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DEDICATIONS




My wonderful family,

I couldn’t do this without you 


Chapter 1

“Um… Excuse me, but are you Mr. Grayson?”

Callie gave a perplexed frown at the man sitting in the high-backed leather chair, booted feet up on top of the glass-topped desk that separated them, a dark Stetson pulled low over his eyes and nose. He didn’t so much as twitch a muscle in response to her tentative query.

And he certainly had a lot of those.

A white T-shirt stretched over the taut and defined muscles of his arms and chest, faded and well-worn blue jeans outlining lean hips and long, powerful legs.

It had taken all of Callie’s courage, after finding the address of Grayson Security’s head office in London amongst her father’s papers, to then travel up from Cornwall by train. Only to be disconcerted, after stepping out of the elevator onto the fifth floor, to find no one on the reception desk.

She should have telephoned first and made an appointment, of course, but a part of her had been hoping—praying—that her father would arrive home and she wouldn’t need to come to London at all. But a week of not hearing from him was more than long enough to delay the inevitable.

Too long.

Grayson Security was her only hope of finding her father now.

Trying not to be too deterred when no one had answered after she called out, Callie had walked warily along the deserted hallway just to the side of that empty front desk, only to be met again and again by empty offices, this last one—it would have to be the one at the end of the hallway—being the only one occupied.

By Dair Grayson, she hoped.

He was the owner of the prestigious security company. A group of ex-Special Forces men who specialized in executive and personal security for public figures and heads of governments around the world. Her father had hinted that these men carried out less…public security missions on occasion too.

More importantly, her father trusted Dair Grayson implicitly. 

The man seated behind the desk didn’t exactly fill Callie with that same confidence. She couldn’t even see his face properly beneath that dark and battered Stetson, just a heavy growth of stubble that had gone way beyond designer and into scruff as it framed firm and sensuous lips. The dark hair was overlong and curled slightly as it rested on his shoulders. He also had all those bulging muscles.

And he looked as out of place in these ultramodern chrome-and-black-marble offices as an elephant would in the lobby of a five-star hotel.

“Mr. Grayson—”

“Not Grayson.” The voice was low and gruff. “Name’s Lijah Smith.”

The Renegade!

Her father had his own names for all the men who had once served under him in the army. Dair Grayson was the Shadow, because of his stealth as a sniper, and Lijah Smith was the Renegade. Her father had never offered an explanation as to why he had given the younger man that name, and Callie knew better than to ask him personal questions about any of his men.

Looking at Lijah Smith now, Callie could easily guess the reason for it. The stubble and the long hair weren’t exactly stylish or fashionable, nor was the way he was dressed. Nor did he feel the need to be in the least polite to the woman who had just spoken to him!

Obviously he didn’t give a damn what people thought or said about him.

The fact that his accent was distinctly British—so much so it rivaled that of the royal family—was also a little disconcerting, considering the rest of his appearance.

“Is Mr. Grayson available?” Callie persevered doggedly. There was too much at stake for her to be put off by this man’s rudeness.

“No.”

Callie’s heart sank. It hadn’t been easy for her to come here—to come back to London at all—and she had only done so now out of desperation. A desperation that was being callously ignored by a man who wouldn’t even give her the courtesy of looking at her when he spoke to her. “Then perhaps I might speak to the person in charge?” There was a slight edge to her voice now.

“You’re already speaking to him.”

Her heart sank even further. Who on earth had been insane enough to put this man in charge during Dair Grayson’s absence? His offhand manner was more likely to scare away potential clients than to encourage them.

Her mouth thinned. “When will Mr. Grayson be back in the office?”

His shoulders lifted in an uninterested shrug. “My guess would be never, but don’t quote me on it.”

Dair Grayson was never coming back?

Callie’s knuckles were white as she reached out to grasp the front of the glass-topped desk, her heart no longer sinking but seeming to have stopped altogether. This was— She had so hoped— “Why not?” she managed to ask in a strangulated voice.

Chiseled lips hardened into a straight line. “That depends on who’s asking.”

“My name is—Mr. Smith, do you think you could at least look at me when I’m talking to you?” Callie’s already frayed nerves had reached breaking point.

Revealing how much she had been hoping, depending on Dair Grayson to help her.

Her father had always told her if she was ever in trouble and he wasn’t available, then Dair Grayson was her man. She had laughed it off at the time, never thought for a moment she would ever find herself in the position of needing the other man’s help.

She also had absolutely no idea whether Lijah Smith would be willing to offer her that same assistance.

Or if she even wanted him to.

This man was not only dismissive and abrasive, but there was something about him that made Callie feel…uneasy. She was also totally aware of him, despite the fact he hadn’t moved since she entered the room.

“I could, yes,” he answered her dismissively.

“Well?” Callie’s agitation deepened as he made no effort to do so.

“You only asked if I could, not if I would.”

She breathed in deeply through her nose as she fought for composure in the face of this man’s—what was it exactly? Rudeness didn’t even begin to cover his less than helpful behavior.

Callie’s frustration deepened. “Where are all the other employees?”

“It’s a Saturday, Miss…? Whatever,” he dismissed at her continued silence.

“This is a security company.”

“Doesn’t mean the office opens on a weekend. The outer door should have been locked. I must have forgotten to do it when I came in earlier this morning to do some paperwork. There’s an emergency number listed in the telephone directory. I suggest you go away and use it to make an appointment to come in and chat with someone on Monday.”

“Is this how you treat all your prospective clients?”

“Depends.”

“On what?” she prompted exasperatedly.

“On whether or not they’re a paying client or a bleeding heart.” That hard and sculptured mouth twisted into a mocking smile. “From the tinge of a country burr in your accent and the inexpensive perfume, my guess would be you come under the latter category?”

Callie gasped. “Do you practice being rude, or does it just come naturally?”

He smiled humorlessly. “It’s a gift.”

“One you would do well to give back!”

He gave a shrug of those muscled shoulders. “I didn’t say I don’t like your perfume, only that it isn’t top of the range.”

“I’m allergic to most perfumes. This happens to be one of the few I can wear without suffering a migraine.”

“Whatever.”

“I sincerely hope that wasn’t your idea of an apology, Mr. Smith, because if it was, you failed utterly!” Her hands were clenched at her sides in an effort to stop herself from ripping that Stetson off Lijah Smith’s head and making him look at her.

“Never apologize. It’s a sign of weakness.”

She raised her eyes to the ceiling. “Oh, heaven forbid you should ever show any sign of weakness—”

“Well, well, well, and what have we here?” A second man strolled into the office. At least this man was wearing a suit, even if the long dark hair and the scar lancing across his left cheek and down his throat proclaimed him as being another warrior. “Doing your best to frighten away a beautiful client, Lijah?” He made himself comfortable by perching on the edge of the desk, his dark gaze fixed admiringly on Callie rather than the man he was speaking to.

“Fuck off, Armstrong,” came the dismissive reply from beneath the Stetson.

“Seth Armstrong.” The man with the scar introduced himself to Callie as the two of them shook hands. “Excuse him, won’t you?” He gave a glance back at the sprawled Lijah Smith. “Lack of sleep tends to make him even grouchier than usual.”

Callie recognized this man’s name too. He was the one her father called the Rogue.

The reason for that was obvious. That vicious scar gave Seth Armstrong a decidedly piratical appearance. Callie could see him now, cutlass in hand as he stood on the deck of his ship, repelling all boarders.

She couldn’t help but feel grateful for his interruption, at the same time as she realized his arrival now meant there was suddenly too much testosterone in the room for her comfort.

It had been just Callie and her father for most of her life, her mother having died when she was just five, and she’d lived on army bases with her father all over the world until she went away to boarding school when she was twelve. Even then she’d spent the holidays with him, flying out to wherever he might be in the world. She’d had no idea that her father worked in Special Forces, but even then she’d known not to ask why he was where he was, and just to accept the time she spent with him.

As a consequence, she was used to being around men trained to within an inch of their lives. Hard and dangerous men who used stealth against the enemy but at the same time thought nothing of running headlong into battle. Or killing.

This was different. These two men were different, both giving off a low electric charge that was all hot and barely leashed male, and so overpowering it was enough to cause Callie to take a step back.

Her father had served with these men, she reminded herself. Trained them, trusted them with his life time and time again.

She’d come here today because she was afraid her father’s disappearance meant she had no choice but to trust them with it again.




Lijah didn’t need Seth to tell him their visitor was beautiful. He’d been able to tell that from the flirtatious note in the other man’s voice.

On the surface, Grayson Security provided protection for heads of state, politicians, and the rich and famous, and, quite often, the infamous. Beneath that veneer of legitimacy, they were also called in for incursion and retrieval during kidnappings and other less reputable missions.

Having only returned to England from one of those missions just a few hours earlier, Lijah really wasn’t in the mood to deal with a new client. Even a beautiful woman. Especially a beautiful woman.

If he wasn’t going to be allowed to sleep, then he wanted to fuck. Sleep or fuck, those were the only two choices when coming down from the roller-coaster adrenaline high like the one he’d been through this past week.

He should have gone straight home after writing up his report, of course, but the lure of putting his feet up on the desk and resting his head back against the chair for a few minutes had just been too strong.

A couple of exhausted hours of sleep later, and he felt like shit. He was also badly in need of a shower and a shave.

Or that fuck.

With or without the shower and shave first.

Which was the reason he would have preferred to ignore this woman when she came into his office a few minutes ago. The top of the desk in front of him was just too convenient for what the increasing hardness of his dick was now demanding.

As for his earlier remark about her perfume, which she had taken such exception to…

She smelled of peaches and vanilla, with an underlying earthy, womanly smell that he was pretty sure was all— 

“Callie Morgan,” she answered Seth huskily.

“Caroline Morgan?” Seth prompted sharply.

“Yes.”

Oh shit!

“Peter’s Callie?” Seth now sounded as cautious as Lijah felt.

