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To the Wicked Readers on Sinful Saturdays.


Thank you for your friendship and for the hours


of laughter for the past three years.


Your insights and your opinions have been greatly appreciated.


 


And in loving memory of Dorothy Alta Marie (Few) Lucas


December 9, 1949–March 21, 2013


Thank you for the laughter, the love, and the memories.


And for being not just a generous loving aunt, but a true and wonderful friend.


You will never be forgotten.




 


PROLOGUE


Amelia at eighteen


The file was far more than he had expected.


Crowe Callahan knew he shouldn’t have been surprised. After more than fourteen years of harassment, nothing about Corbin County should have surprised him in the least. But this one did.


Wayne Sorenson, Corbin County’s attorney, had actually managed to convince him as well as his two cousins over the years that he was a friend. Information had come to light in the past year, though, that indicated he wasn’t as loyal to the Callahans as he wanted them to think. Only in the past weeks since Crowe had begun secretly seeing Wayne’s daughter, Amelia, had Crowe learned his suspicions were more than true.


This file, though.


This file detailed Wayne’s deception even further. That, added to the information Crowe and Amelia had uncovered, hinted at the hatred the county attorney harbored for the Callahan family.


It was information Crowe would have never learned without Amelia’s help.


But what had begun as a mere flirtation, a game to learn the truth behind his suspicions, had turned into something far more emotionally serious.


Something far more physically dangerous than even the information found in the file she had provided.


Reading each page thoroughly, his gaze narrowed against the dim light spilling through the partially opened shades of the office, Crowe restrained the urge to curse.


It was nearly too dark to read, but using the penlight he brought with him could be far too risky. And not just for him. If the young woman who had slipped him into her father’s office was revealed as having aided and abedded—abetted, he corrected himself—a Callahan, then her punishment could be far more than her father’s wrath.


It could mean her death.


But had she not warned him of the file, had she not slipped him into her father’s office, then he would have never known the threat that the Corbin County attorney represented to him and his younger cousins.


The repercussions could have destroyed them all without this forewarning.


Each page listed and described years’ worth of circumstantial evidence that didn’t prove a damned thing. But together, tied sequentially and argued effectively, that evidence could fry not just him, but also his cousins, Logan and Rafer.


It showed him, once and for all, that when they returned to Corbin County permanently, a certain power base would have to be established before anyone learned of it. They would have to return with the upper hand and enough support to ensure that it took more than a few dirty county politicians to destroy them.


“He’s been building that file for over five years,” Amelia whispered as she stood next to him. “When I found it, I couldn’t believe it.”


Because her father played a damned fine game of pretending friendship and loyalty to the three cousins.


“Believe it,” he murmured, slowly closing the file before directing his attention to Amelia Sorenson once again.


Wayne Sorenson’s daughter.


Crowe Callahan’s carefully hidden lover and his greatest secret.


God help him, she was fucking pretty.


Long, burnished gold-and-brown hair that fell between her shoulder blades. Soft, mesmerizing, thickly lashed turquoise eyes. Innocent. Fiery. Stubborn as hell she was, and filled with so much life.


“Can he trace the disappearance of the information back to you?” he asked carefully, hiding his concern.


There were whispers—not really rumors or gossip, but lifted brows, warning looks, and a shadow of sympathy—that certain citizens close to the Sorenson family were prone to give her. Those slight reactions indicated Amelia’s father wasn’t the doting, devoted dad he played in public.


“Everything’s already been moved to the new offices.” She looked around slowly, her gaze lingering on the worn couch then the wide, walnut desk they’d made use of more than once since the move had begun several weeks before. “It won’t be surprising that the file has come up missing. And it won’t be the only one to have disappeared.”


She was slick, this one. But hell, that was something he had always known. Only in the past weeks had he begun to see just how controlled and ruthless she could be, though.


Weeks.


Six weeks. It wasn’t near enough time, he thought regretfully. Not nearly long enough to have amassed the memories he’d begun to realize he wanted with her.


“You’re taking a heavy risk, fairy-girl,” he growled as he actually considered putting the file in the drawer where she had hidden it after the desk had been cleaned out.


A little puff of air expelled from her lips at the accusation.


“The evidence itself has been dumped, and other pieces burned,” she informed him with a triumphant quirk of her lips. “All electronic backups were taken care of this afternoon.” Her brow arched in mock curiosity. “Too many hands moving too many things. It was really too bad those magnets were stacked on top of the PC, as well as his laptop. And of course there was that magnetic stack confiscated when the sheriff busted that Internet fraud group last year. Someone was just stupid enough to transport it along with his flash drives and SD cards.” Her gaze glittered with fury. “I can’t believe he’d try something so evil as to frame you and your cousins. As though you haven’t been through enough hell. Those damned magnets have gone over the entire house, any possible hiding place, and every inch of his vehicle. I won’t allow him to destroy an entire family with lies and suppositions.” The smile she shot him was tight and mocking. “I’ve just been a busy little bee this week, Crowe, and every move I’ve made has been covered. No one could even guess that any of that information was deliberately destroyed.” She shrugged. “None of it was important enough to risk allowing him to succeed in his plans against you and your cousins.”


Son of a bitch.


She had actually found a way to erase the electronic files they feared he had. Not just the originals but also any hidden backups her father might possess.


Pride flooded his chest.


She’d done what he’d believed couldn’t be done. She had found the evidence that Wayne Sorenson was building to prove what Crowe believed could not be proven, because it hadn’t happened.


Wayne was trying to bring him and his cousins to trial for the murders of six young women they had slept with seven summers before. Six innocent young women whose choice to sleep with a Callahan had resulted in their horrible rapes and tortured murders.


“You’re certain this is all that’s left?” he asked, lifting the file.


“I’ve looked everywhere I could think to look,” she assured him, pushing slender, delicate fingers through her hair. She frowned thoughtfully. “His PC and laptop have been completely wiped. I’ve gone through every paper file myself and found nothing else. I’ve checked the house, the safe, this office, and every nook and cranny I could find. If there’s another file out there, then he’s far better at hiding it than I ever imagined.”


Taking a seat on her father’s bare, scarred desk, Amelia stared up at Crowe, her gaze somber.


“How did you find out about this file?” Shoving the folder and its contents into the small leather backpack he carried, Crowe narrowed his gaze on her, wondering what Amelia gained in betraying her father for the cursed Callahan cousins.


“By accident,” she admitted, her gaze now so innocent he almost felt like a pervert for all the things he’d done to her lush body in the past weeks. “I overheard him discussing it on the phone with Aspen County’s attorney. He’s still trying to tie Jaymi Flannigan’s murder to your cousin Rafe. He had to prove that Rafe knew she was considering a move to Aspen and leaving Corbin County to do it, though.”


