the kind of hips that cradled a man and an ass that invited a man to play. He fucking loved her body. He loved her skin. Smooth and soft, and it marked beautifully for him.


She walked, shoulders straight, back straight, chin up, hips and ass swaying, straight to the spanking bench. She stood, back to him, awaiting his orders. She could make his scarred cock stretch like no one could, just at the thought of what he was about to do to that sweet little ass and pussy.


He kept his relaxed position and dropped his hand to the first of the tawse, which was a bit smaller. “This is a tawse, Seychelle. It will warm your ass and get you ready for your punishment. I’ll warn you, this is a cut above what you’ve felt before. It may not look like much, but it delivers. You will feel it.”


Her gaze slid to him, and he caught the lift of her eyebrow. His cock jerked hard. She didn’t intend to tell him. She was definitely challenging him. He flashed her a grin. He indicated for her to lay over the bench. She did, presenting her ass to him without hesitation. He got up and, using a lazy, silent prowl, came up behind her, put one hand on the small of her back and kicked her left foot out wide.


“You know how to present your ass to me.” He bent down and fit a cuff around her right ankle to hold her in place.


She frowned and looked over her shoulder. He’d never used any tie she couldn’t get out of. He’d always asked her first. They’d talked over everything. He’d told her up front punishments were different. Safe words were off the table. He was solely in charge, and she’d agreed. She might cry foul eventually, but he knew her well enough to know she was stubborn as hell and he would have to do something a lot worse than this to get her to run from him.


He cuffed her left ankle and then did the same with each wrist. He pulled a scrunchie from his pocket, gathered her hair and secured it into a messy knot. Some would escape, but she couldn’t hide from him the way he knew she wanted to use her hair to do.


“Now I think we’re ready. You look beautiful as always, Seychelle.” He curved his palm around the back of her neck gently to give her courage, something he couldn’t help doing with her, then ran his finger down her spine as he walked around her again and picked up the tawse.


Already his body was anticipating this. He could feel himself sinking into that place of a sexual rush, a sexual high, and he hadn’t even gotten started. It was in his mind, his blood already hot. He rubbed her bottom. Cupped her pussy. Teased her pussy lips. Flicked her clit with the tawse, letting her feel the leather.


“You like that, baby?” He patted her pussy with it gently. “We’ll see how well you like it, when we’re done.”


He struck her without warning, using a little muscle, because honestly, this little thing hardly gave much of a sting in his opinion, but she jumped and then settled. He peppered her bottom with the tawse, lighting her up on both cheeks and then the backs of her thighs. He was right about his woman. Her pussy glistened; her clit was inflamed. Her ass was marked, but she didn’t make a sound. After several minutes, he stopped and picked up the second tawse.


“Okay, baby, we’re at the main event. What are you being punished for, Seychelle?”


“Because my man loves this shit and wants an excuse to use his fun little toys on me.”


He rubbed the marks, his cock swelling to alarming proportions. Bog, she was killing him, challenging him like this. He fucking loved it. His hand slipped over the curve of her red bottom, fingers dipping into the heat of her pussy. She was so hot and greedy, her silken sheath tried to suck his fingers deep.


“So needy, baby. You want more, don’t you? That is exactly the answer that will buy you more. I’ll ask again, why are you being punished?”


“Because my man is being a total asshole right now?”


He patted her ass, smiled and let loose with the medium tawse. Her breath hissed out, and two thin lines that looked like they could welt appeared on her left cheek. Savage rained down more strokes, letting himself enjoy the way her skin bounced, taking the thinner split leather, that terrible bite, and smacked her over and over.


She jerked and moved her bottom, as if trying to get away, but there was nowhere for her to run. He stopped with the vertical stripes and rubbed them with the heel of his hand and then his fingernails. He had spent time on those stripes, taking them from the tops of her buttocks to the sweet curve and then down the backs of her thighs. This tawse was a more moderate punishment, especially if you used it the way he had, careful of his woman but still making sure she felt every stroke he laid on her.


“You want to tell me why you’re lying over that bench with your gorgeous ass in the air and your pussy on display for me to punish, Seychelle?”


A quiet little sob escaped, and then she sniffed. “You asked me a question and I refused to answer you.”


“That’s right. Would you like to answer it now?” Deliberately, Savage continued to rub her sore bottom to keep it inflamed, but he gently circled her clit and then strummed it and flicked. When her body shuddered, he bent and used his tongue, stroking caresses and then devouring the liquid spilling from her. He wanted to keep her on edge, mix pleasure and pain until her body didn’t know one from the other, until she needed them together to get that explosive rush.


He’d promised to train her, and he used every opportunity, even their punishments. He straightened and tapped her back with the tawse to remind her to answer him immediately. He had to get control back, not necessarily of her. He had to get his control back before he got her, or a member of his club, killed.


“I had a damn nightmare, Savage. I barely remember it. It was all jumbled up. Monsters chasing me in the forest or something silly like that.” Seychelle’s voice was a barely heard whisper, her tone not matching the defiance of her statement.


Adrenaline mixed with a dark sexual need rushed through his veins like a freight train. Like a drug he was addicted to. “You are fucking lying to me, Seychelle.” He kept his tone velvet soft. Low. In total command of her. “You just fucked up big-time, and I told you what would happen.”


He peppered her ass with the tawse, this time putting more muscle into it until she was sobbing, really crying this time. He stalked over to the table, dropped the medium instrument and lifted the large one. He would have to be a little more careful—no—a lot more careful. This one could make a grown man cry. In the right hands it could deliver a blow that would go right through skin and muscle and jar the entire body with a streak of pain so severe it could incapacitate a man and leave him babbling and begging. Savage knew, because when he’d been training, he’d done that very thing multiple times. Of course, he’d been supposed to back then. He’d been thirteen years old and learning how to use all sorts of tools of the trade.


“I cannot believe you fucking lied to me.” He bent his head down to snarl the accusation in her ear as he stalked around her, tracking the end of the much longer leather down her spine, causing goose bumps to rise all over her body. Yeah, she was getting it now.


He moved behind her, taking in the sight of her, trembling, barely able to control herself but not asking him, or demanding him, to let her loose. She didn’t scream. Or curse. She tried to muffle her sobs as best she could, and he was damn proud of her for it. He ran his nails over the mottled skin of her cheeks, and his fucking cock swelled more, pushing hard at the scars.


He smacked her with the larger tawse, laying a double line of agony right across those perfect lines he’d already put there. She nearly came off the bench despite the cuffs, her cry choked off, and she forced herself back down. Immediately, he used his fingers to slide into her, stroking, letting her ride them, letting her settle, concentrate on that, lulling her. He smacked her again. Then again. Using some force, putting horizontal stripes over the vertical.


He was going to explode. Fucking explode like a teenager. She’d better give up her secrets soon. And he didn’t want to hurt her.