“Yes.” She seemed relieved that Seth recognized her name. 

Lijah squeezed his lids together and counted to ten, knowing any hopes he might have of taking that shower and shave any time soon were rapidly disappearing. The fuck would have to wait too.

Major Peter Morgan had at one time been the commanding officer of every man currently working for Grayson Security. A man they all liked as well as respected. Whatever Callie Morgan’s problem turned out to be, big or small—bleeding heart or otherwise—no one at Grayson Security was going to turn her away. Least of all Lijah.

Peter had become a father figure to Lijah during his years in the military. The other man had also respected Lijah enough to keep the secret he had been hiding for seventeen years. 

Lijah vaguely recalled seeing Callie once or twice on base years ago. In those memories, she was a scrawny little thing with blue eyes that were too big for her pale face. The sort of eyes that had once twisted her father round the little finger of his motherless daughter.

Lijah sighed as he swung his legs to the floor and sat up at the same time as he lifted a finger against the brim of his Stetson and pushed it back on his head.

His dick gave an extra fierce jolt of interest as he took his first look at a grown-up Callie Morgan.

Possibly four or five inches over five feet in height, her figure bordered on slender, and would have been boyish if not for the fullness of perky breasts visible beneath the blue sweater she wore under her black jacket. Her waist and hips were narrow but curvy in fitted black low-rider jeans. Hair as black as night was thick and straight as it reached halfway down her back, and she had skin the color and smoothness of ivory.

Her heart-shaped face was still dominated by those eyes the color of sapphires. Beautiful eyes that probably still twisted Peter round her little finger.

Unless Lijah was mistaken, there were dark smudges of exhaustion beneath those eyes right now.

And a determined tilt to her slightly raised chin.

Indicating there was a stubbornness beneath that soft exterior?

As if Lijah needed any proof of that. Most women would have turned tail and run from his less than friendly attitude a few minutes ago. Not Callie Morgan. She obviously wasn’t about to run from a battle.

Lijah wouldn’t have expected anything less of the Major’s daughter.

Despite his own exhaustion, she had now succeeded in arousing his curiosity—as well as his dick—as to exactly what she was doing here.

If Lijah Smith was assessing her through lids fringed with thick dark lashes, then Callie’s heart was beating double time as she studied him back just as intently. Her palms had gone damp and her nipples had become engorged to aching peaks the moment she first looked at his hard and unyielding face.

Lijah was probably aged in his mid-thirties, and beneath several days of dark stubble, his features looked refined, almost aristocratic, with arched black brows above eyes of the darkest blue she had ever seen. His nose was long between sharply etched cheekbones, and his mouth—Lord, his mouth was positively sinful, the bottom lip fuller than the top, something she had once read was indicative of a highly sensual nature.

Callie had no doubt that was true, and this hard and dangerous-looking man would totally wreck a woman in bed—

Whoa.

Her traitorous nipples aside, just where had that come from?

She was only here to ask for help in finding her father, not to have inappropriate thoughts about one of the men whom she was hoping to persuade into giving her that help.

Give being the operative word.

Lijah Smith had been right about that; she didn’t have the sort of money to pay the fees needed to hire a top-notch company like Grayson Security.

Callie was here to ask for their help anyway. These men all owed her father, and she was here to collect.

She gave a tight smile. “Must have been some night.”

He ran a tired hand over his face. “You have no idea.”

Callie wasn’t sure she wanted to know either. “I’m sorry for disturbing your sleep, Mr. Smith. Perhaps I should just talk to Mr. Armstrong instead and let you get back to it.”

“Lijah,” he growled.

“Short for Elijah?”

“Short for Lijah.” He stood up.

And up.

And up.

Lord, this man wasn’t just muscle, he was tall too, at least three, possibly four inches over six feet. Which caused Callie to tilt her head back in order to be able to look at him as he strolled round to lean back against the desk next to the other man.

If she had thought there was too much testosterone in the room before, then the close proximity of these two men now became totally overwhelming.

Lijah Smith gave off— No, he didn’t just give off an air of danger. He undoubtedly was dangerous.

Seth Armstrong had at least made an attempt at urbanity by wearing the suit. A sophistication totally belied by those wicked dark eyes and the vicious scar on his face.

These two men might be as different to look at as night and day, but they were both undoubtedly the warriors her father had described his men as being.

Good.

Because warriors were exactly what Callie was going to need if she was going to find her father.

Wherever he might be…


Chapter 2

“Hey.” Seth Armstrong reached out and caught Callie’s arm as she swayed slightly on her feet even as she felt the blood drain from her cheeks.

No doubt out of a feeling of relief, because she no longer felt quite so alone in her worry over her father.

“Here, sit down.” Seth helped her to sit in the chair facing the desk. “Would you like something to drink? Tea? Coffee? Something stronger? I’m sure Lijah has a bottle of scotch hidden away somewhere in one of his desk drawers,” he added with a derisive sideways glance at the other man.

A man who hadn’t made a move to prevent Callie from falling but instead continued to observe her guardedly through that fringe of dark lashes.

Callie felt uncomfortably self-conscious under the intensity of that indigo gaze. As if Lijah Smith saw past the effort she was making to cover up her desperation and worry, as well as the makeup she’d worn to hide the pallor of her cheeks and the shadows beneath her eyes from too many sleepless nights. It felt as if that piercing gaze saw straight into her “bleeding heart.”

She dragged her gaze away from his as she turned to smile gratefully at the other man. “Tea would be lovely, thank you, Mr. Armstrong.”

“Seth,” he invited smoothly. “I’ll be back in just a minute.”

Callie’s smile faded as she realized Seth had to leave the room in order to go and make the cup of tea.

Leaving her alone with a now fully alert and watchful Lijah Smith.

“So.” Callie gave him a nervous smile after several long seconds of uncomfortable silence.

“So,” he echoed in a slow drawl.

She shifted restlessly. “Has Mr. Grayson retired from the company?”

Those chiseled lips twisted into a humorless smile. “Tamed and loving every minute of it might better describe his current situation.”

Her eyes widened. “Tamed…?”

“Long story,” he dismissed. “Exactly what are you doing here, Miss Morgan?”

“I already told you, I came to speak to Mr. Grayson—”

“No, I meant if there’s a problem, then why are you here and not Peter?” His tone was hard and implacable.

Callie’s gaze shifted down to those scuffed cowboy boots. Now that it had actually come down to the moment of telling these men why she needed their help, she didn’t even know where to begin.

Because it was Lijah Smith she was talking to.

Something about this enigmatic man unnerved her. Inwardly disturbed her in a way she could never remember being disturbed by anyone else before.

Maybe it was those piercing, all-seeing eyes?

Or the threatened power given off by that toned and muscled body?

Or the fact that he was also one of the most visibly attractive men she had ever met?

All of the above!

Even so, Callie knew she had to talk to someone. Couldn’t keep this to herself any longer.

Not and stay sane, that is.

She bit her bottom lip as she felt the sharp sting of tears in her eyes. “My—my father isn’t here because… I don’t believe he’s even in England right now.” She looked up when Lijah Smith made no response to her statement, shifting uncomfortably as he continued to study her.

“Don’t you know?” he finally prompted.

Her gaze flickered up and then as quickly dropped again. “My father often disappears on missions, sometimes for weeks at a time—”

“Your father took early retirement six months ago.”

Her breath caught at the back of her throat as she stared up at him. “I— How did you know that…?”

“I know, okay?” he snapped his impatience. “Now stop playing games, and tell me what the hell is going on!”

She pressed back against the chair as Lijah suddenly loomed over her, their gazes locked, Callie’s wide with apprehension, Lijah’s narrowed to demanding slits.

She was barely breathing, and yet she could still feel and smell the man standing above her—heat and sweat, and something male and heady she was sure was exclusively Lijah Smith.

“Stop intimidating the poor woman and step back and give her some room to breathe.” Seth Armstrong came back into the room with the cup of tea and somehow managed to insinuate himself between Callie and the other man. “I apologize for Mr. Barbarian here,” he added teasingly.

“Lack of sleep again?” Callie attempted to joke, but her hand shook slightly as she took the cup and saucer from Seth.

“I’d like to say so, but with Lijah, it’s hard to tell the difference.” Seth shrugged unconcernedly. “Drink that, and then we can all sit down and have a chat about why you’re here.”

The tea was not only hot but also very sweet. Because Seth Armstrong knew Callie was slightly in shock, and sugar was exactly what she needed right now?

She couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten anything, and the past week of not knowing where her father was had been a torturous strain on her nerves. This, being here with these two men, most especially the ever-watchful—and censorious?—Lijah Smith, seemed to have robbed her of the last of her strength.

Lijah knew instinctively that something was seriously wrong in Callie Morgan’s world. He also knew, whatever it was, she was reluctant to talk about it to him.

Maybe because you’re acting like that fucking barbarian Seth just called you?

Or she just didn’t like him?

Are you surprised?

No, Lijah wasn’t in the least surprised. Seth might look scary, but he knew how to charm the ladies, at the same time as he used those scars on his face to draw them into his “bad boy” clutches. Lijah wasn’t even sure he knew how to charm, even on a good day. And today wasn’t a good day.

His mission had gone tits up three days ago, and it had only been through a little fancy footwork and the use of his .44 Magnum—he did so love that gun!—that he’d managed to turn it around at the last minute and return the six-year-old boy to his anxiously waiting parents. He’d even brought back the ransom money they had been willing to pay for their son’s safe return.

One of the three kidnappers had got away, though, which didn’t sit well with Lijah. In his book, scum like that didn’t deserve to continue breathing.

It was a very small book. The bad guys died; the good ones walked away.

Lijah didn’t consider himself as being completely a good guy, but he had walked away. Unfortunately, the third man was still out there, and he was definitely a bad guy—that six-year-old kid was going to have nightmares for years because of his ordeal—and Lijah was going to hunt the other man down like the dog he was.