“He was building a case that Rafe had killed her out of jealousy.” He nodded at his own deduction. “But none of us left the county that day. And we have witnesses.”


“Wayne’s trying to find someone to prove you were in Aspen and that your witnesses are lying.” She bit at her lip before thinning both angrily. “He and Sheriff Dunmore was discussing how they could prove Thomas Jones was actually trying to help Jaymi, rather than being responsible for killing her.”


Thomas Jones had killed her. There was no doubt about it.


Crowe, Logan, and Jaymi’s lover at the time, Rafer, had heard her screams and raced to her location. They’d arrived in time to see Jones shove that knife in her side before jumping from her body and attempting to escape.


“What ‘proof’ did you destroy?” What the hell could that bastard have managed to find that couldn’t possibly exist?


“Dunmore managed to convince a bartender to give the deposition you saw in the file, that you were indeed in Aspen. But he disappeared from town a week later, as Wayne’s deposition states.”


“Indicating that we possibly killed him as well to keep him quiet.” God help him. When would it end?


If it weren’t for the will their parents had left and the knowledge that if they left and turned their backs on the fight for what was theirs in Corbin County, then a serial murderer might acquire or inherit it, he and his cousins would have left years before now.


Amelia rubbed her hands over her face wearily before lowering them to her lap.


“There was a shoe belonging to another victim with Logan’s thumbprint. A newly discovered glove with Rafer’s fingerprints that, according to Dunmore, hadn’t been easy to transfer after the prints were acquired from elsewhere. I’d really be careful about dishes and utensils used in the café, bar, and restaurant here in town,” she suggested softly, her eyes gleaming with moisture. “Can’t we stop him, Crowe? I’d testify about what I heard.”


Crowe was shaking his head before the words were past her lips, reaching out for her as he stepped to the desk.


“Don’t even consider it.” Teeth clenched, denial raging through him, Crowe quickly pressed between her slender thighs, holding her in place before him.


One hand tangled in the silken strands of hair that fell down her back as the straining bulge of his erection was cushioned by the hot, feminine heat between her thighs.


“Hell no!” he snapped, glowering down at her; the need to take her, hard and deep, strained his patience. “You’ve taken enough risks in the past weeks. I’ll be damned if you’ll risk yourself that openly.”


“But he’s lying, Crowe!” she hissed back at him, her palms flattening against his stomach. “And you know he won’t stop. This has been going on for years, and it was only by chance that I found it.”


Her hands pressed against his stomach, but not to push him away. No true pressure was applied. Her fingers curled against his shirt, clenching the fabric, and Crowe swore he could feel her need to touch his bare flesh.


“We’ll stop him,” he promised her. “But you will not risk yourself any further. You will not draw Wayne’s wrath down on you any more than you already have. Because I swear, Amelia, I’ll kill him if I ever hear he’s even dared to bruise you again. Do you hear me?”


Again.


Crowe still fought the need to kill the bastard for the bruises he’d already seen on her perfect porcelain-and-silk flesh.


Her lips parted and he could see her intent in the way her hands clasped in front of her, slowly twisting together as she leaned back from him.


Her expression, her voice, every part of her presented perfect truth and honesty. All but that one movement. A movement she only used when she lied.


“Lie to me, Amelia, and I’ll take you straight home this instant,” he warned her, his tone dark, forbidding. “And give me any of those half-assed excuses you’ve given everyone else and I won’t be responsible for what I do to him.”


She breathed out heavily. “He didn’t hurt me, Crowe.”


He knew better.


“And if he tries again, Amelia, then I’ll hurt him a thousand times worse.”


The throb of his cock and the slight flexing of her hips were beginning to affect more than his patience now. He’d been more than a week without her. Damn, that was too long not to have tasted her lips, her soft, soft flesh, the sweet heat of her need.


She made him hungry. Hungrier than he’d ever been for another woman.


Small, warm hands unclasped, then slipped beneath his shirt to find his bare flesh as Crowe watched her expression turn soft and dreamy, her gaze darkening with a feminine hunger that never failed to amaze him.


“Then we won’t argue,” she promised as she wrapped her free arm around his neck to pull him to her. “It’s been too long since you touched me.” Her soft, pink little tongue swiped over her lush lower lip. “Touch me now, Crowe. Please.”


Touch her now?


He’d been dying to touch her again since five minutes after he’d last had her. He couldn’t get this hunger out of his system; nor could he find a way to keep from holding on to the hope that somehow, some way he could keep her.


His lips covered hers. There wasn’t a chance of denying himself the pure sweet pleasure of those tempting lips. Pouty, sensuous, the lush curves parted beneath his as her arms wrapped around his neck.


He’d taken her here in this room four weeks before. He’d laid her back on the leather couch across the room, knowing she was innocent, but completely unaware she was still a virgin. His first virgin, and the first woman to sink inside him in a way he couldn’t explain, nor could he escape.


He’d not touched another woman since. He’d not wanted to touch another woman.


She parted her lips further, her adventurous little tongue tasting his, surprising him with her boldness. Pleasure shot through his system, drawing a groan from him as her hungry response grew hotter.


He’d told himself, more than once, that he wouldn’t do this again. He wasn’t going to endanger her further. He couldn’t do it, because losing Amelia would destroy him. And it would kill more than his soul. His cousins would be burying him beside her if he were the cause of her death—


God help him, the guilt would follow him even past death.


“Amelia. Wait, sweetheart.” He drew back, that thought flaying his conscience as well as his soul. “Baby, we have to stop this.”


“Why?” Amusement colored the husky, sex-and-more sound of her voice. “I’ve been dying for you, Crowe. A week was far too long to not see you or talk to you. Too long not to be able to touch you.”


Hell, his shirt hung open. His chest was bare to her eager touch, and she had moved to his belt and pulled open the first snap of his jeans.


Moving to catch her slender wrists as her fingers tugged at the next snap, he was immediately stalled by her hot little tongue curling over the flat, hard disk of his nipple.


In his entire sexual lifetime Crowe had never had a woman cover one of his nipples with her lips. To have Amelia do so, to have that pleasure explode across his nerve endings, was shocking. So shocking that he stilled, his teeth clenching as his fingers fisted in reaction.


The time it took him to adjust to the caress, she spent amplifying it. Her teeth raking over the disk, clenching on it as he fought back a growl of pleasure. That pause gave her the time and the opportunity to release the remaining metal buttons on his jeans and release the flesh throbbing for her touch. Her fingers curled around his steel-hard erection, and all his good intentions shot straight to hell.


There was no turning back. There was no denying her.


Seven days.