“Seychelle.” He stalked around to her face, caught her hair and yanked up her head so her eyes were staring into his. Tears poured down her cheeks, but he’d taught her well. Those were his tears. No screaming. She’d been silent. Held it in—for him—giving him this. He crouched down to look into her eyes. “Baby. Fucking tell me.”


She swallowed a sob. “I keep having a nightmare about a man being tortured. It was horrible. He was in a chair bolted to a floor. There were men in the room, but I couldn’t see them, only part of him, his legs, his lap. He was naked. There was blood everywhere. Someone smashed his legs over and over with a huge hammer-like thing. They did other worse things—with a drill. With bolts and then knives. I’m serious, Savage.” She hiccupped. “It was so bad, the things I could see. I was afraid it was you doing them. I was certain the man was Arnold. Look at me, Savage. Did you kill Joseph? I have to know.”


He hadn’t realized he had been holding himself rigid, but his gaze never once left hers. Relief swept through him. He leaned in and licked at her tears, taking them from her face. He kissed her eyes and then found her mouth with his. “No, baby. I wanted to do it for you, and I’m sorry it wasn’t me. I wish it were. He is dead, but I didn’t kill him. I feel like I let you down because I didn’t kill him.” He kissed her again before she could protest. Before she could ask any other questions, because he would have to tell her the truth.


He moved around her once again, taking his cock out, stroking, feeling the heavy weight, moving behind her to look at her dark purple ass and thighs. She was going to have trouble sitting, and he had so many plans for her. He dipped his finger in her liquid heat and painted between her cheeks, finding her forbidden little star.


“One of our dirty, sinful things we have yet to explore, Seychelle. You love our lessons.” He pushed the head of his cock into her hot entrance, throwing his head back and hissing at the tightness of her silky, wet sheath. “Maybe while I’ve got you helpless and you’ve been so bad, I should give you a lesson here.” But he would never do that. Never. Not as a punishment.


He smacked her ass when she tightened up and turned her head to look at him over her shoulder, fear in her eyes. “You should know better. We haven’t discussed that, and it isn’t for punishment.”


Before she could reply, he surged forward, driving deep into her sheath, burying himself to the hilt, watching himself disappear into her, watching the way her body swallowed his. The sight was sinful and dirty. Beautiful and miraculous. Fucking poetry. He was a big man and her body felt as if it was strangling him, a fist of scorching-hot, wet silk, twisting as he slammed into her with brutal force.


He wasn’t making love to her the way he did most times, even when he was going at her hard. This was fucking her, using her body for his own personal satisfaction. He’d never once done that with her. Never. Never thought of it. He tightened his hold on her hips and pumped into her fast and hard, over and over, refusing to let her move. Never once giving her inflamed clit the necessary friction to get her off. This wasn’t about her satisfaction. This was punishment, no longer for not answering him but for lying to him. That was a hard line to cross.


He let his sadistic streak roar with pleasure, let it revel in the sight of her suffering for him. Her purple, mottled ass, the glorious welts that were rising beautifully, the rakes of his fingernails, her sobs and the perfect tight, hot pussy that nearly strangled his cock drove him past all point of control, and he let it. He gave himself up to the pure ecstasy of driving in and out of her, watching her body take his. Feeling his girth swell even larger, the rigid scars scraping against the silken walls adding to the glorious friction.


Savage wanted to stay right where he was forever, giving his cock absolute freedom, giving himself permission to be who he was, but it was too good. Already, he was on fire, his entire being, blood so hot he was already a volcano, magma roiling in his balls, rocketing in brutal, jerking explosions to coat the walls of her sheath. Hot ropes of his seed that seemed a never-ending eruption, flinging him into some other place, where nothing could touch him. His fucking past was wiped out for those precious few minutes, or hours—he didn’t know how long, he only knew she took it away.


He had no idea how long he stood behind her with his cock buried deep, his fingers digging into her hips so hard he was certain he had left bruises. His cock was still pulsing when he became really aware. His body buzzed, blood still roaring hotly through his veins, the rush still on him, but Seychelle was shaking and needed care.


He pulled out of her gently and reached down to unlatch the cuffs circling her ankles. He had to be a little careful. Surprisingly, his legs were rubbery. “Just a minute, baby. Let me take care of you and I’ll get you free.”


He had set everything he needed out beside his chair. As he passed the table, he swept up the three tawse he’d used on her and pushed them into the drawer out of sight to clean the leather later. Lotion containing a topical numbing agent as well as arnica to help against bruising was right beside the chair. He used a wet, warm cloth between her legs and thighs to clean her first and then applied the lotion.


Her breath hissed out of her, and he could hear her muffled sobs, but she didn’t protest. When he had made certain he’d covered every welt and potential bruise, he removed the cuffs on her wrists and helped her into a standing position. Her knees gave out, and he caught her up.


Seychelle pushed him away and reached for the support of the spanking bench. “I’m okay.” She rubbed at her face with her hand, effectively hiding from him. “I need some tissues.” Her chest heaved, and her body gave another shudder.


He reached for her again. “Let me take care of you.”


She went stiff. “You took care of yourself, Savage. Taking care of me is more taking care of yourself. You’re doing it for you to make yourself feel better.”


Savage ignored her clear resentment and lifted her into his arms, cradling her against his chest, taking her over to the chair. She struggled a little, but there was no way she was going to win when he had her trapped, and she gave up fairly quickly. He sank down onto the cool leather, keeping Seychelle on his lap, his arms firmly around her.


“Look at me.”


She shook her head.


“I’m not playing around anymore, Seychelle, look at me.” He poured steel under the velvet of his voice.


Her chin snapped up, and she glared at him. Her eyes were bluer than ever, that amazing teal that a man like him could drown in.


“That’s where you’re wrong, baby. I feel just fine. I was straight with you about what I am from the very beginning. I get off on punishing you. You give me a good reason, you’re going to get your sweet little ass turned red.”


“Do you really think it’s necessary for me to tell you about my dreams, Savage?”


Seychelle laid her head against his chest as if she was so exhausted, she couldn’t keep the weight of it up another moment. She probably was. He’d been very hard on her for more than one reason. Training her body should have gone much slower, taking much longer, but he knew they just didn’t have the time. He’d used heavier instruments on her and kept her body on edge in order to continue training her body to need his. He was very worried that an upcoming club run was going to tip him over the edge, which meant regardless of whether she was ready or not, Seychelle was going to bear the brunt of his sadism.


“Yeah, Seychelle, when you have nightmares bad enough that you’re puking in a toilet two mornings in a row, I’m going to find out what’s wrong. As far as I’m concerned, that’s my fuckin’ business. I take care of you. If you’re sick, I call the doctor. If you’re upset, I figure out why and fix it. You’re puking in the toilet, I’m going to ask why and you’re going to tell me.”