It had been his intention to start that hunt after a few hours’ rest. He had a feeling the reason Callie Morgan was here was now going to take priority over anything and everything else happening at Grayson Security.

If they could ever get Callie to tell them what the problem was, that is.

Maybe he should just leave the talking to Seth? She seemed more at ease with the other man, and there was no doubting Seth liked what he saw, holding her arm and helping her to sit before offering her a cup of tea, like a regular Florence Fucking Nightingale.

Lijah gave a disgusted snort, that snort turning to a scowl as Callie gave him a questioning glance.

He tried to think what age she would be now. Twenty-four? Twenty-five? A woman grown, and old enough, would seem to be the answer.

“Where’s Peter, Callie?” he prompted abruptly. “And no prevaricating this time. Just tell us where he is.”

The long arch of her throat moved as she swallowed before answering him huskily. “I don’t know.”

Lijah felt the scowl appear between his eyes. “Explain.”

Callie already knew Lijah Smith to be a man of few words. But what few words he did speak were succinct and to the point. And he was right, her father’s whereabouts was the point.

She drew in a shaky breath. “I believe he flew to America a week ago.”

“You believe?”

Her jaw tightened. “Yes. I tried to confirm it, but the airlines aren’t willing to give out that sort of information,” she added awkwardly as Lijah just continued to look at her.

“I thought the two of you were close?”

“We are,” she came back defensively.

“But you haven’t spoken to him in a week, and he didn’t tell you where he was going?”

“No.”

“But you now believe he’s in America?”

“Yes.”

“Why?

“Because—“ She broke off abruptly to bite her trembling bottom lip. 

Lijah breathed heavily. “Look, I’m sure you will have gathered by now I’m not the most patient of men on a good day—”

“Cut her some slack, man,” Seth Armstrong advised softly. “Can’t you see she’s on the verge of breaking?”

Callie shot him another grateful glance only to push back against the chair after turning and seeing the fierceness of Lijah’s expression. As if he wasn’t happy about the brief moment of understanding that had passed between her and the other man…?

Well, that was just too bad, because right now Callie needed someone to be understanding and kind to her. Traits Lijah Smith obviously didn’t possess. “Maybe I should come back later when you’re less…tired?”

“And maybe you should just stop avoiding answering my fucking questions—”

“Okay, that’s enough.” Seth Armstrong moved to once again stand between Callie and Lijah. “Back off, man.” He placed his hand firmly on the other man’s chest.

Lijah didn’t move an inch as he towered over Callie, a nerve pulsing a warning in his tightly clenched jaw. “I’ll back off when she tells us why in hell she bothered coming here if she isn’t willing to tell us the reason why she’s so worried about Peter!”

Seth gave a glance over his shoulder at her. “He does have a point,” he prompted gently.

She sighed. “Yes, he does,” she acknowledged wearily, turning away so that she no longer had to look at either man as she gathered her thoughts together. “The…the reason my father took early retirement was so that he could be with me.”

“What’s wrong with you?” Seth turned, obviously concerned. “Are you sick?”

“Not in the way you mean, no. I was— Someone— I was attacked six months ago and beaten up rather badly.” She pressed her lips tightly together to stop them from trembling. “My father came home as soon as he knew, and—and then he stayed home. To be with me.”

“Jesus Christ…” Lijah muttered under his breath as his imagination took the natural leap.

“I know what you’re thinking, and you’re wrong,” Callie said quickly. “I wasn’t raped, just beaten.”

The relief of knowing that was totally nullified by the air of bleakness now surrounding her. Lijah had seen that expression before, on the faces of men who had been into battle—and lost.

“Can you tell us what happened?” Seth prompted gently.

She moistened the dryness of her lips. “I worked in an art gallery in London at the time.”

“But not anymore?”

“No,” she answered Seth.

Callie had spent several days in hospital after the attack, and after she’d been discharged, she knew she couldn’t return to the life she’d had…before, as if nothing had changed.

Everything had changed. She had changed most of all. Michael was dead, her world was shattered, as well as her confidence in who or what she was. All wiped out in one night of violence.

“Six months ago…” Lijah repeated slowly. “Are we talking about the Hammond Gallery incident?”

If Callie needed any confirmation of this man’s rapier intelligence—which she didn’t—then he’d just given it.

The Hammond Gallery incident.

How innocent that sounded, innocuous even, when in reality it was anything but.

“What happened, Callie?” Lijah probed.

She moistened the dryness of her lips. “You obviously read about it in the newspapers.”

“I’m asking you what happened, God damn it—”

“Lijah, don’t,” Seth warned.

Lijah turned to glare, only to receive a warning shake of the other man’s head before Seth stepped forward to place a gently reassuring hand on Callie’s shoulder. Which was when Lijah saw the tears tracking silently down her pallid cheeks, those bruised blue eyes now pained and unfocused.

The events of that night at the Hammond Gallery had been all over the front page of the newspapers for days after it happened.

But nowhere in any of them did Lijah remember seeing it mentioned that a Caroline Morgan had been involved. And yet the things she had already said implied that in some way she was.

“Tell us in your own time, Callie,” Seth now encouraged gruffly.

She drew in a shuddering breath. “There was a gala opening at the gallery that evening, over five hundred guests invited to an invitation-only showing of the Felix Griffith jewelry collection. I was actually an assistant restorer there, but everyone who worked at the gallery was expected to come in and help out that evening.”

“And?” Lijah bit out tensely. The whole world knew of the priceless jewelry collection belonging to American multibillionaire Felix Griffith. Mainly because it had been stolen after that single private showing at the Hammond Gallery.

She sighed. “The evening went off without a hitch. Everyone who worked there agreed the exhibition was a resounding success.”

Again with that flat, emotionless voice.

Lijah’s hands clenched into fists at his sides. He had barely known this grown-up Callie for ten minutes and already he wanted to punch something—or someone; preferably whoever had reduced this young woman to this state. God knew how Peter must have been feeling about this all these months.

“We all stayed behind to help move and secure the jewelry collection in the safe downstairs, and afterwards, Michael—Michael Hammond, the owner of the gallery, gave us all a glass of champagne to—to celebrate the evening’s success.” Her mouth firmed. “Then people slowly began to drift away and go home, until there was only Michael and myself left.”

Lijah studied her between narrowed lids. “The two of you were together…?”

That delicate throat moved as she swallowed. “We—we’d been dating for a couple of months.” Her voice shook with emotion as she talked of the other man. “I— We— Michael was waiting to turn on the security system until after I’d gone upstairs to collect my jacket from the staff room. I was halfway up the stairs when someone knocked on the front door. Michael stepped out into the gallery to see who it was and then came back to tell me to go ahead and get my jacket, that it was just one of the guests who had left something behind.” Tears welled up and once again spilled unchecked over long dark lashes and down her cheeks. “He was only thirty-three.” She looked up at the two men. “He didn’t deserve to die in that way.”

Lijah recalled the newspapers had reported the owner of the Hammond Gallery had been shot in the head at point-blank range.

Which begged the question: was it possible Michael Hammond had been killed, his brains blown out, in front of Callie?

The shock Lijah could see in her eyes seemed to indicate that he had.

She drew in a shaky breath. “I returned from collecting my jacket and could see through the office door that Michael was tied to the chair behind his desk. When I rushed into the room to—to help him, something hard hit me over the back of the head, and I blacked out.” She was visibly shaking.

“Take your time, Callie.” Seth was once again the one to encourage gently.

 She gave him a grateful smile. “When I came to, my hands and feet were also tied to a chair, and something was thrown over my head and tied tightly about my throat so I couldn’t see. I learned later that it was my own jacket.” She shook her head. “I could hear raised voices, one of them Michael’s, the other one—I didn’t recognize the other voice, only that it was American.”

Was that voice the reason she now believed Peter had gone to America? Lijah recalled the man/men responsible for the killing and robbery had never been caught.

“Was this man alone?” Seth probed.

A frown creased Callie’s brow. “It felt as if there were others in the room, but no one else spoke, just that one man. He wanted the combination to the safe, Michael was refusing to give it to him, which was when—when he, the American, decided it was a good idea to use me as leverage to force Michael to talk.” She gave a shudder at the memory.

Lijah could easily guess what that leverage might have been. He could see by the killer glint in Seth’s eyes that he was thinking the same thing.

“He—the man began to punch and hit me. Michael started shouting, but I pleaded with him not to tell the other man what he wanted to know. I’m not sure how long the beating lasted.” She spoke dully. “I know that I hurt everywhere by the time he finished, especially my ribs. I learned later that two of them were broken. I could taste the blood in my mouth and feel it dripping down my chin from where my lip was split open. Michael became more and more agitated the longer the beating went on, but I kept pleading with him not to tell them the combination of the safe.”

“It was just jewelry.” Seth gave a pained wince.

“It was—was Michael’s livelihood too, his reputation—”

“You don’t die for a reputation,” Lijah growled. “You give the bastard what he wants, wait until the fucker isn’t expecting it, and then you strike back.” As he suspected Peter was now doing; God knew how the older man had managed to keep this to himself all these months.

“We aren’t all the impenetrable Lijah Smith!” she came back with some of her earlier fire.

Lijah gave a hard, unapologetic smile as he saw the light of battle returning to Callie’s expressive eyes.

She turned away from that smile. “The man must have realized that he was running out of time because—he ripped open the front of my dress and began to—to touch me.” She clenched her trembling hands together, the knuckles white. “There was a security company keeping watch on the place from outside, as well as the alarm system inside, and I thought it would only be a matter of time before those men outside realized we hadn’t left yet and something must be wrong.”

Lijah stored that piece of information away for further investigation. If he’d been in control of the security at the gallery, he would have ensured there were men inside as well as out. He wondered why this other security company hadn’t. In on the job? Or just fucking incompetent? He would know which by the end of the day.