Seven days too long.


Unfisting his fingers, Crowe lifted his hands, spearing them into her hair and tangling in the silken strands as Amelia turned her attention to the sensitive flesh of his other, unattended nipple.


He’d never known the pleasure she was giving and he was shocked enough that an instinctive response against it just wasn’t happening.


From there, like dominoes tumbling down an emotional line, any response to combat the pleasure or to protect her against what might be was instantly sabotaged.


Instead every sense, every emotion and physical response became instinctive, driving home the innermost knowledge that walking away from her would destroy part of his soul.


As he gripped her hair, the dominant sexual creature lurking just beneath his surface surged forward.


His cock was hard, throbbing, her soft, silken fingers teasing him with her touch. Teasing him with the knowledge that every kiss, every lick, every second she was in his arms she was learning what he liked first.


His fairy-girl, he called her.


His fantasy.


Guiding her head, her caresses, and her kisses, Crowe slowly urged her lower. Fiery little licks of her tongue tasted his flesh as she moved down the line of his body.


Imperative little groans and hungry, breathless little mewls had his testicles hardening, clenching in need.


“Crowe.” The soft sound of his name was a plea on her lips as she reached the base of his hardened shaft.


Gripping his erection with one hand, she stared up at him, vulnerability marking her expression as Crowe eased her into position before pressing the engorged head against her lips.


“Just pretend it’s your favorite treat,” he teased her, fighting back the primitive urge to push past the swollen curves. “Just take me, baby, however you want to.”


Her lips parted.


“Ah yes, sweetheart.” he groaned, watching in shock, heat surging through him, as the fully erect crest slipped inside.


“Ah baby, hell yes.” Breathing was becoming harder by the second. “That’s it, Amelia. Just suck it inside your hot little mouth.”


Ah, God.


Staring down at her, the feel of her lips, the moist heat of her mouth, her nimble, graceful fingers at his balls tore aside any last thoughts of not having her.


Of course he was going to have her.


By God, she belonged to him.


*   *   *


She could barely breathe.


Amelia sucked the engorged crest of Crowe’s erection as deeply as possible, suckling it, licking it, loving it. The salt-and-heat taste of him was addictive. The throb and flex of the iron-hard flesh was an aphrodisiac she didn’t want to fight.


With each draw of her mouth his hips flexed, pushing him deeper, urging her to take more, coaxing her hunger higher with each taste of him until she was certain the hard, ever-deepening clench of his shaft signaled the release she craved.


“Hell no,” he suddenly groaned.


The first dark, salt-and-man taste that infused her senses had him suddenly pulling back, his fingers tightening at the base of his erection as her eyes flared open.


“Wait, Crowe.” Her protest was instinctive.


It was time for his treat now.


“Come here, Amelia.” Drawing her quickly to her feet, his hands clenched her hips, lifting her until she was reclining back on the desk, watching him impatiently.


Anticipation was exploding through her. It raced through her bloodstream, awakened nerve endings she hadn’t known were so sensitive, before striking at her clit in electric pulses of deepening sensation.


As he laid her back on the desk, one hand cupped the back of her head, the other sliding up her thigh as his head lowered, his lips covering hers in a kiss that burned through her senses. He’d never kissed her with so much hunger, so much need.


His lips slanted over hers, his tongue licking against hers as his fingers found the curve of her breast, then one tight, hard tip.


The stroke of his thumb over her nipple sent crashing waves of pleasure flooding her, drawing her body tight as a gasp tore past their kiss.


Crowe’s head lifted, his gaze locking with hers as he watched her reaction this time.


Catching her nipple with his thumb and forefinger, tightening his grip just enough, he began milking slowly, rolling the pebble-hard tip as her lashes fluttered and a cry of pleasure escaped her lips.


She didn’t see his head lowering. She felt his lips surround her other nipple. Moist, hot, his tongue curling over the tight tip as he sucked the sensitive point into his mouth.


Drawing on her hungrily a groan rumbled in his chest, his fingers leaving her opposite nipple to stroke down her side, her hips, before moving across her lower stomach and sliding between her thighs.


Her sex was freshly waxed just the day before, the trip to the spa slipped in during an errand Wayne had sent her on. The only curls left were those that grew on the upper curve of her mound, above her clit.


Crowe’s fingers feathered through those curls, once, twice, before sliding lower, his hand curving, cupping the heated, aching flesh as his upper palm pressed firmly against her clit, rubbing against it far too lightly.


There wasn’t enough friction.


Hips arching, desperation pounding through her veins and centering at her clit, Amelia gasped with the pleasure rushing through her.


“Crowe, please.” Panting, fighting for breath as his lips moved from her nipple, she arched closer. Amelia could feel the driving desperate pleasure building through her senses.


Nothing mattered but his touch, now, always. No matter the time, day or night, the memory of it, the need for it, was always there.


Moving lower, his lips spread a wave of fiery pleasure across her flesh as her hands buried in his hair, clenching, tightening with the building tension ratcheting through her body.


His kisses feathered over her lower stomach, her hipbones, then drew a surprised cry from her as they brushed over the swollen, straining bundle of nerves driving her insane.


“Crowe, yes,” she gasped, her thighs parting farther as she felt him settle between them, his hands pressing beneath her knees, urging them to bend, to give him greater access to the sensitive, slick folds between her thighs.


“Sweet Amelia,” he whispered as his fingers parted the swollen flesh. “Now I get to enjoy my favorite treat.”


Dipping his head, he slid his tongue through the narrow slit, pressed against the clenched entrance of her vagina, then licked slowly upward until he found the hard swollen bud throbbing for his touch.


Pleasure was a rush of electric flames burning in the wake of his tongue. Each lick, each stroke, each muttered growl of pleasure had her arching, moaning, begging for release as each sensation built, burning brighter, hotter, with each hungry stroke of his tongue.


“Oh God, Crowe, please,” she begged, her hands buried in his hair, hips arching to be closer, to drive his tongue harder against her clit, the entrance of her vagina. Anywhere that would trigger the release.


Licking, stroking, his tongue circled the little bud as he pressed two fingers against the hungry entrance. They pressed inside, slowly stretching the inner tissue. Twisting his fingers inside her, working deeper as his tongue licked and stroked the pounding bud of her clit, he pushed her higher.


In the six weeks they’d been lovers, he’d done things to her that had her blushing to think about even as her need for him had encouraged him to teach her how to pleasure him as well.


Now arching and writhing at the strokes of his fingers inside her, Amelia could feel her senses threatening to come apart with the force of the steadily rising need for release. It pounded through her body, shot through it in wave upon wave of spasming pleasure.