He massaged her scalp with strong fingers and then the nape of her neck, easing the tension out of her body. “I love you, baby. I’m not a good man, but you promised to love me the way I am. I’m doing my best to try to take care of you. I can’t have stalkers pointing guns at you and you being so upset you’re throwing up and afraid to tell me why.” His fingers went back up to her scalp. “We set some ground rules, and we’re going to abide by them. I told you I needed certain things in order to keep my life sane. You’re the center of my world. I’m not taking chances on losing you.”


She sighed. “I’m struggling with all of this, Savage. I feel overwhelmed.”


“I know you are.” He brushed kisses on her temple. “I’m a lot to ask you to accept, but you already made the commitment. We both did.”


“I didn’t mind the punishment, although it hurt like hell,” she admitted. “I did mind the fact that you got off and I didn’t.”


She raised her eyes to his and he could see the misery there. He brushed another kiss over her lips. “It was a punishment, baby. You weren’t supposed to feel good. I fucked you as part of the punishment because you lied to me, and you didn’t deserve to get off and you know it.” He kissed her gently. “That’s part of the lesson.”


“I hated that lesson.”


“But you’ll remember it, won’t you?”


“Yes.” She laid her head against his chest again, cuddling into him. “If you didn’t kill Arnold, how do you know he’s dead, Savage?” Her voice trembled just the slightest.


It took discipline to stay relaxed. He didn’t want to answer questions about Joseph Arnold, but he’d just told her they didn’t lie to each other. On the other hand, he could skirt around subjects that she couldn’t handle—and right now he could see she was at her limit.


“Code found out that Arnold had stalked a couple of other women. Those women had disappeared. One of them was the sister of the member of another club.” That was very true. “We turned him over to the club. When it was determined that Arnold had murdered her, they indicated that they killed him.”


Savage chose his words very carefully. He had interrogated Joseph Arnold when Code had found that two other women had been stalked and he was suspected in their disappearance. One of them was the sister of a member of the Genesis club, a major player they could always use goodwill with. Favors came in handy when running through territories hot. Czar had put in a call asking if they wanted Arnold and saying he would be taken as far as Sacramento if they wanted him. They did.


He felt Seychelle sag with relief and knew he’d made the right decision not to tell her everything. Coming clean might be right, but he would lose her. She was overloaded, struggling to come to terms with his need for control, the punishments and her body’s arousal when she experienced pain. She wasn’t completely sold on the club either. The last thing she needed to deal with was knowing her man took human beings apart and didn’t break a sweat or feel remorse.


“Let’s get you in a bath. I’ve got a couple of things I’ve got to do today, babe, but one of the prospects will be outside, and any time you want to head out to do your thing, just message me and let me know where you’re going, and then tell him. Do you already know your plans?”


He lifted her and took her on through to the grotto, where he sat on the edge of the tub, Seychelle still cradled on his lap. The water poured in, and he threw healing salts in. “When you’ve soaked for twenty minutes, I’ll come back and apply more lotion.”


“Eden Ravard has a card game today and needs a fourth person. I told her I’d join her. As usual, her sister, Nina, can’t make it. Another emergency. She seems to have them a lot.”


“You don’t think they’re real?”


Seychelle shrugged. “Nina annoys me. She’s older than Eden by quite a few years but acts like Eden should do everything for her, and Eden does. In any case, Eden asked me to go shopping for her and come early to help her prepare the snacks for everyone. After that, I promised to go visit Dirk and Harriet Meadows. Then I thought I’d go for a walk on the headlands if it wasn’t late before I came back here. Unless you want to stay at the cottage tonight.”


He couldn’t miss the hopeful note in her voice. “We could do that. Master and Player sent a text asking if you might want to join them tonight at the bar. Nothing big, just for fun. If you’d rather not, or you’re tired, we’ll just meet at the cottage.”


She slid off his lap into the hot, steamy water, wincing as her bottom came in contact with the salt water. He’d placed the cushioned ring so she could lower herself onto it, but she was going to be sore. He wanted her to remember this lesson and any lesson afterward. He wasn’t like the others in the club, and he knew that—other than perhaps Maestro, who believed the same way he did.


“We’ll see how I feel,” she murmured, closing her eyes.
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Savage lay with his head on Seychelle’s belly, his arms wrapped around her hips, listening to the sound of the waves and her steady breathing as she slept. Most nights, he couldn’t sleep. He’d been that way most of his life. He’d spent too many nights in that damn hellhole, freezing, expecting to be dragged out any moment to be used by the “instructors” at the school. Sleeping lightly was a habit. Self-preservation. He had to know what was coming at him at all times.


Sometimes he slipped out of bed, and if they were at the other house, he practiced with the various whips. No way was he ever going to leave permanent marks on her skin—unless she wanted his name there, declaring she belonged to him. That was far down the line. That would hurt like hell where he wanted to put it. Just the idea of it could put his cock into a frenzy that made him so full and hard the scars threatened to tear apart. Sometimes the pain was excruciating, and he needed the relief of her scorching-hot, tight sheath, just to milk him dry.


He fucking loved her. She was doubting herself, thinking something was wrong with her and he wouldn’t love her the way she was. He could see her rejection of her sexual needs. The more he developed them, the more ashamed, guilty and embarrassed she became. She put that shit on herself, not realizing he had taken what little tiny kernel of interest she had and developed it quickly. That was his expertise. He’d tried to explain that to her, but the more she got off on it, the more she took on herself.


Savage rubbed his bristled jaw gently over her belly. He’d made the decision to back off training her for a few days to see if that helped to give her peace of mind. He’d pushed her pretty hard with the tawse. Part of that had been selfish when he’d seen how she’d reacted. She was incredible. Everything he could ever want in a woman. He meant what he said to her. If they couldn’t go any further, he would find a way to live with what they had. He wouldn’t lie to her or himself—it would be difficult at times, but he would do it because he loved her more than he needed to have whip marks on his woman. He’d live with handprints and flogging welts. He’d have to be careful when he was at his worst, because some of his floggers were as bad as, or worse than, his whips.


The other reason he had pushed her was knowing what was coming up so fast. He would not be using any other woman to take the edge off when the monster came out. It was Seychelle or no one, so it had to be Seychelle. He was doing his best to come up with a plan to take it easy on her, knowing if he didn’t train her body, she wouldn’t be ready, and she needed to be. The monster was coming, and he couldn’t stop it. That wouldn’t be quite the same thing as handling him when he was in the mood to play.


Once Torpedo Ink went on the run with the other clubs and he had to take care of club business the way it looked like it was going to play out, he would need her almost immediately when they returned home—if he could last that long. Oftentimes, because they resided in Diamondback territory, they were required to ride with them on one of their events. They’d all but been ordered to go. It was a fucking mess.


“Bog, baby,” he whispered. “What the fuck am I going to do? I brought you into this, and I can’t give you up.”