“Michael had seen enough,” she revealed heavily. “He gave the man the combination to the safe. My head was still covered, I couldn’t see what was happening, but I heard the men leaving the room to go down to the basement to the safe. Michael was—he kept telling me, reassuring me that everything was going to be okay. That the men would take what they wanted and then leave. I heard them come back just minutes later and—and then there was the sound of a gun being fired, and Michael—Michael stopped talking.” Her face had now taken on a gray tinge.

“He recognized and knew the name of the main man,” Lijah bit out harshly. “He’d also seen the faces of the others and could identify them.”

“Yes,” she confirmed softly.

“Michael never called the other man by his name?”

She shook her head. “I think he must have been warned not to before I came back from collecting my jacket.”

Thank God. Lijah had absolutely no doubt that if Callie had known the identity of Michael Hammond’s murderer, then they wouldn’t be having this conversation now. Because she would be dead too.

“There was no mention in any of the newspapers of a woman being present that night…?” Seth prompted slowly.

“Because I was the only witness the police had, and they didn’t want to compromise that advantage by revealing my presence or name to the press. Not that I was of much help anyway,” she added self-disgustedly. “All I could tell them was the man who killed Michael was American.”

“A man who was also a guest at the gala that evening.”

She gave Lijah a humorless smile. “Half the guests there that evening were American. Several well-known actors and actresses. Rich businessmen and their wives. Even a senator who had been over for a meeting with members of the British government. I’m sure the police questioned as many of them as they could, but some of them had already left England by the time they had the guest list and could start their investigation. Others had diplomatic immunity, so they couldn’t prevent them from leaving or force them to answer questions.”

Grayson Security was often called in to enforce that diplomatic immunity. Which meant they also knew how to break it.

Callie sighed. “I told the police what I knew, described all that I could, and once I was well enough to travel, my father took me back to Cornwall with him. I’ve been there ever since.”

“The investigation is still open?”

She nodded. “I believe so, but the police haven’t contacted me or reported anything new for months. The jewelry itself has never reappeared, not as a whole or separately.”

Seth looked at Lijah. “Private collector?”

“Undoubtedly.” The other man nodded.

“What does that mean?” Callie gave them a baffled look.

Seth shrugged. “The collection was stolen to order. Someone, somewhere wanted that collection for their own private pleasure and hired the necessary men to steal it,” he explained as she still frowned.

“How could someone not want to share the beauty of that jewelry?” She gave a puzzled shake of her head. “There were jewels in there that at one time had been owned by all the royal houses in the world. Several necklaces once owned by Elizabeth the First. There were also bracelets and rings owned by several of the Russian tsarinas.”

“The sort of collector we’re talking about doesn’t care about other people seeing and admiring the jewelry. He gets his kick out of just owning them.” Seth shrugged. “They’re probably locked away in a vault in a basement somewhere, and this guy goes in there occasionally just to touch and fondle them and jack— He gets a high out of just owning them,” Seth amended with an uncomfortable grimace.

“We’re getting off the point here.” Lijah began to pace restlessly. “You think your father found out something about the man that attacked you and flew to America last week to follow up on the lead?”

“Originally he said he was going on one last mission, and I wasn’t to worry, that he’d get in touch soon.”

“Except he didn’t.”

“No,” she answered Seth. “When I hadn’t heard from him for several days, I started looking through his study to see if I could find a name or telephone number, someone I might contact to see if he was okay.” She gave a shake of her head. “Instead, I found evidence that he’s been secretly carrying out his own investigation to find the man responsible for killing Michael and attacking me. It’s all in here.” She clutched her shoulder bag to her chest. “I haven’t read it, I—I couldn’t, but I brought it with me for— I wanted Dair Grayson to have it.”

“Why didn’t Peter come to us for help months ago?” Lijah rasped his frustration with the situation. “He must have known we would help him find and deal with this bastard.” Peter would have known exactly how that would have gone down too. With short, sharp justice.

Callie avoided meeting his gaze. “Because I asked him not to tell anyone what had happened.”

“Why the hell would you do that?” Lijah stared at her disbelievingly.

“Because I was scared, okay?” She stood up, eyes blazing but also full of unshed tears. “The man threatened me after…after he shot Michael. He put his hand about my throat, leaned in very close, and said—said he knew who I was, and if I told the police or anyone else anything about him, that he would come back and kill my family and me too!"

Oh fuck…


Chapter 3

The months since the robbery and Michael’s death had been a nightmare for Callie.

The shock and disbelief of how he’d died. Her stay in hospital. The hours of questioning by the police.

She had been only too happy to go back to Cornwall with her father once the police said she could leave London, had felt too beaten up physically and emotionally to do more than just get through each day.

And always, always with that man’s threat to kill her ringing in her ears.

She should have known her father wouldn’t just accept what had been done to her. Should have guessed that all this time he had been carrying out his own investigation, quietly, methodically, as he searched through the guest list that night for the man responsible.

No doubt with the intention of killing him and taking away Callie’s fear once and for all.

She wasn’t stupid. She knew what her father had been and done during his years in the military.

Just as she knew these two men, Lijah Smith and Seth Armstrong, were also trained killers.

“That’s a standard threat,” Seth Armstrong pointed out. “It’s called intimidation of the witness.”

“I know that, I just… It doesn’t make it any less frightening.” Callie had been terrified in those first few days after Michael was killed. Less so as the days, weeks, and then months passed quietly in Cornwall with her father.

That fear had now returned with a vengeance.

“Did you believe him when he said he would kill you?” Lijah probed.

“Oh yes.” She gave another shudder.

“You do realize that no one at Grayson Security is going to be intimidated?” he warned. “That everyone who works here will do everything within their power, whatever it takes, to both find Peter and, if necessary, deal with this other man?”

She drew in a deep, controlled breath. “Yes, I understand.”

“Do you?” Lijah studied her intently.

Considering the things Callie had already been through, not least having her boyfriend gunned down in front of her, she was doing remarkably well. But he wasn’t going to lie to her; she was going to need to be even stronger for what was to come.

“Yes,” she confirmed quietly. “I’ll leave all of my father’s papers, his research with you before I go—”

“Go where?” Lijah scowled darkly.

Callie blinked. “I’m going back to Cornwall this afternoon.”

He gave a snort. “I don’t think so.”

“But—I have to go,” she told him desperately. “I can’t—I won’t stay in London.” Coming back here at all had been an ordeal for her, and she wasn’t going to stay any longer than she had to.

“You will,” Lijah told her firmly.

Callie drew in a soft gasp even as she straightened determinedly. “I don’t believe you have the right to tell me what I will or won’t do, Mr. Smith.”

He raised dark brows. “You gave us that right when you walked through the doors of Grayson Security.”

“No—”

“Yes, damn it! This man not only killed your boyfriend, but he fucked up your life and your head as well. Didn’t he?” he demanded harshly.

Callie felt the burn of fresh tears in her eyes.

She had studied art at university, then spent another couple of years learning her craft. Her job as assistant restorer at the Hammond Gallery had been her first, and she had loved it.

Finding herself falling in love with the owner of the gallery had made her world complete.

She’d woken every morning looking forward to going into work, to seeing Michael and being surrounded by what she loved best: the smells, the delicacy of the work involved in helping to restore a painting to its former glory.

After the attack, she hadn’t even been able to step over the threshold of the gallery again, let alone remain in London. She had gladly retreated to her father’s house in Cornwall and stayed there.

Even so, she hadn’t been able to escape the monster who still haunted her dreams at night and caused her to constantly look over her shoulder for shadows following her throughout the day.

Even this morning, on the train journey up to London, she had chosen to sit in the corner of a carriage, watching and assessing everyone who came anywhere near her.

So yes, that bastard had not only killed Michael and their budding love, but he had also completely destroyed her life.

“Are you really going to let him carry on doing this to you?” Lijah looked at her challengingly.

“You don’t understand—”

“Of course I fucking understand!” His hands were clenched at his sides, dark eyes burning like twin coals. “You think Seth and I don’t know what it’s like to be scared shitless? Of course we do. Only a fool never knows fear. But you either let that fear rule you, define you, become you, or you rise up from the ashes, stronger and more determined that no one does this to me.”

Callie had no doubt he spoke from personal experience, and that he had emerged from his “ashes” as a man of tempered steel.

But she wasn’t like these men. Like her father. She had never been into battle as they had, nor looked death in the face and told it to fuck off in the way they had.

But she wanted to!

Oh yes, she dearly wanted to.

She was so tired of being afraid. Of constantly looking over her shoulder. Wondering if the man standing next to her in the supermarket, or in the bookshop, or sitting beside her on the train this morning, was him.

Yes, she was tired of it. So damn tired of being scared all the time.

It wasn’t who she had been. It wasn’t who she was. Or who she wanted to be.

“If we’re going to help Peter, then we need you to stay in London and help us do that,” Seth cajoled.

“If you don’t feel safe going to a hotel, then you can stay with me,” Lijah added impatiently.

He sensed rather than saw Seth slowly turn his head to look at him, and knew the reason for the other man’s surprise. Lijah’s home was his sanctuary. He never took anyone there, friend or foe. Except the look of fear he saw in Callie’s eyes was enough to tell him that if anyone needed sanctuary, somewhere where she felt safe, then it was her.

He didn’t look at the other man, instead gave a hard smile as he saw Callie’s expression of horror at his suggestion she stay with him. “Or you could stay with Seth, if you prefer?”

Both men knew Callie’s fear of staying in London was real. Just as they knew if Peter had followed a lead to America, maybe even found and confronted the man who was responsible for attacking Callie and killing her boyfriend, then he might also have alerted Callie’s attacker to the fact that he was being hunted.

Another reason they couldn’t allow Callie to go back to Cornwall on her own: they had no idea as yet why Peter hadn’t contacted Callie since he’d left home a week ago, but knowing how close father and daughter had always been, Lijah was sure there had to be a damned good reason for it. Such as Peter was no longer alive to be able to contact his daughter. If that was true, then Callie could now be the one who was being hunted.