And she was so close. So certain it was just a breath away, no matter how many times he pulled back just before she could crash into the rapturous abyss awaiting her.


His fingers slid deeper inside her, rubbing the nerve-rich flesh and flexing muscles that clenched around each penetration. His lips tightened on her clit, his tongue flickering over the little point, driving her so high, so close she tried to scream, to beg as his fingers curved inside her, reaching to a point in the uppermost depths of her vagina that sent a pulse of pure white-hot energy tearing through her.


Exploding through her.


It was cataclysmic.


Arching tightly against him, a strangled cry tore from her lips as he suddenly moved to his knees, his fingers stroking again, again. Rapid-fire pulses of release tore through her another time, causing her to jerk against each surge of sensation as his fingers slid free of her.


Not that she had a chance to accustom herself to the deprivation. As his fingers left her, the broad head of his erection was pushing inside. Working the heavy shaft deeper inside her as her flesh aided him with the clenching, milking motions that stroked the hardened shaft with each surging penetration.


Her legs curled around his hips, her pelvis tilting as he came over her fully, gathering her closer to his chest. His lips covered hers, his tongue slipping past to drive her crazy with need for him.


She was surrounded by him.


She was stroked inside and out by him, kept imprisoned in a whirlwind of growing, burning rapture that quickly escalated out of control.


Her release shattered inside her in a complete frenzy of explosions that stripped her to the very core of her emotions.


Lightning licked over her flesh, struck at her clit, the clenched depths of her vagina. Hard, clenching pulses of pure ecstasy struck at her womb as she became completely lost in the man who created the storm.


“Oh, God. Crowe.” She jerked in his arms as the pulse and throb of his cock spilled his release inside her. “Oh God, I love you. I love you.”


Don’t leave me, she wanted to beg. The words locked inside her. Please, please God, don’t leave me.


Don’t let me go. The need remained locked in her soul.


She wouldn’t beg him for more than this, and she would only beg when the pleasure was too painful to bear.


But she would always, always love—


*   *   *


The room was silent, the hands on the clock still hanging on the wall ticking ever closer to the moment when he’d have to leave her.


What the hell had he done?


She had somehow managed to slip into his heart, and Crowe knew he had no choice but to walk away. For her sake, he had to.


He couldn’t allow this to happen again. Each time he held her, each time he took her, he was risking her further. Each time, she burrowed deeper into the heart he was certain he no longer had. The heart his training had ruthlessly pared down to essential function only. He could have sworn there was no longer the ability to love within it.


But Amelia was proving differently.


Thomas Jones’s accomplice hadn’t been found seven years before when Thomas had died with Crowe’s knife buried in his side. The FBI was certain the mastermind of the operation was still living, still waiting, still watching.


That meant any woman the Slasher learned Crowe or his cousins were with became a target. Amelia would become a target if he didn’t stay away from her. Because each time he held her the possessive, dominant male he was found that it was becoming impossible to release her once morning arrived.


Once this night was over he had no choice but to leave, to walk away from the only woman he swore he could feel even when she wasn’t in his arms.


Three nights later


Standing beneath the heavily leafed branches of the tree outside Amelia’s balcony, Crowe watched as she stared down at the pillow where the neatly folded letter lay. It took every second of training the military had put into him so far to force himself to remain still, to wait, to watch, to allow her to read what he’d written.


He could see her hand trembling as she reach out slowly, picked it up, then unfolded the paper and began to read. There was no hardening himself against the pain he knew she was feeling. He let it lance into his soul, let it burn through his heart. Once this night was over, he’d once again become the icy, emotionless agent he’d thought he was before he returned to Corbin County and gave in to his lust for the delicate fairy who had tempted him too far one hot summer night.


As she finished, a hand covered her lips and she rushed for the balcony doors, surprising him as she pushed them open, stepped onto the balcony, then closed them quietly behind her.


Had she seen him?


He was ready to jump soundlessly to the ground when she slowly crumpled to the floor of the balcony, huddled into the corner, and let the sobs she’d obviously been holding back, free.


“No. No. Please, please God no,” she whispered hoarsely as she sobbed, the words barely distinguishable as Crowe forced himself to watch, to listen.


He’d caused this pain.


He’d done this to her.


As much as he longed to escape it, as much as he needed to distance himself from it, he couldn’t.


She was his heart, his soul, and seeing the pain he was causing was ripping his soul to shreds.


“Please, no. Oh God, Crowe, don’t leave me alone…” she begged the night again, pressing her head into her knees as she wrapped her arms over it. As though somehow she could contain the pain, the driving agony of the words he’d left her.


“Good-bye, fairy-girl,” he whispered as he watched her, agony burning through him. “Maybe next life.”


Maybe.


Five years later


The funeral service had been small, but filled with friends of the late Clyde Ramsey. No one had foreseen this. For a man in his seventies, Clyde was amazingly—no, he had been amazingly healthy and in excellent shape. News of his death had therefore shocked the small ranching community of Gray’s Falls, and sent his friends reeling in shock.


His friends weren’t the only ones. The three young men he had assumed guardianship of, more than twenty years before, had sat silently in the back of the church, their heads lowered respectfully.


To give those friends credit, they had remained in the church and endured the presence of the three men. They had also remained polite and sympathetic as they all met at the small graveyard inhabited by only three other graves. Simple white gravestones marked the others.


David, Samuel, and Benjamin Callahan. Beside Benjamin’s grave, Clyde now rested, bare dirt covering the finely made vault beneath. Atop the bare earth were the multitude of funeral flower arrangements, some artificial, some live cut flowers whose endurance was incredibly limited.


After the reverend had read Clyde Ramsey’s final prayer from the Bible, he’d then expressed his sympathy to the boys he claimed Clyde had always called “his sons,” said a final fond farewell to Clyde, then called the service to an end.


Nearly fifty close friends made their way from the ranch’s cemetery to return to their homes in and near Gray’s Falls, a small ranching and tourist community nearly half an hour from Aspen.


Now, still standing inside the wrought-iron fence surrounding the acre of land set aside twenty-four years before, Crowe Callahan stared at the wounded earth where Clyde lay, the icy purpose he didn’t bother hiding now filling his soul.


He was a weapon. Born and bred in the fires of hatred, trained in the killing fields of a war on terrorism, and honed in the brutal, soul-destroying second that he’d felt one small woman’s heart break.


“He was murdered.” Clyde’s only recognized blood relative, and one of two whom Crowe recognized, Rafer Benjamin Callahan spoke his suspicions aloud.


Lifting his gaze from the grave, Crowe stared back at him from beneath his lashes.


“I know,” Crowe agreed, meeting his cousin’s dark-blue eyes before he once again shifted his focus, surveying their surrounding with the intensity of someone who knew all the ways to kill a man.