Just the thought of losing her was worse than anything he could think of. He hadn’t believed anyone could love a man like him, and yet she lay there in his bed, her bottom sore, but she hadn’t hesitated or held back when he’d made love to her as gently as possible, grateful that just the sight of her bottom was enough to arouse him. He didn’t need to add any additional stripes to her already sore ass.


Seychelle had whispered the words to him, kissing his throat, his neck, then pouring that love into him. He felt it every time she touched him—when she looked at him. He wasn’t giving that up because she was afraid. He just had to figure out a way to help her through this adjustment period and still give her the real man and not some choirboy version.


“I’ll never be that man, angel. I’m a fucking devil, not a choirboy, no matter how much I want to be that for you.” Sometimes he just watched her sleep because she was so beautiful, he had to make certain she was real.


Her laughter was muffled by the pillow, a low musical raining of golden notes that teased at his skin, feathering over his nerve endings until little electrical pulses beat in time to the music she created.


“Are you having delusions, honey, or did some misguided soul, one of your many admirers, actually tell you that you were a choirboy? I can rid you of that misconception right now.” Her little giggle came again, along with those notes spilling over his body. He actually saw her laughter in golden notes. He saw her music that way as well. When he was a child, he’d been able to see people’s voices in colorful notes drifting around them, but that had been wiped out abruptly when all joy had been stomped out of him.


Seychelle turned her head toward him, her thick braid moving across the pillow as she looked over her shoulder at him. Light came through the open window. She refused to close the damn thing, no matter what he said about security. She liked it open, and he liked the way the moonlight managed to shine perfectly on her.


Laughter was in her eyes, that totally relaxed look she got on her face whenever they were here in her home—her little cottage by the sea she loved so much. He had tried to recreate a space on the bed in his master bedroom just like hers, but he’d failed. She still wasn’t as relaxed, all tension gone, ready to tease him and play like they had for months before they made their relationship official, not in his master bedroom.


In retaliation, he nipped her hip and then soothed the sting with his tongue. “I’ve been a fucking choirboy for an entire day.” That laughter was killing him. He loved the sound of it.


“You can’t say choirboy and fuck in the same sentence and be a choirboy.”


She sounded all prim and schoolmarmy, which made him smile. His first reaction was to roll her over so she was sprawled over the top of him and he had access to her bottom. That was his usual response when she teased him like this, but he didn’t want any bruising, not when he’d made up his mind to ease up and give her a few days to adjust. He would always be a controlling bastard, wanting everything his way, and maybe taking one thing at a time was the best way to go.


“Babe, I told you I was going to hell. Might as well do anything I want. And that’s mild in comparison to all the things I think about saying and doing.”


Her laughter was contagious. “You should have seen your face last night when the Red Hat ladies showed up at the bar to hear me sing. All those darling ladies, Zyah’s grandmother leading the way. She’s so cute, by the way. I adore her, and she adores you. Obviously the two of you have a past, and she made it clear last night that you, Destroyer, Maestro and Player are her little darlings.”


“You’re going to get yourself in trouble if you bring that up,” he growled against her pristine skin, settling his teeth against her in warning.


She didn’t pay him heed in the least. “Who knew you were so popular, Savage? All those sparkly hats and all of them wanting to dance with you. I had more requests for songs. The other bikers in the bar last night were quite enthusiastic about making certain the right music was requested. Everyone had ideas. I even saw Jackson and Jonas slip in. They were grinning from ear to ear, and at first it looked as if they might have been there on official business.”


That did it. At the mention of the cops, there was no way he was going to be a saint. Savage rolled and took her with him, so that she sprawled over the top of him, her sore, bare ass in the air, legs on either side of his hips. Her amazing blue eyes laughed right down into his, causing his heart to perform some silly, weird melting sensation. He rubbed her bottom, hoping she would consider that a threat.


“You didn’t tell me I had so many rivals for your affection. I went into that blind. All those ladies giggling. They brought cookies, Savage. There were plates of cookies with your name on them.”


If a man like him had the ability to blush, he might actually have done it when the Red Hat ladies marched in with their crazy purple-and-red hats and their wild clothing, as if each had tried to outdo the others in outlandish skirts and layered dusters. Secretly, he applauded them for their carefree apparel and their insistence on living out their lives the way they chose. If they wanted to go to a biker bar dressed as a cross between fairy godmothers and something out of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, more power to them.


Ten of the Red Hat women had shown up, all bearing plates of cookies. And then Zyah, Player’s wife. She had come along to keep an eye on her grandmother. Anat Gamal, her grandmother, had unofficially adopted all of Torpedo Ink as her grandchildren. Savage wasn’t going to admit to his woman that he might really be one of the favorites, because she would give him no end of grief over it. She was already far too amused over how the evening had played out.


“I shared the cookies with you, you little monster,” he pointed out. He kissed the hollow of her neck. She always smelled so good—a wild strawberry fragrance that was just so subtle.


“You weren’t very generous with the bar.”


“They were snickering.”


“Because you wouldn’t dance. Those ladies wanted to dance.”


“I don’t dance.”


“You dance with me.”


“You’ve got something I want, baby.”


“What would that be?” She traced one of his scars with her tongue, and then the tattoo that ran over the top of it.


“That mouth of yours. Love your mouth, Seychelle. I’m going to love seeing your lips stretched around my cock. You’ve got the most amazing tits. Firm and round, more than a handful. Impressive nipples, and you let me play. I’ve decided to see if I can make you come for me just by playing with your nipples, baby. Your sweet little pussy. It’s hot as hell and so tight you strangle my cock when I’m inside you. Then there’s your perfect ass. I love the shape of your ass cheeks, the way they show my marks. The way they bounce when I strike them. I think about fucking your ass while you scream and come over and over even though you don’t want to, and it makes me so hard, I think I’ll explode. So, yeah, I’ve got reasons to make the effort to dance with you and make a fucking fool out of myself.”


All the while he spoke in a low, velvet tone, he rubbed her sore cheeks gently. He could feel her heat growing as he continued. He slid his fingers lower, between her legs, to find her slick, just like he knew she would be. She was always responsive to him. He loved a hell of a lot more about her than he told her. It wasn’t all physical; in fact, there was a lot that wasn’t physical, but making more of a fool of himself than he already looked with those women wasn’t happening.


“Is that why you dance with me, honey?”


She rubbed her chin on his chest and then looked up at him, those long lashes feathering over her eyes and then lifting, nearly stopping his heart.


“Maybe. Or maybe I just like to hold you.” He was rewarded with her smile. It was slow, curving those full lips so that her straight little teeth gleamed at him and her eyes picked up a shine.


“Maybe you are a fucking choirboy after all, Savin Pajari.” She lifted her head and framed his face with both hands, looking innocent and sweet as only Seychelle could do. “It never lasts more than five seconds, but in those five seconds, that choirboy deserves all those Red Hat ladies and their adoration and cookies. I’m absolutely certain of it.”