“You stay with Seth or you stay with me. Those are your only two choices,” Lijah insisted.

She looked slightly bewildered. “I didn’t bring any other clothes with me—”

“Then we’ll get you some,” Seth assured her.

Callie could see by their stubborn expressions that neither man was going to budge on the subject.

Could she force herself to stay in London?

Even overnight?

How could she not stay if it was going to help her father?

She straightened. “Okay, I’ll stay.”

“Good girl.” Lijah’s expression lightened as he nodded his approval. “Now you just have to decide which one of us you’re going to stay with.”

The devil or the devil?

There was no doubt in Callie’s mind she felt more comfortable with Seth than she did Lijah, but she also knew there really wasn’t much difference between the two men. Both of them were hard, ruthless, and would kill without regret if they had to.

Because that’s what your father trained them to do.

Her father…

“You choose. It doesn’t matter to me which.” There was no going back now she had made the decision to stay and help these two men find her father.

“Seth—” Lijah broke off as he was interrupted by the ringing of Seth’s cell phone, his eyes narrowing as the other man looked at the caller ID, his expression grim as he stepped outside into the hallway to take the call.

Leaving Lijah alone with Callie.

She now looked…calm, composed. As if she had pulled a veneer over her in order to shield herself and her emotions.

“Did you have counseling after that night?” The beating was bad enough, but it couldn’t have been easy hearing her boyfriend being shot and killed.

“The—the police arranged for me to talk to someone.” She still didn’t look at him. “It didn’t help.”

No, Lijah wouldn’t imagine that it had. “We’ll get the bastard who did this—”

“I don’t care about him!” She turned on him fiercely. “I just want— I need you to find my father and bring him home.” Her voice broke emotionally.

If it was humanly possible, then Lijah would do that. Any of the men working at Grayson Security would do the same.

“Sorry about that.” Seth was frowning when he came back into the office. “Quinn didn’t know you were back, which is why he called me,” he explained economically. “The situation in Colombia has gone pear-shaped, and Quinn needs help.”

The situation in Colombia was the kidnapping of the wife of one of the British officials working at the consulate in Bogota. Grayson Security had been called in to deal with the delivery of the ransom demanded for her safe return.

Lijah would get a report from Seth later, but he could already guess that the wife probably hadn’t been returned, despite Quinn having delivered the ransom demand. Kidnappers in Colombia weren’t too worried about seeing through their part of an agreement. Which meant that Quinn needed help to go in and extract the wife, if she was still alive.

If.

“Go,” he told Seth briskly. “Take the jet. If you aren’t back in a couple of days, Callie and I will take a commercial flight to the States.”

Callie looked at him in alarm. “I’ve agreed to stay in London but I’m not going to America with you!”

Lijah ignored her protest. “Do you have your passport with you?” 

As it happened she did, had pushed it into her bag before leaving the house this morning. Just in case she needed it, she had told herself at the time. But… “I’m not going to America with you,” she repeated stubbornly.

“Go now, Seth,” Lijah instructed.

“I hope you find Peter soon, Callie,” Seth told her before hurrying from the office, his cell phone already back against his ear as he issued a string of instructions into it.

Lijah waited until the other man left before answering Callie’s outburst. “With your father gone, the safest place for you for the foreseeable future is right beside me. And I have a feeling I’m going to America,” he added challengingly.

He was right. What was more, Callie knew he was right. It was just that for the past week, she had put off thinking too deeply about anything except finding her father.

The father who had sacrificed his career for her and put his own life on hold to help her recover from her ordeal, and who may now have put his own life on the line for her. She owed it to him to put her trust in the men he had trained.

If Lijah Smith said she needed to go to the States with him, then that was what she had to do.

She nodded abrupt acceptance. “So what happens next?”

Lijah took his cell phone out of his jeans pocket, pressed speed dial before raising the phone to his ear. “Everyone in. Now!” He ended the call. “What happens next, Callie, is I do what I do best.” He gave her a hard and determined grin.

Callie quickly learned that what Lijah did best was phenomenal.

Within minutes, it seemed all the offices of Grayson Security were occupied with people on telephones and computers, all talking at once, gathering information, checking and double-checking.

And all of them reported directly to a Lijah who was brisk and decisive—and nothing like that laid-back, uninterested cowboy Callie had first spoken to just hours before.

Somewhere amid all that efficiency, he also managed to remember to instruct someone to order a late lunch to be brought in for everyone, and for someone else to go and buy clothes for Callie.

He also spoke to the owner of the company responsible for security that night at the Hammond Gallery. The conversation had started out politely enough, and ended abruptly after Lijah called the other man an incompetent asshole.

Callie sat on the sidelines and watched and listened in awe.

She also learned a healthy respect for a man she already found far too personally disturbing for comfort.

She hadn’t so much as looked at a man since Michael died, and yet she couldn’t stop watching and listening to Lijah. Admiring him. For the way he cut through any and all red tape, including those airlines that had been so difficult with Callie this past week. The quickness of his mind as he processed and spat out information before anyone else. The easy way he led his team, and in such a way none of them seemed aware he was even doing it.

Most of all, she couldn’t stop watching the way that he moved.

For such a big man, he was incredibly light on his feet, catlike, even graceful, muscles rippling in his arms and back, jeans fitting snugly over a taut butt.

Partway through the afternoon, he had thrown off the Stetson too, revealing very dark overlong hair brushed back from his face and inclined to curl a little about his ears.

Several busy hours later, Callie realized she had seriously underestimated Lijah Smith, been fooled by his initial appearance and laid-back attitude.

“Is there anything I can do to help?” She stood hesitantly in the doorway to his office, after feeling totally superfluous all afternoon.

He looked up from where her father’s papers were spread all over his desk, so focused his expression was blank for several seconds as he stared at her, as if he was having trouble placing who she was.

Then his brow cleared, and he gave her a rueful smile. “We now know your father flew to Washington via Amsterdam and Atlanta, that he spent one night at a hotel near the airport. We’ve even spoken to the receptionist who remembers booking him in. Did you know your father is a handsome devil that women don’t forget?” he added dryly.

“I did actually, yes,” Callie answered distractedly, stepping farther into the office. It had always puzzled her that her father had never married again, but his reply to that question had always been he had loved her mother too much to ever think of taking another wife. “My father flew to Washington?” she repeated slowly.

“Via Amsterdam and Atlanta.” Lijah nodded. “No doubt in an effort to cover his tracks. Any idea why he chose Washington?”

“I believe several of the guests at the gallery that night were from the Washington area…”

“Twenty of them,” Lijah confirmed. “Twelve of them are men.”

Callie gave a pained wince. “We can hardly knock on the door of each and every one of them and ask if they stole the Felix Griffith’s jewelry collection and killed Michael. Or if they now know where my father is.”

“Obviously not,” Lijah confirmed grimly. “But hopefully if—when we locate Peter, he’ll know who we’re looking for. At the moment, we’re still having a little trouble locating which hotel Peter went to after that first one. Any ideas?”

“He didn’t go to another hotel,” Callie revealed with certainty. “His sister, my Aunt Jane, is married to an American lawyer and owns a house in Georgetown,” she explained at Lijah’s questioning look. “She won’t be there now, though. She and her husband always go to Barbados for the winter.”

“Shit, I wish I’d known that an hour ago. Daisy!” Lijah called to the outer office, a harassed blonde appearing in the doorway seconds later. “Forget phoning round the individual hotels. Get the address and telephone number of Peter’s sister from Callie here. No, forget that too. Thanks, Dayz,” he dismissed the blonde as he turned to Callie. “Do you have a cell phone?”

“In my bag.”

Lijah stood. “Then I think you should be the one to make the call to your aunt’s house. If Peter sees and recognizes your number, maybe he’ll pick up.”

Callie began looking through her bag for her cell. “And if he doesn’t?”

His eyes narrowed. “When you and I get to Washington later tonight, we’ll make your aunt’s house our first port of call.”

Her fingers fumbled slightly on the buttons of her cell phone as she punched in her aunt’s number. It hadn’t even occurred to her before now that her father might be at Aunt Jane’s. Mainly because she hadn’t guessed that her father was in Washington at all.

Her palm felt damp as she tightly gripped and held the cell up to her ear. Maybe in a few seconds, she might actually be speaking to her father. And, if possible, beg him to come home. “It’s ringing.”

It continued to ring.

And ring.

Callie’s heart sank as the call went to voice mail.

She put her hand over the mouthpiece to speak to Lijah. “Do I leave a message?”

“No. Absolutely not,” he instructed grimly. “If Peter isn’t answering, then we have no idea if the location has been compromised.”

“Compromised?” Callie slipped the cell phone back into her bag.

Lijah gave a shrug. “That’s military speak for—”

“I know what it is, Lijah,” she assured him quietly. “I’m a military brat, remember?” She knew compromised meant that her aunt’s house might now be known and infiltrated by the enemy.

The enemy.

Dear God, was it possible her father really had managed to find him?

And if he had—

“Don’t let your imagination run away with you, Callie.” Lijah crossed the room to stand just in front of her. “We have no proof your father even went to your aunt’s house. It may just be locked up for the winter, like you said.”

And her father might be lying inside that empty house with a bullet through his head, just like Michael—

“I said don’t.” Lijah lightly grasped the tops of her arms as he looked down at her intently. “Do you trust me, Callie?”

After what she had witnessed this afternoon? “Oh yes.” With her father’s life. With her life.

“Then trust me now when I tell you there is no reason to suppose that any harm has come to your father. Peter may just have gone underground. No phone calls, no contact with anyone he knows. It’s what he’s trained to do, remember?”

She gave a pained wince. “Even me?”

“Especially you. There is no way that Peter would want this bastard to know anything more about you than he possibly already does, and that includes your telephone number.”