He wasn’t unaware of the concern that filled Rafe and their cousin Logan.


“He called me last week,” Rafer revealed then, drawing Crowe’s gaze back to him. “He said he needed to see me as soon as possible. He claimed he’d uncovered something about the night our parents were killed.” Rafer gave his head a hard shake. “He was dead before I ever received the message.”


“Same here,” Logan revealed.


Both men turned to Crowe questioningly.


“I got the same call,” he said. “Like the two of you, I was completing my final mission before discharge.”


“Just after his message, Archer left his own message saying that they had found him dead,” Rafer bit out with an edge of fury.


Murdered.


Even Archer suspected Clyde had been murdered, though he’d been unable to find any proof. Still, Crowe had managed to get his hands on the report, and the fact that the sheriff wasn’t satisfied with the determination wasn’t lost on Crowe.


“So what do we do now?” Rafter asked, anger throbbing in his voice.


“Now we take back what’s ours,” Crowe stated, that icy purpose inside hardening further.”And God help anyone attempting to stop us.”


“He thought he knew who the Slasher was.” Logan’s statement had Crowe sliding him a thoughtful look.


“How do you know that?” Crowe asked, keeping his voice low.


He could feel the eyes on them, but he’d been feeling it since they arrived at the funeral, though he wasn’t certain if anyone was close enough to hear the conversation. He’d let it ride for now, but he’d go hunting later, he decided. Sometime when his cousins weren’t there to see.


“His message,” Logan said. “His message said he needed to talk to us, that he’d uncovered something about that night. Something that explained everything and to remember what we were searching for when we left.”


“We were looking for a possible tie between the Slasher and the person responsible for our parents’ deaths,” Rafe remembered as Crowe listened. “But we didn’t find one.”


They had searched hard enough over the years, though, relying fully on Clyde’s certainty that the tie existed.


“If we’re going on the supposition that Clyde was murdered, then based on the message he left Logan, we can assume he either found some evidence to support the theory of it, or had a suspect in mind,” Crowe murmured, keeping his head down, ensuring his lips couldn’t be read, nor their movement tracked.


“Then somehow the Slasher himself learned what Clyde had found.” Logan frowned at the thought. “If Clyde had actually suspected someone, wouldn’t he have left a clue to it somewhere?”


“We’ve torn apart every area of the house and property looking for the information we gathered ourselves before joining the marines,” Crowe reminded them, knowing someone would die for it eventually. “We can’t even find that, let alone anything else he left.”


“His killer could have found it,” Rafe pointed out.


The thought of that had the ice in Crowe’s veins solidifying.


There had been more in those files than simply what Clyde himself had gathered.


Thank God the file Amelia Sorenson had given Crowe that summer hadn’t been hidden with Clyde’s information. Clyde had known of it, and several of the files he’d put together himself had included information regarding the county attorney. Amelia wasn’t named in the notes placed in the boxes of information and evidence, either, but the possibility that someone could figure out that some of Clyde’s tips came from her was a concern.


The possibility that the information they had could endanger Amelia had the ice that formed Crowe’s soul threatening to crack.


If the Slasher realized she was helping them—she wouldn’t survive it, and Crowe knew it. For five years he’d stayed away from her, kept his distance. He wouldn’t let her face that fate now.


“Maybe Clyde contacted Wayne,” Rafe suggested. “I know Clyde was working with him in regard to that rustling operation they busted in Gray’s Falls last year. And Wayne always did keep in touch with Uncle Clyde.”


That wasn’t possible, Crowe thought.


His cousins had no clue about the relationship he’d had with Wayne’s daughter, or that she had been voluntarily sending Crowe information since she was sixteen, but Clyde had guessed.


After Crowe had left, she anonymously sent that information to Clyde.


She would have known Clyde’s friendship with Wayne was a hazard to her, he reminded himself; she wasn’t a stupid woman. If she had been then she would have never survived her father or the man she had been briefly married to.


“We could contact Wayne,” Logan said. “See if Clyde had talked to him.”


“I don’t think that’s a good idea. He’s tried more than once to frame us, and I’d prefer not to tempt him to try again.” Crowe shook his head, their quizzical looks demanding an explanation. “Clyde may have trusted him in other areas but I really don’t think he would, or we should, contact him about this.


“I think we should wait and discuss Clyde or what he might have known, once we’re in the house,” Crowe added softly. “Where the conversation is certain to be kept to ourselves.”


“You could be right.” Logan rubbed at the back of his neck in irritation. “Doesn’t change how dirty Sorenson is, though. That family always was damned strange. Amelia used to be okay, until she married that bastard Stoner Wright.”


Rafer frowned as they all moved away from the grave site and headed to the sprawling ranch house, keeping close, their gazes constantly moving over the area, their senses alert.


All of them sensed the eyes watching them and were taking precautions to keep their conversation to themselves.


“You know, I was home the week Amelia married Stoner Wright,” Rafer said as they walked, evidently needing something to talk about. Crowe wished they’d find another subject. “Clyde received an invitation and attended the wedding. He told me Amelia had jumped from the frying pan into the fire. When I ask what he meant, he wouldn’t elaborate. He wasn’t surprised when Stoner came up missing, though. Clyde just smiled and said he knew that problem would get taken care of right quickly and that he was glad he hadn’t been disappointed.”


Glancing along the distance to the ranch house, his teeth clenched, Crowe knew exactly what Clyde had been referring to.


Not that he was about to elaborate.


“Clyde could be damned strange himself, couldn’t he?” Logan grunted fondly. “He mentioned the same thing to me when I asked about Stoner. And I swear he was amused as hell.”


No doubt he was, Crowe thought, not really surprised that Clyde had figured some things out. Clyde had known human nature better than most.


“Yeah.” Rafer glanced past Logan to Crowe, frowning. “We were both home the weekend Stoner was seen leaving the house with several pieces of luggage, weren’t we? Some of Wayne’s cronies at the bar were with Wayne when he dragged Stoner out behind the bar and threatened to kill him if he didn’t pack his shit and leave. When Clyde heard that he had left the same night, I remember he muttered something about Stoner being scared of far more than Wayne. Do you think he suspected then who we were looking for and decided not to tell us until he had proof?”


Oh, Crowe really didn’t think that was what Clyde had been talking about. Sometimes Clyde knew his charges far too well.


“He would have told us.” Crowe shook his head. He wanted them off the subject of Amelia and Stoner as quickly as possible.


“Yeah,” Logan agreed as they stepped into the ranch yard.