She leaned down and kissed him. Just a brush of her lips, but she gave him a taste of wild strawberries. Just a small elusive hint that lingered in his mouth. He had to resist fisting her hair and holding her head in place while he devoured her. She was still in teasing mode. He caught her lower lip between his teeth and bit down gently, trapping that soft curve and pulling it in warning, narrowing his eyes at her.


She giggled like a little kid, forcing him to release her. Immediately, she rolled off of him and scooted to the headboard, her favorite place. He pulled her legs down so he could lay across her hips, pillowing his head on her belly, his favorite place.


“You really didn’t mind all those women there last night, did you?” she asked.


“That’s your question? You’re going to waste one of your questions on a silly one like that?” She knew the answer.


Hell no, he didn’t mind. It ruined his badass image, but then one look at him restored it immediately. He liked the old ladies, particularly Anat Gamal. There was just something about those older women that got to him. They needed someone to defend them, he was there. He wasn’t the only one that thought that way. All of Torpedo Ink did.


“No, baby, I didn’t mind them coming out to hear you sing. They had a good time, and the bar wasn’t too crowded. It would have been different if we’d had a couple of clubs standing off against each other, but last night no one was there challenging each other, and the ladies had their night of fun.”


He rubbed her hip. This was what they did together. Lay on her bed and asked questions. The rule was, they had to answer honestly. They’d started their relationship that way, and he always enjoyed hearing her answers and her questions. “What bothers you most about our club?”


He looked up at her, watched her face. She bit her lip, not wanting to answer. He’d hoped he’d been wrong and she wasn’t bothered about the club, but it was clear she was. He’d known she wouldn’t like the question, but she wasn’t a coward, his woman. She might take her time, but she wouldn’t call a halt to their game.


“It’s a closed club. I’m not in it, but I’m expected to live with it, with the rules, and to help all of you whenever you need it.”


He turned her answer over and over in his mind. There was some truth to that. Torpedo Ink was closed off in some ways. All right, if he was honest, in all ways. They let their women in by loving and protecting them, but it wasn’t the same. No one had gone through the things they had together. They’d been torn apart. Shredded. They weren’t whole, not unless they were together. One didn’t survive without the others. It was difficult to explain to anyone else. So, yeah, he got it. She wasn’t exactly wrong. Still, she was his woman, and the club accepted her as such, which meant she was theirs to protect.


“That’s not exactly right, Seychelle. Every member of Torpedo Ink would lay down their life for you.”


“Maybe. I don’t want them laying down their life for me. I want, for once in my life, to be someone’s first.”


He frowned. “What the fuck does that mean?”


Her lashes fluttered. “It isn’t your turn. It’s my turn.”


“Then get on with it.” He ran his palm over her hip and down her thigh possessively, because really? What the fuck did she mean by that?


“Did you always want to belong to a motorcycle club?”


“I didn’t know what a club was until I saw the worst of them. We rode with the Swords, one of the nastiest clubs on the planet. They ran a huge human trafficking ring and treated women and children like shit. I loved the brotherhood I shared with my people, and riding on my Harley, but didn’t want anything to do with the Swords. I didn’t want to be like them. We came into contact with other clubs, and over the five years we rode with the Swords, we learned not all clubs were like the Swords. Czar set the rules for us, and we knew it was our best way to function in society.”


Her hand moved to his scalp, fingers beginning that slow massage he had come to love. From the first time she’d ever done that, she’d made him feel cared for.


“So, what the fuck did you mean when you said for once in your life you wanted to be someone’s first?”


Seychelle shifted her weight from her bottom to her hip. He turned his head slightly so he could look up at her face. There was no pain there, none in her eyes, but there was some other emotion that had his gut knotting. She looked almost haunted. Those teal-blue eyes looked sad. Deep sorrow. The kind that didn’t just go away easily.


“Baby.” He gentled his voice. “What did you mean by that? Tell me. This is our honesty time. We always talk to each other right here in the safety of this room.”


Deliberately, he wanted to point out they were in her safe place. Her sacred spot—their sacred place. He had to acknowledge that even for him, this cottage and this bed had become that. Maybe he didn’t want to give up the cottage either. He rubbed his palm up and down her thigh and then found the scars on her leg that she’d gotten saving his life, tracing them gently with the pads of his fingers.


She turned her face away from him, staring out the window to look at her beloved sea. He gave her that, not forcing her to face him. It mattered more that she gather the courage and tell him what she meant. Whatever it was, it was too damned important for him to insist on controlling how she told him.


“For you, your brothers and sisters in Torpedo Ink are a part of who you are, Savage. You kind of said that to me, right? That somehow, to survive, you’re all woven together, and you wouldn’t make it apart.”


He nodded, afraid to speak aloud. Instead, he rubbed his chin along her belly and then kissed the faint abrasive red marks he’d put there. All the while he continued to trace those scars to soothe her. She was used to his touch. He willed her to continue.


“Everything you do, you do for the club. You have secrets with the club, things you share with them you don’t share with me. They dictate your life to you. They come first for you, and they always will.”


He saw where she was going with her statement, and his first reaction was to protest, but what exactly was she saying that was incorrect? The club was his life. He did share things with the club he couldn’t share with her. His life did revolve around the club. He wouldn’t say he put them first before her, but it would seem that way to her. He could understand that.


“My parents really loved one another, and when my father realized my mother was going to die, he couldn’t see me, only her. At first, I had Mom, but then when Dad developed the heart condition, she began to focus more and more on his illness, and I was the odd man out. I didn’t blame them. I really didn’t. I had so much to do all the time, and they couldn’t do much at all, so they spent their time with each other. Don’t get me wrong, we spent time together as a family, just as I know I’ll spend time with you and your family. But I always thought I’d be first in someone’s life. That’s the dream, right? At least my dream.”


“You’re my world, Seychelle. I don’t want you to doubt that.”


“What’s your dream?”


She hadn’t replied to his statement. When she asked her question, there was the slightest tremble to her voice, but when he looked up at her, there were no tears. Her lower lip trembled for just a moment, just as her voice had, but she bit down and stilled it.


“Keeping you happy for the rest of your life,” he answered sincerely, without hesitation. “Finding a way that allows you to see and love the real me so that you want to stay with me. That’s the dream for me, Seychelle. The real man. The monster and the man.”


A wall of water thundered toward the shore, the waves crashing against the bluffs and sea stacks in a wild display of nature in turmoil. His heart beat faster, while his blood seemed to match the rhythm of the tumultuous sea.


Her fingers massaged his scalp, the one thing that kept him believing she was hanging in there with him. Why did she feel as if she was so damn elusive? They had a problem. A real problem. This was much bigger than getting her body to accept pain with pleasure.


“I laid out everything for you—how I was, what I was—Seychelle, before you agreed to our relationship. That I had to have things a certain way. That I’d be in control. That I’d want to punish you when you broke the rules. That I’d train your body to enjoy pain with pleasure so you would better be able to enjoy sex with me. You agreed to all those terms. Have you changed your mind?”