She looked up at Lijah, searching those deep blue eyes, noting the skin taut over high cheekbones and the stubble having grown even darker on the strength of his jaw during the course of the afternoon. “Do you have family who worry about you too, Lijah?”

It was as if a shutter had come down over those indigo eyes as he released her and stepped back. “We’ll be leaving in three hours.” He turned away and began gathering up her father’s papers. “I suggest we go back to my place so that I can pick up a few things, maybe eat dinner too, before driving to the airport.”

Callie had no doubt that some of those things Lijah wanted to pick up would be a gun and whatever other weapons he favored. Quite how he was going to get them through airport security, she had no idea, but she now had every faith Lijah knew exactly what he was doing.

“Why were you so tired this morning when I arrived here?” She had realized, as she watched him working today, that the lines etched beside his eyes and bracketing his mouth were caused by fatigue. Not the sort of fatigue from spending a night on the town or in bed with a woman, but a bone-weary fatigue that he ignored so he could concentrate on finding her father.

“Because I only arrived back in England at six o’clock this morning.”

She had thought it might be something like that. “From where?”

“Long story.”

Callie frowned, having realized this was his stock answer when he didn’t intend saying any more on a particular subject. That perhaps he couldn’t say any more than that. “Did it have a happy ending?”

“Yeah.” Some of the tension left his shoulders. “It had a happy ending.”

She gave a pained grimace. “I’m sorry I was so impatient with you when I arrived. I—didn’t realize… I had no idea what you do here.”

“Pretty impressive, hm?”

He was pretty impressive.

Callie had also noted that the subject of his family was a closed book.

Because Lijah didn’t want to talk about his family, or because he didn’t have any?

Any more than he would tell her why, as an Englishman, he chose to wear a Stetson and cowboy boots?

The more time Callie spent with Lijah Smith, the less she felt she knew about him.


Chapter 4

She felt that even more when she stepped into his home a short time later.

“Not what you were expecting?” Lijah taunted as he watched Callie walk slowly about his house.

Well, house was probably overstating it. Lijah had bought this old abandoned warehouse and turned it into an open-plan living space, except for the bedroom and a bathroom up a dozen stairs onto the floor above. On the ground floor, apart from another bathroom, it was all open; sitting area, dining area, kitchen, games-and-training area. The floors were polished oak, the furniture comfortable rather than fashionable, the bare brick walls covered with an assortment of paintings and photographs.

From the outside, it still looked like an abandoned warehouse. Deliberately so; sometimes Lijah had to lock up for weeks at a time if he was away on a mission. He had a Grayson state-of-the-art security system installed, of course, but the less inclination anyone felt to break in, the better he liked it.

“Judo?” Callie looked at the throw mat in the games area.

“I practice several martial arts.” He shrugged.

“Disarm or attack?”

He gave a hard smile. “I’ve been known to do a little of both.”

“I’ll bet,” Callie acknowledged dryly, doing her best not to think about Lijah wearing only a pair of cotton trousers resting low down on his hips, the bareness of his chest dewed with sweat, dark hair tousled. “Finn Devlin’s?” She deliberately changed the subject as she paused beside six black-and-white photographs.

Lijah deftly—from long habit?—threw his hat onto the old-fashioned stand in the corner before answering her. “We did some security work for him a few months ago.”

Her eyes widened. “So you know him?”

Lijah gave a derisive smile at her obvious surprise at him knowing the world-renowned photographer. “Yes.”

“These photographs are amazing,” she murmured appreciatively before moving on to the original paintings on the next wall. “You have quite the collection here,” she added admiringly.

“As I said, not what you were expecting,” Lijah drawled self-derisively.

He knew what image he presented to the world. Deliberately so. Peter Morgan had helped him discover seventeen years ago that drawing attention to himself by the way he dressed, literally hiding out in the open, actually meant there was less chance of anyone making the connection between Lijah Smith and who he really was.

Because he didn’t like who he really was, and had no intention of ever going back there.

Callie’s question earlier as to whether or not he had any family that worried about him?

None that he wanted to acknowledge.

Or ever see again.

“You miss your job,” he stated shrewdly as he recognized the excitement sparkling in Callie’s eyes as she continued to study his artwork.

That excitement instantly faded. “Yes,” she acknowledged softly.

“Once we catch this bastard, there’s no reason why you can’t go back. Why not?” he probed as she gave a very definite shake of her head.

“That part of my life is over now.” Callie moved away from the artwork. “I need to find something else I can do, something that doesn’t come with a whole lot of memories I don’t want to be made to think about every day.”

“You think about it every day anyway.”

Yes, she did.

Callie had been told during her brief counseling sessions that all victims of a crime felt this way. That they questioned themselves, over and over again, as to whether there wasn’t something they could have said or done to prevent what had happened to them.

She couldn’t speak for other people, but she ultimately knew there was nothing she could have done to prevent what happened at the gallery that night. She had been tied up and helpless. God knew she had begged and pleaded with Michael to tell those men what they wanted to know. He had died anyway. Once he opened the door and let the other man into the gallery, there had never been the possibility of any other outcome. Because, as Lijah and Seth had pointed out, Michael had seen their faces and knew who they were.

No, there was nothing Callie could have done to change the inevitable outcome of the night that was engraved so graphically in her mind.

Which didn’t mean she didn’t still wish every day she could go back and do exactly that.

“I haven’t had a chance to shower or shave since I got back, and I need to do both.” Lijah ran a hand through the heavy darkness of his hair. “Do you know how to cook?”

“Yes, I know how to cook.” She gave Lijah a knowing smile. She didn’t mind him expecting her to cook. In fact, she would be relieved to have something normal to do after the strain of this past week.

“Freezer’s full.” He nodded in the direction of the kitchen area. “Help yourself.”

“Any preferences?”

He arched one dark and mocking brow. “I’m the only person living here. If it’s in the freezer, I eat it.”

Of course he did. Callie was just nervous, possibly because she had gone from a reluctance to even talk to this rude and uncommunicative man to inwardly admiring him. She also found him disturbingly attractive.

And she was now alone in his home with him.

A home that was far from what she might have expected.

Despite the wide-open plan of the ground floor, the space had a warm and welcoming feel to it, probably created by the golds and browns of the floors and furnishings. Even the coldness of those bare brick walls seemed homely when there was so much colorful artwork to look at.

Surprisingly good artwork. Better than good—the paintings were all original, some of them exquisite, as were those Finn Devlin photographs.

Lijah Smith was a puzzle within an enigma.

She understood now the reason his clothes were so creased. He could easily have passed for a down-and-out. And maybe he had? Whatever Lijah had been doing before flying back to England early this morning, she doubted he had been sitting on a yacht drinking champagne and eating caviar.

The inside of this warehouse, the furniture, and the artwork he owned told her that not only was he extremely wealthy but also a connoisseur of art.

Something she would never have associated with the man she’d met earlier today if she hadn’t seen it with her own eyes.

Besides that sharp intelligence, she wondered what else Lijah was hiding beneath the battered brim of his Stetson.




Lijah wasn’t sure what he felt when he came down the stairs fifteen minutes later and found Callie Morgan had made herself completely at home in his kitchen area. The radio was tuned to a classical station, and she was humming happily to herself as she moved economically from the stove to place food on the kitchen table.

Seeing anyone in his home at all was a novelty.

His friends all worked at Grayson Security, so he saw most of them on a day-to-day basis anyway. And he never brought the women he fucked here. This was his home, his private space, and he didn’t want an array of women trooping through it on their way out the door the morning after.

Callie Morgan was here.

A woman who was an enticing combination of vulnerability and strength.

She had been beaten down six months ago, her free will taken away from her, and her boyfriend shot and killed in front of her.

But whether Callie recognized it or not, she was refusing to stay down.

Lijah was well aware of the courage it had taken for her to travel up to London at all today, let alone approach the men working for Grayson Security. Ex-Special Forces to a man, she would have known they would all be hard, ruthless, and totally uncompromising.

Out of love for her father, she had come anyway.

Not only that, but she had refused to be deterred by Lijah’s initial rudeness.

As for that perfume he’d labeled as inexpensive earlier? Whatever it was, he wanted to buy her a gallon of it and have her bathe in it. That perfume and the warm woman smell that was definitely all Callie had been wrapping themselves about his senses all afternoon. Even more so in the confines of his car on the drive over here.

By the time they reached the warehouse, his dick was so hard, he could have pounded nails into wood with it.

How inappropriate was that?

Callie had come to Grayson Security to ask for help in finding her father, not to have the man giving her that help also wanting to fuck her brains out.

Which was why he had taken care of that little problem while he was in the shower.

Much good it had done him, because he was so fucking hard again from just looking at her, his dick probably had an imprint of the zip of his jeans etched up the throbbing length of it.

“Smells good,” he said gruffly.

Callie had been so concentrated on what she was doing that she hadn’t realized Lijah had come back down the stairs. That catlike tread of his, she acknowledged ruefully.

She drew in a sharp breath, her mouth going dry, her palms damp, and her nipples tightening into hard buds as she looked up at him. His hair was still damp from the shower and brushed ruthlessly back from his face. A clean-shaven face. Without that dark stubble, Lijah’s features were just as aristocratic as she had thought they might be. Wide, intelligent brow, those shrewd indigo eyes, the sharp slash of his high cheekbones, straight nose, sculptured lips, and he had a cleft in the center of his chin above that strong jaw.

A black T-shirt now stretched across his wide shoulders and muscled chest and arms, black denims wrapped around that taut ass, and he was once again wearing the ubiquitous cowboy boots.

He looked as if he had just stepped out of one of those advertisements for a male cologne every woman would want to buy in the hope it would give her man the same appeal as the male model.

Except Callie was beginning to think there couldn’t possibly be another man quite like Lijah.

Was she getting a crush on this man?