“I don’t know who or what Stoner may have been scared of, but I highly doubt it was Wayne. I know Archer heard a rumor that either Wayne or Stoner had blackmailed Amelia into that marriage, but no one knew the leverage he used.” Rafer’s comment had Crowe’s tension growing now. “If he could force Wayne to allow his daughter to be abused, then he had some heavy ammunition.”


Crowe didn’t even know that one.


After all these years, and the question’s he’d asked, Crowe had never figured out how she had been forced into that marriage. He’d always assumed Wayne had been the one to apply the pressure, though.


“Anyone hear from Stoner since?” Rafe asked after several moments of silence.


“Archer mentioned Wayne has.” Logan nodded. “Wayne’s secretary, Carlotta, said a letter arrived sometime at the office last year, addressed to Amelia. She gave it to Wayne and hasn’t seen it since. She said he was demanding money, and that either Wayne or Amelia receives a letter or phone call every six to eight months or so.” Logan breathed out roughly as they stepped onto the porch and into the house. “I guess they keep him paid off to keep him out of the county.”


Crowe remained silent. He’d heard the letters had been arriving; he just hadn’t yet tracked them down. He had someone working on it, but so far they hadn’t identified the sender.


“Stoner was beating the shit out of Amelia while they were married, according to Archer,” Rafer stated in disgust as the warmth of the house welcomed them. “After Stoner disappeared one of the maids was gossiping about it. I just remembered Archer mentioning that when I came home last year. Archer stopped by the house one night after observing Doc Trynor’s car in the driveway. Wayne had called him to check out Amelia after she fell down the stairs.”


Rafer rolled his eyes.


Crowe could feel the killing ice beginning to build inside him. There were days he wished—


“And she was refusing to go to the hospital. When Archer demanded to see her, he told her he’d never seen stairs leave the same bruises that a man’s fist would. She just sat there, all ladylike with her hands clasped in front of her, and assured him it was indeed the stairs.” Rafer shook his head as he moved to the counter and the coffeepot they’d prepared earlier. Flipping it on, he turned back to his cousins. “The bruises were bad, though, from what I heard.”


It hadn’t been the stairs. Crowe knew that for a fact.


“Why are we talking about two people who have absolutely nothing to do with the Slasher or our parents’ deaths?” Crowe asked coldly, knowing this subject was guaranteed to push him into something damned stupid. Like killing the father who had dared to allow such abuse to continue as long as it had. “Weren’t we trying to figure out what the hell happened to all the files and information he had gathered?”


Thank God he and Clyde had thought to scan a backup digital copy, in case anything should ever happen to the originals.


“Because one of them could know something,” Rafer pointed out. “Someone sent all that information over the years, Crowe. And if the Slasher stole it before killing Clyde, then he’ll make certain Wayne Sorenson receives those files once they realize the bastard is out to frame us as well.”


“Wait.” Logan paused as they each stood within the warmth of the kitchen, trying to make sense of a past and a present that simply had too many pieces missing. “You think Amelia would have sent that information?”


“Hell no.” Rafer saved Crowe from having to admit to something they should have known about all along. “But she’s not the only one in and out of that office.”


“Why don’t we just keep looking for the files Clyde hid and see what he added to them?” Crowe challenged the other two men mockingly. “We still have the backup digital copy; all that may be missing is whatever he found recently. We have some things to finish ourselves anyway. We’ll make it appear we’re concentrating on opening Brute Force Security Services and getting the plans in place for the resort, Avalanche. While Clyde’s killer thinks we’re distracted by those endeavors, we’ll see what we can do to make him show himself.”


And while they were doing all that, distracting the Slasher, possibly another killer, Wayne Sorenson, and whoever else decided to watch, Crowe would continue to fight the urge to return to the only addiction he’d ever had in his life.


That of one delicate, far-too-beautiful fairy who tempted him to recklessness.


Amelia.


“We need this house and the ranch wired while we’re at it.” Crowe looked around the kitchen and open living room, his eyes narrowed as plans began to form in his mind.


Turning to Logan, he asked, “What did Clyde say our parents did when they first began to suspect the little accidents they were experiencing were more than accidents?”


Logan stared at him thoughtfully.


“He said they looked at the strengths and weaknesses of each of their homes then chose the one they thought would best protect all three families and moved into it together.”


Crowe nodded as Rafe carried the coffeepot and cups to the table where they all took a seat.


“They all lived in town at the time,” he reminded them.


“Yeah, so?” Rafer prodded.


“Listen to me, dammit,” he growled. “They lived in separate areas, in separate homes, and Rafer’s parents were here at the ranch more often than not.”


“Yeah.” Rafe rubbed at the back of his neck as Logan leaned forward, watching Crowe silently.


“Before, there were odd accidents, nothing too serious, but enough to cause them to become concerned for their children and move into the one house that Logan’s parents owned—”


“But what they did was allow the killer to focus on one location, and on our families as a whole,” Rafer guessed.


“Exactly.” Crowe could see now exactly how they could further strain the enemy’s resources. Especially if the enemy was limited in manpower. And the Stalker would have to be limited in manpower. The more people were involved, the greater the chances of discovery.


“Logan.” He turned to his middle cousin. “Get your stuff together and move into the house on Rafferty Lane.”


He turned to Rafer. “You’ll stay here on the ranch while I make it appear I’ve moved into the cabin on Crowe Mountain.”


Logan snorted. “Like you haven’t been living there for years anyway whenever you’ve come back.”


Crowe smiled with slow, easy mockery.


“But they didn’t know when I was due to return,” he reminded them. “So, they never knew when I was home, allowing me to move about freely whenever I did leave the mountain, as long as I stayed in the shadows.”


“Because you weren’t where you were supposed to be,” Logan said thoughtfully.


Crowe inclined his head in acknowledgment.


“So, once again, we won’t be where they expect us to be,” he told them. “We’ve always stayed together whenever we’ve returned. This time, we separate. Let’s make it harder for him. We wire all three places with cameras and sound and see who comes visiting.”


“You scare me, Crowe,” Logan murmured.


“I’m sure I do,” Crowe grunted, catching the sarcasm in his cousin’s voice. “Now, why don’t you scare me and actually get your shit and get the hell out of here. We’ll start wiring your place tonight. Rafe and I’ll slip in after midnight and work till daylight.”


“Hey, don’t forget about that heated path along the base of the mountain behind the house,” Logan reminded him, the widening of his eyes indicating his sudden memory of the path.


Crowe realized even he had forgotten about the geothermals their fathers had found and piped into.


They had created a path a few degrees above body temperature, allowing them to slip in and out without being seen should anyone attempt to use surveillance equipment.


“Hell, I’d forgotten that myself,” Rafer admitted.