“No.”


She hadn’t hesitated.


“Do you really believe men can be faithful to one woman?” she asked.


“The right man can, yes.” He didn’t wait to hear what she had to say about that. “Do you believe you can love the real me?”


“Only if you actually share the real you with me.”


There was a challenge in her voice. That deep sorrow was back. That haunting note that broke his heart. Damn it, this was about his club. About the fact that she felt she wasn’t first in his life. She was—and she wasn’t. She was. She was his fucking world. The center of it. The heart of it.


“Do you think I’m not in love with you?”


She hesitated. His entire body froze. He didn’t know the first thing about relationships. He didn’t. He only knew that he believed she was his. Every cell in his body knew she was right for him. There was no one else, and there never would be. He had to be right for her. He might be rough and too controlling, but he would move the world for her, if she needed it moved. He just needed her to give him a little direction.


It wasn’t going to be the sex that was going to destroy their relationship, it was this distance. The way she felt about not being first in his life. How the hell did he combat that? What about the other members of Torpedo Ink who had women? Blythe felt first with Czar, their president. Breezy did with Steele, their vice president. Ice, another member, with his wife, Soleil. Even Anya did with Reaper and Scarlet with Absinthe. There was Player with Zyah. What was the difference?


Savage buried his face in the hollow along her hip bone. It was him and not only what he did for the club but the way he sometimes needed to do it. He took apart men for information. She might live with that. He took apart pedophiles because they fucking deserved to feel what they’d done to him and every boy and girl they’d ever touched. He hunted them, and he brought them to justice. He made certain they knew exactly what they had done to the little children they’d taken. The lives they’d destroyed.


Yeah, that was part of what he did for the club and part of what he did for himself. He was the club assassin. When the club was paid to make a hit, he was the one to do it most of the time. Sometimes Maestro, another member, carried out the order, but most of the time, it was on him. That wasn’t something he was going to share with his woman.


“Seychelle? Do you think I’m not in love with you?” He repeated the question, turning up his gaze to her face.


Her tongue touched her lower lip. “I think you love me, Savage,” she said slowly.


“That isn’t the question.” He gripped her thigh. This was far worse than he thought. She really had mixed feelings about the club and their relationship, and he had no idea how to fix that shit. None. He could tell her a million times he loved her because it was the truth, but it was also the truth that when the president of his club called, he would go and he wouldn’t tell her why.


Her breath left her lungs in a little rush. “In love with me? What does that even mean to you? I don’t know anymore. I thought I knew. When we started down this road together, I thought I did, but things are different.”


“It means I love you with every fuckin’ breath I take. That’s what it means to me. How are things different, Seychelle? Tell me how you think they’re different.”


Her fingers continued to move on his scalp. That was the one thing that kept him from leaping up and pacing across the small room, his stomach churning. He was not going to lose her.


“There’s this distance between us, and no matter what we do, we can’t make that go away. It’s like this very large space. I know you feel it too, Savage. We’ve always been in sync, and suddenly we’re not. There’s this huge chasm.” Her voice was sad.


He couldn’t deny it. He did feel it. How could he not? Had he done that? Or had she? Was she right? Was it his club? The club had always been there. What had changed? What was different?


“When did it start?” He wasn’t going to deny it and pretend he didn’t know what she meant. If she was brave enough to admit it, they had a chance to fix it.


“When the Diamondbacks came to the bar for a meeting. You brought me there that night to sing with the band. You didn’t tell me until the last minute that there was some important meeting and you needed my voice to keep everyone calm.”


“I apologized for that. I know you have to process, and I should have warned you ahead of time that there could be trouble.” He rubbed his palm along her thigh and then down over her scars. She was too damn perceptive.


“You did apologize, Savage, and I accepted your apology. Had that been all that was happening, it would have been all right, but it wasn’t. There were all kinds of undercurrents that night. The thing was, the other wives weren’t there.”


“Some were there. Scarlet. Lissa. They were there.”


“Scarlet and Lissa can shoot the wings off a fly. They weren’t there as wives that night, and you know it. They were there in the same capacity as Alena and Lana and every other member of Torpedo Ink. If something went wrong, they were there to fight for the club. I’m not stupid, Savage. It wasn’t just an important meeting. Torpedo Ink was expecting trouble, the kind of trouble where all of you could have been killed.”


He sat up, swearing under his breath, his bare feet hitting the floor. She was absolutely right. They had been expecting trouble, or at least ready for it.


“I was the only one not informed, yet you were using me. They all were.”


“Seychelle.” He turned to look at her. “Baby, it wasn’t like that, and you know it.”


“It was exactly like that. You needed my voice and you didn’t want to include me in knowing whatever it was that was happening, so you just didn’t bother to give me the information. Isn’t that right? Club business. I don’t need to know. I can serve you. Serve the club. But I don’t need to know.”


“Damn it, Seychelle. I’m your man. Why the fuck do I have to explain myself and what I’m doing to you? Why would I have to spell anything out? I say it, you should trust me enough to just fuckin’ do what I say because I say it.” Adrenaline poured through his veins, and he caught up his jeans and yanked them up.


“I did exactly that, didn’t I, Savage?” she said. “I did what you said. If I go on the stupid run with you, I’ll most likely do what you say, even though I’ll be the only one that doesn’t know what’s going on.”


He spun around to face her as he dragged his T-shirt over his head. “You’re going on the run with me, Seychelle.” It was a command, nothing less. He was so done with the argument because, damn it to hell, she was right about that too. She wouldn’t know what was going on because he wasn’t about to tell her he was going to kill a couple of people after he got information out of them first. And yeah, the club knew all about that shit. He stomped into his boots and pulled on his jacket and was gone, slamming the door like a fucking child.


What was wrong with him? If she’d walked out on him, he’d be after her, throw her over his shoulder and smack her ass so hard she wouldn’t be able to sit down for a month. She was right, and he didn’t have a leg to stand on. He didn’t have a way to combat what she was saying, so he walked out instead of having the courage to just admit it.


He wanted to hit something. Anything. Head down to San Francisco to the fight club and get a few matches. He sucked at relationships. Five minutes in, and he blew it already because she spoke the truth and he had no answer for it.


He settled his ass on the familiar leather seat of his matte-black Night Rod Special with its dull gunmetal-gray trim, blacked out chrome and the image of a dripping skull. He found he couldn’t move. He didn’t want to go anywhere, not without her. Not leaving her like this. She had all the courage in the world to answer him honestly, and he’d run like a coward because he knew he couldn’t give her the truth. He’d promised her to be all in, and yet he was the one holding back. He expected everything from her, and she knew it. She’d called him on his shit, and instead of taking it like a man he’d thrown a tantrum.


“Fuck.” He was off the bike and stomping back to the cottage.