A crush? Oh come on, Callie, you aren’t sixteen anymore. Be honest with yourself and call it exactly what it is. Lust.

Lijah Smith pushed every one of her lust buttons without even trying.

Buttons she hadn’t even known she had until meeting him.

She had dated a lot during her university years, and she had been seeing Michael for two months before— Before. But she had never experienced this totally physical response—lust—with any of those other men.

Michael always wore suits, was sophisticated, courteous, well-read, enjoyed the theatre and the ballet, and was articulate on all those subjects. The two of them shared passionate kisses good night at the end of an evening out together, but he had never tried to take their relationship to the next level. He was, in fact, the perfect gentleman, and exactly the sort of man any parent would be pleased to see their daughter dating.

Lijah Smith was the direct opposite of Michael in every way, and yet…

And yet he made her pulse race, her palms go damp, and her nipples hard. Her thoughts also turned to hot, entwined, and naked, sweaty bodies every time she looked at him and imagined those naked bodies as being her own and Lijah’s. 

“Lasagna,” she answered him abruptly. “And garlic bread.” The fridge had been empty—as evidence that Lijah had been away for at least several days?—but she had found lots of ready-made meals in the freezer, and as they didn’t have a lot of time, she had decided to opt for one of them.

“Do you need any help?”

Callie shook her head. “I’m good.” A blush instantly colored her cheeks as she inwardly acknowledged Lijah made her want to behave very, very badly.

He gave her a frowning, slightly questioning glance before nodding as he pulled out one of the chairs at the table and sat, legs sprawled.

Revealing a very large—and telling—bulge at the front of his jeans.

Lijah gave a self-conscious grimace as Callie raised her startled gaze to his. “What can I say, that part of a man’s anatomy functions completely without reference or permission from his brain. I’m convinced that sudden rush of blood to one spot is why men can’t think and fuck at the same time.”

The blush deepened in Callie’s cheeks as she placed their food on the table before sitting opposite him. “Strange reaction to lasagna.” She attempted to laugh off the moment before changing the subject completely. “What time are we leaving for the airport?”

Lijah gave a humorless grin at her response—or dismissal—of his comment. “The plane is being readied for takeoff right now, so we’ll drive out to the private airfield as soon as we’re finished here.”

Her brows rose. “I thought we were flying commercial?”

“I decided against it. Time is a factor here, which means I don’t want to have to change planes several times in order to cover our tracks. I would also prefer that our names don’t show up on any list of passengers flying directly to Washington.” His expression was grim. “I discussed the situation with Dair earlier, and he suggested, as Grayson Security’s plane isn’t available, that I ask his cousin if we can borrow his plane.”

“Dair’s cousin owns his own plane?”

Lijah nodded. “Lucien Wynter. Heard of him?”

Everyone had heard of the reclusive billionaire businessman Lucien Wynter. And the rumors connecting him to London’s criminal underworld. “You know some interesting people.” It also answered her question as to how Lijah intended to get his weapons through security. She had no doubt there was a cursory check even for people traveling on private planes, but probably not as much as there would have been on a commercial flight.

“You have no idea,” Lijah assured her with feeling, and this time he knew it was his gaze that avoided meeting Callie’s curious one as he picked up his fork and began to eat.

Lucien’s story was his own to tell, and he was far from being the most interesting person in Lijah’s life.

Not that he thought his family was interesting. It was just different. And not in a good way. His parents were uptight, formal, and appearances were everything to them. Which was maybe why Lijah did the opposite in regard to his own appearance.

His parents lived in a castle, for fuck’s sake, and opened up the grounds and gardens once a year to “amuse the masses.”

His father was also a complete and utter bastard, and Lijah, as the only son and heir, couldn’t wait to get away from him once he’d reached eighteen. He’d never looked back. Never intended to either. Ever.

“Lijah?”

He could feel the scowl darkening his brow as he looked across at Callie questioningly.

She gave him a quizzical glance. “You seemed far away for a few minutes there.”

Not nearly far enough, in Lijah’s opinion. He never thought about his family anymore. As far as he was concerned, they didn’t exist. Not his too-handy-with-his-fists father or his too-weak-to-defend-her-own-son mother. They could rot in hell together for all he cared.

“I’m not hungry.” He dropped his fork onto his plate and pushed it away. “Not for food, anyway.” He eyed Callie speculatively as he slowly stood.

Callie had no idea what Lijah had been thinking about the past few minutes, but he’d gone from being his usual economically terse self to a man whose eyes now glittered with a cold intensity.

An intensity that appeared to be centered on her as he stepped purposefully around the table. Callie swallowed, her gaze on a level with that noticeable bulge at the front of his jeans.

“Lijah?” She pushed back against the chair as she looked up at him.

“Say no now, Callie, because I won’t give you a second chance,” he warned gruffly as he grasped hold of her arms and easily pulled her to her feet to stand in front of him.

The difference in their heights meant she had to tilt her head back in order to look him in the face. She wasn’t in the least reassured by what she saw there. The darkness of his gaze was fixed on her slightly parted lips, and there was a ruddiness to his cheeks, and those chiseled lips were curled into a humorless smile of intent. The muscles in his arms and chest were also tense. As if he was preparing to pounce.

Callie ran her tongue nervously across her bottom lip, her breath hitching in her throat as that indigo gaze darkened even more as it followed the movement.

Was it wrong of her to want to feel those sensuous lips against her own? To want that hard and aroused body pressing into her softer curves, if only for a few minutes?

Was it wrong of her to want another man, this man, when Michael had only been dead for six months?

Lijah’s eyes narrowed to dark slits. “There’s no room between the two of us for anyone else.”

Callie flinched at how easily he had been able to read her guilty thoughts.

She had been well on her way to loving Michael when he died, but she hadn’t yet been in love with him. Whereas in just a few hours of being with Lijah, watching him in action, she had definitely fallen in lust with him.

Was it wrong of her to feel this way? 

“Oh for fuck’s sake!” Lijah growled as his arms moved about her waist and he pulled her in tightly against the muscled contours of his body, crushing her hands against his chest. “This is real, Callie.” He deliberately ground the hardness of his erection against her. “I’m here, you’re here, and you sure as hell can’t fuck a ghost.”

She flinched, both at his words and the underlying anger in his tone. “That was completely uncalled for.”

He shrugged. “The truth is the truth.”

“And you’re big on the truth, are you?” she accused. 

“Yeah, I am, as it happens.”

Callie believed him, could clearly see the dangerous glitter in his eyes. Lying to this man wasn’t an option.

“What’s the problem, Callie?” His face had hardened. “And don’t say it’s because you don’t want me, because I’ve seen the way you’ve been watching me all afternoon.”

Her cheeks blazed with guilty heat. She hadn’t been able to stop herself from watching him. She also hadn’t known he was aware of it. “You’re quite impressive in work mode,” she came back defensively.

“I’m quite impressive in a lot of modes,” he assured her dryly.

Callie already knew that too, had realized it from the moment Lijah emerged from underneath the Stetson that this man had the power and expertise to absolutely wreck a woman on a physical level. Knew he would claim and give absolute pleasure, while revealing nothing of himself. “Michael and I weren’t lovers.”

He stilled. “Why the hell did you tell me that?”

“Because you were making assumptions that simply aren’t true.”

“Perfectly natural ones in the circumstances, I would have thought,” he drawled, eyes narrowing. “What was wrong with Hammond?”

She drew in an indignant gasp. “There was nothing wrong with him!”

“Then why didn’t he— Was he was of those gay artistic types?”

Callie was rendered almost—almost—speechless. “How dare you?” she managed to burst out. “Michael was a gentleman, and he certainly wasn’t gay.”

“And I’m so obviously neither one of those things.” Lijah eyed her mockingly. “You want me anyway.”

Callie could feel that want now, pulsing, heating, arousing as it clawed at her insides wanting to break free. And she so wanted to forget the horror of these past months—and the ordeal to come—and lose herself in the promise of pleasure she could see glinting in Lijah’s eyes as he looked down at her.

She wanted his strength, his possession, if only for a brief time, to breathe in and lose herself in his body and that hot male musk that had curled its way into her senses.

As Lijah was now breathing her in, his face buried against the column of her throat, lips nuzzling, tongue tasting as it licked against that sensitive flesh.

“Yes…” Callie acknowledged achingly, giving a shiver of pleasure even as her neck arched in silent invitation.

“Better.”

“You want me too.” The evidence of that was all too obvious.

“Never said I didn’t.” His breath was hot against her skin. “So, we have time for food, or we have time to fuck. Which is it going to be, Callie?”

Despite those early years spent on army bases with her father, Callie knew she had never met a man as direct as Lijah before. At least ten years older than her, with those bad-boy good looks that tempted a woman into sin, he didn’t even attempt to pretty up his intention with compliments or seduction, or a claim of having feelings for her. He stated exactly what he wanted: sex without false emotions or promises.

They could eat, or they could fuck.

All Callie had to do was choose which one.


Chapter 5

“Maybe a little hors d’oeuvre would help to make up your mind,” he murmured as his lips grazed across her jaw on a path toward her lips.

Callie couldn’t breathe, certainly didn’t have the willpower to resist.

She wanted Lijah to kiss her. Wanted so much more than kisses. Had been wanting them—him, for hours now.

She expected his kiss to be hard and demanding. Instead, his hands moved to cup either side of her face as he tilted it up toward his and those chiseled lips claimed hers in soft exploration. Testing her response as he sipped and tasted, giving a low groan in his throat when her lips parted tentatively beneath his and her hands glided up the warmth of his chest, fingers grasping hold of his muscled shoulders, nails digging into his flesh as she silently pleaded for more.

Maddeningly, he continued those slow and tempting kisses as the heavy weight of his erection pressed and rubbed against her, his hips arched into hers.

“Lijah, please,” she pleaded between those frustrating kisses that really were only that starter he had suggested, a promise of what was to come.