“I don’t even think Clyde knew about the path. Let’s make sure no one else finds out about it, either,” Crowe murmured, finally finding a chance to sip at the coffee Rafer had carried to the table.


Finally, something in their favor.


For twenty-two years he’d felt as though they were constantly two steps behind whoever the hell shadowed them and the families that disowned them.


“We’ll survive this,” Rafer said, his voice curiously hollow as he made the statement.


“Damned right we’ll survive it,” Crowe told him.


“While we’re surviving, let’s try to make sure no one else suffers.” Logan was the one to bring their deepest fears to the surface. “Because God help me, but I’m tired of watching innocent women die.”


He wasn’t by himself.


But what Crowe feared the most was that the Slasher would discover the one secret he’d fought so many years to hide.


The secret of the woman who held his heart.


The key to his destruction.




 


CHAPTER 1


Two years later


Sleep wasn’t happening.


Too many memories haunted her, the knowledge of too much blood and betrayal echoing through her soul.


Amelia had known her father was cruel. She’d known he was a bastard. He’d proved it over the years in so many ways.


In ways that would scar her soul forever. Yet there were days, and nights such as now, that she thanked God he’d never treated her as though he loved her, that he’d never fooled her into trusting him.


If she had trusted him—


A swift, hard strike of terror had her breath hitching at the implications of such a mistake. At what she could have lost, when she had already lost so much.


When she had lost—


“What happened to your room, Amelia? It used to have life in it.”


Amelia swung around, her heart in her throat, her breath suddenly trapped there, threatening to strangle her as she stared back at the man, standing so strong and sure as he slipped past the balcony door.


Amelia had known Crowe would show up. She’d known after she’d been dumped on his porch by Amory Wyatt two weeks before, naked, helpless—oh God.


She turned away from him, staring around the room, wondering what he saw to make him say such a thing. Trying to focus on anything, everything but the memory of him finding her like that.


God, he had changed. In the seven years since the last evening they’d spent in the county attorney’s office, he’d hardened. He was stronger, broader. He was colder.


But then, so was she, she thought. The difference was that she knew the chances of ever finding the warmth she had once known with this man were nil to never.


Amber-flecked brown eyes, emotionless, stared back at her from a face with a harsh, savage male beauty that still had the power to steal her breath.


He owned her heart. He owned the young girl she had once been and fought to forget until the second she’d whirled around to see him standing inside her room. The epitome of every dream she’d ever had—of every nightmare she never wanted to remember—staring around the room that once held so much more than it did now.


The full-size bed was neatly made. It hadn’t really been slept in for years.


She always dreamed of Crowe when she slept in it.


Once, there had been lace on what were now plain sheets. Decorative pillows and the big stuffed mouse he’d given her weeks before he’d disappeared forever.


The small chaise in the corner of the room held the single blanket and small pillow she used when she did sleep. On the table beside it sat a glass of water, half empty, her phone, and books.


That chaise once held lace scarves, magazines, a pile of books. The table had held pictures of herself with the few friends she’d believed she’d never lose.


There were no pictures now, not of herself or of any friends she might have once had. She had learned to never reveal a weakness. A picture was the same as an arrow pointing to a weak spot, someone or something she may love.


She followed Crowe’s gaze around the room.


It was nearly spartan, with few adornments or keepsakes. It resembled a hotel room more than it did someone’s home.


“Is it over?” she asked.


Had they finally found what they needed to prove her father was the heinous evil behind the identity of the Slasher?


The question hung in the air as she fought to distract him from the sterility of the room.


The sterility of her life.


“It’s over,” he stated, not bothering to hide the satisfaction in his tone. “All we have to do now is catch him.”


Amelia brushed the shoulder-length strands of hair back from her face and watched him carefully.


“Surely, he can’t hide for long,” she whispered, hating the trembling of her voice, the fear that wanted to rise sharp and painful inside her.


“I won’t let him hide for long,” he answered, his lips twisting into a sneer. “But he doesn’t want to hide, does he? He wants to destroy us.”


No, her father wouldn’t stay hidden for long. She knew Wayne, and she knew the demonic killer known as the Slasher. She’d spent most of her adult life trying to avoid both, only to learn they were one and the same.


Unfortunately, she hadn’t been certain of that until the night her father had forced her from her bedroom, rendered her unconscious, then transported her to the cabin where he had already raped and killed more than a dozen young women in the past fourteen years.


She was forced to shake her head slowly as she met his gaze once again.


“What now, then?” she asked. “How do you intend to make him show himself?”


She couldn’t shake that overwhelming fear that the shadows twisting and churning beyond the stark balcony outside her window held something far more sinister than just the darkness now.


“I intend to offer the perfect bait,” he stated, his tone icy, his expression hardening.


But what, Amelia wondered, confused, was the perfect bait?


Pure male arrogance tautened each plane and angle of his face. The sharp, high cheekbones, the aristocratic blade of his nose, the deliberate thinness of what she knew was a passionately full lower lip.


He was enraged though it was buried behind that veil of icy indifference. But she could sense the volcano beneath the ice, churning, ready to erupt—not with heat, but with frigid, remorseless fury.


Which way would the explosion radiate, though, without the object of his hatred to catch the fallout?


Wayne had disappeared, and Amory Wyatt, his partner in the bloodletting, had escaped without a trace. He was gone without so much as a follicle of hair to be found in the house he had lived in for more than four years.


Amory had become an indelible part of the county as director of social services. He had been seen as kind, compassionate, and generous. Yet, he was made of the same brutal cloth her father had been cut from.


“You don’t seem overly upset that Daddy Dearest is gone, Amelia.” Powerful arms folded across a broad chest, stretching the material of the black T-shirt he wore over the hardened muscles beneath.


Amelia could only shake her head as she fought past the trepidation rising inside her. “It doesn’t seem real,” she finally answered, terrified to believe in it. “For so long I prayed—”


Another hard shake of her head and she cut the thought off.


She hadn’t meant to say that. She hadn’t meant to reveal so much.


And of course Crowe had no intention of letting it go.


His eyes narrowed, long, thick lashes lowering over his gaze as he paced closer to her, his arms dropping from his chest, his hard body tense, as though prepared to defend himself every second of his life.


“Prayed for what, fairy-girl?” The jeering reminder of the nickname he had given her so long ago jarred her senses.


Once, he’d whispered the pet name with arousal thickening his voice. The rasping cadence had been a part of memories guaranteed to leave her aching with longing, even now.


“To be free of him.” Forcing back what she’d nearly said, she shoved her hands into the hidden pockets of the dark-gold broom skirt she wore as she hunched her shoulders against the chill building beneath her flesh.


“You knew who he was.” He made the accusation suddenly with knowing silkiness.