Seychelle sat in the same place, but she had a T-shirt on and her knees pulled up, arms wrapped tight around them. Her head was down, and she didn’t look up at him when he walked in and sat on the edge of the bed next to her.


“Shouldn’t have stormed out like a fuckin’ kid, baby. I didn’t know how to make this right and took the coward’s way out. I don’t know how couples do this. You have one of those books you’re always reading?” He ran his hand over the back of her head. Down that long fall of silky hair.


“I wish I did, honey.” Her voice was muffled. She didn’t look up.


His stomach dropped. Flipped. His heart clenched. “Oh hell, Seychelle. You’re not crying, are you? Baby, don’t do that. I mean it. You can’t cry.”


“You like me to cry.”


Oh Bog. She was crying. The real deal. He felt a little panicky. “No, it isn’t the same. Stop it. We’ll figure this out. Maybe not right away, but it will get done. We’re new at this shit.”


When she continued to cry, he picked her up and carried her to the chair so he could hold her on his lap. Cradling her to his chest, he just held her, cupping the back of her head, trying to soothe her with his body. Clearly, he wasn’t good with words.


After a few minutes she seemed to quiet, but he continued to hold her, rocking her gently, liking her in his arms. “This is my fault, baby. I don’t know what I’m doing yet. I’ll figure it out, Seychelle. You just have to hang in there with me. I know it isn’t easy, but I swear, if you do, in the end, I’ll be worth it.”


He didn’t have a clue how he was going to make himself or their relationship worth it to her. She was the one doing all the giving, and he was the one doing all the taking.


“We’re supposed to be partners. Partners. You don’t leave me out, Savage. You don’t try to control my every move. I love my life, the people I visit, the places I go. They might not be anything to you or to anyone else, but they’re very important to me. They’re elderly people everyone overlooks, but I love them. I don’t want you to tell me I can’t go see them like I’m some child. Sea Haven is very small. Everyone knows everyone’s business. It’s not like if someone is mean to me you aren’t going to know about it in three seconds. And I’d text you. I did text you.”


He knew she was referring to her stalker. She had come home to her little cottage and he’d been inside.


“I was almost too late, Seychelle.” Just thinking about those minutes after he heard her voice asking Arnold why he had a gun in her home had his stomach in knots.


“What happened with Joseph Arnold wasn’t your fault or mine. He was sick.”


“Yes, he was. There are a lot of sick people out there, Seychelle,” he pointed out.


“I know, but it was a fluke that he attached himself to me.”


He sighed and kissed her neck. “You know that isn’t true. I want to agree with you, but you know it isn’t the truth, baby.” He kept his tone gentle. Pure velvet. This had to hurt worse than the punishment. She loved to sing. She had the voice of an angel, but that voice of hers was also her downfall.


She pushed her forehead against his chest. “I can switch how I sing. I tap into emotions and sing for particular people to help them, but I can find a way to stop that.”


“No, you can’t. You know you can’t any more than you can stop yourself from trying to heal someone who is really sick. You draw men to you, babe. You just do. And if you weren’t singing, you’d say hello on the street and one day you’d say hello to the wrong man and it would be someone like Arnold. He’d hear your voice and it would work its way inside him.”


“Is that why you’re with me? My voice? My body?”


His first reaction was to tease her and give her a sexual answer, but he caught the underlying note of despair in her voice. She didn’t want him to be with her for either reason.


“I love all of you, Seychelle Dubois. I fell so hard for everything you. You bring me sunlight. You taught me how to laugh. I didn’t have hope, and you gave that to me. I had no future and you gave me one. There’s a brightness in you, and you were generous enough to share that with me, knowing what I am and what I’ll always be.”


“Don’t, Savage,” she whispered, pushing her face into his throat.


“No, baby, I don’t have a lot to give you yet. I’m learning. But I can give you this: truth. I was all but dead inside. Just dark and gone, soulless. Then you came into my life and somehow you managed to bring me back to life. So, to answer your question, do I love your body? Hell yeah, I fuckin’ do. Does your voice get to me? You sing like a fuckin’ angel. I tell you that because it’s true. But more than those two things, it’s how you look at me and see the man inside that I can’t even see. You’re capable of loving that man when I didn’t believe there was anyone on the face of this earth that could love that monster.”


“Savage.”


He felt the wet of her tears again. Bog, he detested making her cry, but these were sweet tears for him. Loving tears, and he felt the difference. He was learning. He might be slow, but he was finding he was capable of learning because she mattered to him.


“I want that partnership with you, it’s just that keeping you safe has to be a priority. You have to understand and accept that. You can’t resent it any more than you can resent it when I pull you off the stage or out of a room if someone is too sick for you to be in the room with them. I’m protecting you. Shielding you. That was the promise I made to you, and you agreed to it, didn’t you, Seychelle?” He kept his tone low. Tried to state facts, not be a dictator.


“Yes. I just didn’t think in terms of having to answer to you every minute of the day for my time. It feels wrong, like I’m a child instead of a woman. Should I be doing the same for you? Shielding you from Torpedo Ink because you take on their anger? Their rage and pain?”


It took discipline to stay relaxed. He kept rocking her. Running his hand down the back of her scalp to soothe her while he considered what to say. He didn’t want her to ever blame the other members for what she would have to suffer on their behalf. Already she resented the club. He hadn’t expected that.


She had never indicated that she would blame them, even knowing that one of his psychic gifts was to take on the rage of his brothers and sisters so they could better function. He’d been doing it since he was a little kid, and it was automatic now. He doubted he could stop even if he wanted to.


He sighed and brushed his lips gently over her ear. “I know it has to be difficult to know that you’re the one who will ultimately be suffering for them …”


“No, Savage. You suffer for them. I take on pain for you. I do that for you, and I choose to do it. It’s my choice, just as it’s your choice what you do for them. I’m just asking you if I should be stepping in front of you.”


“Now you’re just throwing shit out there to make an argument that doesn’t even make sense, Seychelle, and you know it. Don’t do that. We have so much real shit to work through, we don’t need made-up issues. I’ll do my best to make it easy on you when you want to go places. One of the prospects will go if I can’t. Either Glitch or Hyde. If things are dicey, and I ask you to stay home, I’ll expect that you will. You have to trust me. I don’t want to have to explain myself. My woman should trust me.”


“But that should go both ways, Savage. I shouldn’t have to explain myself.”


He hated when she fucking had a good point. “Take your bath and remember to use those salt crystals. After, you need the lotion. We’ll go easy for the next couple of days to let you heal.”


She needed time they didn’t have to come to terms with their relationship. He needed time they didn’t have to figure out how to give her the things she needed and deserved when he didn’t have a clue what he was doing.
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Seychelle dressed in her favorite vintage blue jeans, grateful she could wear them. Two days had already gone by, and her bottom wasn’t sore at all. Okay, maybe a twinge now and then, but the lotion and salt baths did a world of good. That, and although at the time of the punishment it had felt as if she would have marks forever, Savage had made certain she wasn’t really wearing more than a few handprints and a couple of raised stripes that went away almost immediately.


At night Savage hadn’t really touched her other than to kiss her and wind his body around hers. Truthfully, she hadn’t liked that very much. In fact, she was over it, but she knew he was deliberately trying to give her space. She’d been the one to ask for it. Now she didn’t know what to do to get him to resume their very active sex life. She needed it as much as he did.


Savage had brought her back to his gorgeous home. She knew he wanted her to start to become comfortable in it, and she was determined that she would. She did love the master bathroom. She’d never seen anything more beautiful. She loved taking baths, and the grotto called to her. The tub filled fast and the water was hot and steamy. She had to be careful not to spend half the day there.


The house wasn’t that much farther for her to drive into Sea Haven if she wanted to make her visits to her older friends. The list of the elderly she checked on was growing. Word had gotten out that she would look over their medication and ensure they had their groceries. She also thought, because Savage often did repairs, she was welcome in more homes. She didn’t mind. It was important that someone look after the seniors in town.


Seychelle pulled on a T-shirt and soft sweater, found a pair of boots and went into the kitchen for coffee. The house seemed huge at first, but once she managed the layout, she realized it was the high ceilings and open floor plan that gave the illusion of space. The coffee was freshly made and very hot, just the way she liked it. Savage had put out a teapot and tea, but she put the coffee in a to-go mug. She had things to do, and she’d slept in and then spent too much time in the bathtub. She loved that tub.


She knew Savage would be outside in the courtyard off the master bedroom, practicing with his whips. He had told her it was imperative he practice every day. She hadn’t wanted to come back to the house because she hadn’t wanted to face the fact that just seeing him handle the whips was such a turn-on for her. That part of her had been difficult for her to confront. It still was. Maybe she never would come to terms with it.


As she made her way back through the master bedroom, she found her heart beginning to accelerate. It didn’t take much for blood to start rushing through her veins. Sliding the door open, she stepped out onto the covered deck. There were two chairs there, but she ignored them and set her coffee on the railing and kept walking out toward the stairs leading to the grounds where the rows of mannequins were set up.


There was a breeze carrying salty mist toward her, and with it, Seychelle could hear the sound of Savage’s voice. “Why are you particularly concerned this time, Czar? It isn’t the first time someone’s taken a hit out on me, and it won’t be the last.”


She stopped immediately. A hit? As in someone wanted to kill him?


“Yeah, I get that. It’s not like we didn’t know it was going to be dangerous. I don’t like taking her on this one, but I don’t have a choice. Especially now. You’re certain Code has the information right and it’s me they’re after, not you? They expect to make their try on the run? Yeah, I’ll be careful in the meantime.”


Savage had been stalking back and forth like a caged panther, coiled whip in one hand, his cell in the other. He looked up, his eyes meeting Seychelle’s. “Gotta go, Czar,” he said immediately. He sent her a smile. “Good almost-afternoon. I expected you to sleep the day away.”


He came right to her and bent his head to kiss her, pulling her to him, one hand spanning her throat, the other fisted in her hair and holding her head absolutely still for him. His kisses were never fast little pecks. He took his time. All heat. All fire. Taking her over.


The minute his mouth was on hers, the world dropped away and there was only Savage. She slid her palms up his chest, her body feeling as though it went boneless, melting into his. Electrical sparks leapt over her skin, and hot blood rushed through her veins to pound low and sinful in her body.


When he lifted his head, his blue eyes searched hers. “You good, Seychelle?” His hand slid down her back, over the curve of her bottom.


“I feel fine, Savage.” She tipped her face up so she could press her mouth to his neck. Already she could feel anxiety setting in. She knew he was going to act as if nothing had happened—as if she hadn’t overheard that small snippet of conversation between him and the president of his club. He was going to force her to bring it up.


He stepped away from her and half turned, indicating the mannequins. “I’ve been practicing. Do you want to see what I’ve been doing? Very intricate work.”


He was definitely deflecting. He caught her hand, taking her with him, taking her right down to the waiting rows of male and female bodies posing for him in all kinds of directions. The one facing the verandah was female and fully developed. The thin paper covering the material over her body was only broken in thin lines along the bottom, right over her mound.


Seychelle felt her own instant reaction to that sight and what it meant. Heat rushed. Blood pounded. Her panties were damp. She knew Savage would see and hear the difference in her breathing. He was trained for that. Looked for it. His name was there. He had patiently, one line at a time, carved Savage’s into the paper. Little marks with the whip formed the S.


She swallowed hard and went closer to examine the mannequin. Beneath the paper, the letters had sliced into the material beneath it. Deliberately. They would cut into the skin, not raising welts, but leaving lacerations that would leave permanent marks. Her heart pounded. So did her clit. She was so far gone that even the thought of this permanence appealed to her when it should have repelled her.


She wrapped her arms around her middle as if that could protect her from herself—and from him. She stepped back. “That takes incredible control.”


His eyes were so compelling, so intense, she actually felt a fluttering in her sex, as if he could make her orgasm by simply staring at her.


“It does, but the end results are worth the hundreds of hours of practice.”


“It looks like it would really hurt.”


“Intense pain. Each tiny part of the letters is separate. You would have to hold very still and you would have to be very committed before we ever did this. Fortunately, it is long down the line, and I have plenty of time to be ready if you ever decide you want to go that far.”


She couldn’t help but step close again and examine the mannequin one more time. The work seemed an impossibility, yet Savage had done it, clearly over and over. She ran the pads of her fingers over the lettering, feeling the way her body tuned itself to every stroke.


“Why is someone trying to kill you, Savage?”


She kept her gaze on the whip marks, not looking over her shoulder to see his face. It wouldn’t tell her anything anyway. His silence was much more telling. That and the way he stepped back when he’d been crowding her before. She’d felt his heat against her back. His breath on her neck. Now there was the cool ocean air … and emptiness in the pit of her stomach.


“Don’t worry about that, Seychelle. No one is going to kill me.”


His voice was matter-of-fact. Dismissive. Definitely a warning to drop the subject. She did turn then and look at him, trying to keep the hurt from her face and voice. What was the use? She knew he was trying, doing the best he knew how. She was as well. It was just that neither knew what they were doing.


“I am worried about it, Savage. If I hadn’t overheard the phone call, you wouldn’t have told me, would you?”


“No.”


His lack of remorse made her feel as if all hope was really gone, but she still tried. She loved Savage with every breath she took, and he was worth fighting for. “We agreed to talk about everything. Communication, you said.”


“Not about club business.”


There it was again. His club. It all came back to his club. No matter how much she tried to be okay with Torpedo Ink, she wasn’t. The idea that he would share what she considered their personal business with the club and not with her was heartbreaking. How were they supposed to build a relationship together? It was impossible. They would have sex and little else.
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