Amelia shook her head desperately, her hands immediately leaving the comforting warmth of the pockets to bury into the sides of her hair as she clenched in the strands. Fighting her fear had always been the worst part. She was such a coward, and always so terrified that her own actions would result in a friend’s persecution, arrest, or, even worse, Crowe’s imprisonment.


“I didn’t know!” she cried out, feeling the heat of his body as her eyes jerked open to the sight of his chest far too close to her.


Immediately her hands were against the softness of his shirt, desperate to push him back, to force back her own aching needs and the dark fears she couldn’t rid herself of.


Or the shadowed rage building inside her.


“Then why pray for your freedom?” Broad, callused fingers wrapped around her arms, the warmth of them sinking through the cashmere material of her sweater.


“Because he was desperate to destroy you.” She had to escape his touch. “I had to pretend you didn’t matter. That none of you mattered. That no one mattered. I had to search for evidence against you.” Tears filled her eyes. “I had to lie through my teeth and make it sound convincing whenever I asked if the Callahans could be part of those atrocious deaths while he pretended to defend you.” Her voice broke as agony rushed from the dark, once hidden depths of her soul where she had pushed it so many years ago. “I had to hate you just to be able to save you. And God help me, yes, I just wanted to be free of it.”


She had sacrificed everything she was, everything she had ever wanted to be, to save him. To ensure her father couldn’t destroy him.


“You knew he was the Slasher,” he repeated, slicing deeper into her soul.


“You know that isn’t true.” A sob escaped her lips as she pulled back from him, tried to pull back from the heat searing into her flesh. “If I had known in time, I would have warned you.”


Had she suspected? Was that where the fear had come from for all those years? That terrifying knowledge that something dark filled the soul of the man she was supposed to call father.


Crowe released her, but rather than backing away to give her space, he continued to move closer. She retreated until he had her back against the wall.


“I didn’t know,” she repeated, agony resonating through her as he caught her wrists, anchored them in one hand, then brought them slowly above her head, forcing her to the tips of her toes as she strained away from him. “What are you doing, Crowe?”


“He didn’t want to kill Logan, Rafer, or me,” he told her. “He wanted us imprisoned. He wanted us out of the county for the year the trusts our parents left us specified as the amount of time we could be out of Corbin County before we lost everything they wanted us to have. He wanted to watch us suffer.”


“I didn’t know what he was doing,” she protested again, though she feared he was deliberately ignoring it, just as he would ignore any proof she had that she wasn’t lying.


“He wanted to destroy everything we loved.” Fury throbbed just beneath the hard growl of his voice and echoed in the silent fire beginning to blaze in his eyes. “He and his fucking partners raped and murdered any woman we touched and did everything they could to frame us for those murders.”


And they had nearly succeeded more than once.


“I didn’t.” She had to force the protest out, because he was touching her. Whether in anger, hatred, or the intent to harm, still, he was touching her and God help her but she had ached for so long … 


A whimper left her lips as his hard chest pressed against her breasts, his hips into her lower belly, and the raging erection beneath his jeans angled at her navel.


She could feel how hard he was, remember how hot, how intent he could be while pushing inside the wet, aching depths of her body.


“He almost took everything we cherished, Amelia,” he reminded her, his eyes brilliant in the darkness of his face, in the sudden arousal that suffused it. “He nearly destroyed Rafe and Logan and the women they loved, and he made certain he tracked down every woman we may have even considered having as a lover.”


“I didn’t know!” she cried out again as his free arm wrapped around her hips and pulled her up his body until he jutted his hips between her thighs, the denim-covered erection notching against her sex. “Please, Crowe, I would have stopped him if I could have. I swear. If I had known, you would have known.”


“He dangled you beneath my nose like a fucking piece of steak before a hungry wolf, Amelia,” he told her, his tone brutal. “He was daring me to take you.”


She couldn’t think about that; she didn’t dare.


“Please, Crowe. Let me go.” The plea was whispered but no less desperate for its lack of force.


Her loss of strength against him was terrifying. The feel of his body, all lean hard muscle and raging male hunger, was more than she could deny herself.


She had ached for so long.


Ached for his touch. Ached for the perfection of pleasure she had found in his arms so many summers before.


“Let you go?” His head lowered, his lips brushing against the line of her jaw. “Do you really think that’s going to happen, Amelia? After all this time, after the effort he went to in teasing me with you?” Strong teeth nipped at her jaw before the warmth of his tongue eased over the little ache. “Dared me to take you. Have you considered why? Have you considered the punishment he had in store for you if I ever dared to take what was so subtly offered and he learned of it?”


She couldn’t—


“Please don’t do this to me.” Her head fell back against the wall, tilting to the side as his lips moved slowly down the sensitive column of her neck.


So slowly.


His tongue licked against the nerve-ridden flesh, his teeth scraped against it, sending pleasure racing with fiery force along her tender nerve endings.


He was going to break her in ways Wayne had never been able to break her. He would destroy that last dark, hidden place where she had stored the most important memories, the deepest depths of her love for him.


“Don’t do what to you, sugar elf?” he whispered, one hand sliding beneath her skirt to her bare thigh as his hips rolled, the hard wedge of his cock pressing against her suddenly swollen mound. “Don’t pleasure you the way I’ve been tempted to pleasure you? Don’t take what I was offered every fucking time you stared up at me with those pretty eyes?”


A moan escaped her lips as he gripped the flesh of her neck in his hard teeth, his tongue lashing at the skin there with exquisite hunger. He refused to give her a chance to catch her breath, or a chance to deny him. Just as he refused to allow her to place any distance between them.


“God, I’ve hungered for you.” His fingers slid farther along the inside of her thigh, finding the elastic edge of her panties and rubbing against it erotically. “Have you been hungry for me, Amelia? Have you been wet for me, baby?”


Wet for him? She had been so wet for him over the years that it had been all she could do to keep her panties dry.


His fingers slipped beneath the elastic edge of the silk-and-lace panties and found the slick heat covering the swollen lips of her sex.


Amelia froze, her lashes immediately rising, focusing on Crowe’s as he lifted his head and stared down at her.


Lust burned in the dark depths, predatory and filled with a heat that seared her to her soul.


“Crowe … please…”


Suddenly his fingers were no longer just caressing her; the tips of two pierced her entrance, sending heat raging through the intimate flesh. Spiraling, brilliant arcs of pleasure tore through her system as her hips jerked forward, her inner flesh now desperate for more.


“Oh, God, yes.” That moan couldn’t be hers, could it?


It was, she knew it was.


“Like that, elf?” he whispered at her ear, his teeth raking against it as her hips rolled against the penetration. “Do you want more?”
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