His teeth nipped at her jawline. “You haven’t said yes yet,” he reminded, voice dark and smoky from his restrained desire.

They could eat, or they could fuck.

It was an offer so raw, so utterly basic, and with absolutely no suggestion of his ever wanting anything else from her. Lijah wasn’t even asking for her to like him, only that she want and desire him.

The desire was a given. And she did want him. Over her. Inside her. Claiming her. Pounding into her relentlessly as he took them both into mind-numbing, pleasure-filled oblivion.

She needed this.

She needed Lijah.

“Yes or no, Callie,” he encouraged throatily, gaze holding hers as his hands moved slowly down and then up her sides to hold the weight of her breasts in his palms, fingers caressing, finding and then gently squeezing her hard and aching nipples.

The pleasure of those caresses shot directly to her core, the lips of her labia swelling, relaxing in readiness for him as they became slick with her juices—

“No.” Lijah was the one to groan in harsh protest.

“What?” Callie looked up at him in bewilderment as he straightened abruptly, his expression bleak, the lust having faded from those dark indigo eyes. “What’s wrong? I didn’t say no. I didn’t say anything!” To her shame, her voice broke emotionally as Lijah stepped away from her, removing his reassuring heat and the promised pleasure in that hard, aroused body.

“Didn’t you hear someone’s banging on the fucking door?” Anger darkened his face as he turned to glare in the direction of the door through which they had entered the warehouse earlier. A door within the much bigger door that had obviously once moved up to allow deliveries into the warehouse.

Callie hadn’t heard anyone knocking on the door. She hadn’t been aware of anything except Lijah and the pleasure of having his hands, lips, and eyes on her.

“Stay here,” Lijah directed distractedly, glaring his displeasure as he turned to stride toward the door.

No one—absolutely no one—came here. No one was ever invited here. No one was allowed to come here.

But someone was definitely daring to invade his privacy. Lijah felt so pissed, he wanted to open the door and rip the head off the shoulders of whoever was standing out there.

And not just because they shouldn’t be here.

His cock was once again pounding in a painful, demanding rhythm. He had been so close, so damned close to carrying Callie upstairs to his bedroom, and now this.

Whatever—whoever, this was.

He wrenched the door open with such aggression and a scowl on his face that the man standing outside took an instinctive step back. “Who the hell are you?” Lijah growled in challenge.

The man wore a nondescript dark suit and plain white shirt with a neatly knotted dark tie, which did absolutely nothing to lessen the bulging muscles beneath.

Lijah knew he had never set eyes on this man before.

The other man seemed to gather himself together as he straightened. “I’m Mr. Wynter’s chauffeur. I’m here to drive you and your guest to the airport.”

How the fuck did Lucien Wynter know where he lived?

Strike that question, Lijah. Lucien Wynter is a powerful unstoppable force, and he will make it his business to know whatever the hell he wants to know.

And right now it seemed he wanted to know where Lijah lived.

“Wonderful,” he accepted disgustedly.

“Is there a problem, Mr. Smith? I can come back later if—”

“Just wait outside in the car, and we’ll join you in a minute.” He closed the door in the other man’s face before he had a chance to reply.

Great. Just fucking great. He invited Callie into his home for a few hours, and now the whole damned world and its chauffeur thought they were invited in too.

Not that he didn’t appreciate the ride. It would save him having to leave his own car at the airport. But it would have been nice to be consulted, asked, rather than having that arrogant bastard just assume—

Lucien Wynter was Dair’s cousin. What else did Lijah expect? No doubt the two men had talked on the telephone after Lijah spoke to Dair, and the two of them had decided on this one together.

“Lijah?”

He turned to glower across at Callie. The woman he had fully intended taking to bed just a few short minutes ago.

So maybe you should be thanking the chauffeur for the interruption rather than wanting to rip his head off his shoulders?

He never allowed a mission to become personal, couldn’t afford to do so when lives were at stake. He couldn’t let this one become personal either.

Any more personal than it already was, when it was Peter Morgan he was going to the States to find.

Fucking Peter’s daughter along the way was a bad idea on so many levels.

Lijah needed to keep his senses sharp, focused on the mission in hand, not have his judgment clouded by having a constant hard-on for Callie Morgan. Taking care of the problem in the shower hadn’t been enough, and he had no reason to suppose taking her to bed just the once would be enough either.

Which meant he shouldn’t be starting something if he wasn’t sure how to finish it. Because he would finish it. If his family wasn’t enough of a turnoff, then attachments were a definite no-no in his line of business. And he had a feeling Callie Morgan was the attachment sort of woman.

“Get your things together,” he instructed her abruptly.

“I— What about the food?” She looked totally bewildered by this sudden change of plans.

“I’ll throw it in the bin outside on our way out. Just get your stuff and let’s go.” Lijah always kept a bag packed and ready to go in the closet near the door. He never knew, day or night, when he would be called out to deal with one of the more private security issues handled by Grayson Security.

Today was no exception, despite the fact he had already been away for six days. He would merely swap one bag for another, and the laundry would just have to keep until he got back.

Hell, no wonder Dair had decided to go into semiretirement now he was married to Kat. This being interrupted mid-fuck was beyond frustrating.

Being with Callie 24/7 for the next few days was going to test and strain his self-control.




By the time the executive jet touched down at the private airfield some miles out from Washington itself, Callie felt as if she had been put through a wringer and back again.

Just this morning, she had still been in Cornwall, then spent the day in London, and now, with the five hours’ time difference and the ten-and-a-half-hour flight, she had arrived in Washington very late in the evening of the same day. She felt totally disoriented, as if she had been traveling for days instead of hours.

She had spent the whole of that plane journey alone in the luxurious cabin fitted out with plush leather armchairs and a bar, and being waited on by a very smiley and beautiful brunette who introduced herself as Judy.

A woman who made Callie very aware of the fact she had been wearing the same clothes for almost twenty-four hours, and that her hair and makeup were both sadly in need of attention too. She had a brush in her bag to take care of the hair problem, but makeup hadn’t been something Lijah thought to get for her when he sent someone out to shop earlier. Toiletries yes, makeup no. She doubted it was something he was going to want to trouble himself with once they reached Washington itself either.

And the reason Callie had spent that plane journey alone?

Because Lijah was in the cockpit, piloting the plane.

He had sat in the front of the car beside the driver, with Callie in the back, on the journey to the airfield, and as soon as they stepped on board the streamlined and powerful jet, Lijah had a back-slapping greeting with the copilot before the two of them disappeared into the cockpit. After takeoff, when Callie asked the brunette where Lijah was, she had been told “flying the plane”—as if she was expected to already know.

Neither he nor the copilot had made an appearance during the whole of the flight, not even to pee. No doubt another one of those things her father had taught his men. A strong bladder was essential when they could be stuck in the same place, unable to move for days rather than hours.

Lijah actually flying the jet was still a surprise, though—Mr. Smith was turning out to be a man of many surprises and talents.

Not least of them being the fact he was the most physically exciting man Callie had ever known. So much so that Lijah didn’t even need to touch her for her to want him. And when he had touched her…

She didn’t have a great deal of experience when it came to men and sex. Her first had been a boy of her own age during her first year at university, the second during her final year. Just that one brief time with Lijah had shown her that he was far from being a boy, and that he knew exactly how to arouse her.

Damn it, she blushed just thinking of the way she’d whimpered like a child being deprived of its favorite toy when Lijah pulled away so suddenly because he had heard Lucien Wynter’s chauffeur knocking on the door. Callie had been too aroused to hear anything but the wild beating of her own heart.

She wondered when Lijah slept?

She’d had a full night’s sleep before going up to London, and also dozed on the plane during the long flight to Washington. Lijah admitted to having only returned from…wherever, at six o’clock this morning, followed by a full day working, and now he’d been flying a plane for over ten hours.

She knew from her father that he and his men were trained to go without sleep as well as without peeing for extended periods, if necessary, but even so…

“Ready to go?”

Lijah didn’t even look fatigued, Callie noted disgruntledly as she looked up and saw he was waiting for her near the open door of the plane, whereas she—she just wanted to fall into bed and sleep for twelve hours, longer if possible. It didn’t seem fair that Lijah still looked so damned hot he simply took her breath away.

“Don’t we have to go through security first?”

“Already done,” he dismissed.

Obviously, Lucien Wynter—and guests on his jet—weren’t bothered with standing in a long queue to get into the country. Oh, the luxury of money and owning your own jet.

“To my aunt’s house?” She unfastened her seat belt and stood up to stretch her tired body.

Lijah decided that Callie was either a bad-tempered traveler or else she was still pissed at having their lovemaking cut short earlier. As the near-lovemaking had been hours ago, he could only assume it was the former. “Not here, Callie,” he told her pointedly. “We’ll talk in the car.”

Her feet were planted firmly—stubbornly?—on the carpeted floor. “I want to know now.”

“I said in the car, damn it.” Anyone with even the semblance of a survival instinct would have known by Lijah’s tone and the way his eyes were narrowed to dangerous slits not to push him any further tonight.

“No.”

Obviously, Callie hadn’t yet learned that sense of survival where he was concerned.

“I advise you to move now.” Lijah’s voice went softer, not louder, when he was really angry, and at the moment, it was barely a whisper.

“I said—” Callie didn’t get any further, as Lijah strode down the plane to pick her up and throw her over his shoulder before marching back toward the door.

“Thanks for everything, Judy,” he bit out before stepping out of the plane and going lightly down the steps to the tarmac.

“Put me down you—you barbarian!” Callie’s fists pummeled against his back.

“That’s not even original,” he came back.

She snorted even as she continued to pummel his back. “If you wanted original, then perhaps you shouldn’t have dragged me halfway round the world!”

“Literally kicking and screaming?” Lijah taunted.

“You’re nothing but a fuck— What the hell?” She gave a gasp of shock as a smack landed painfully on her jeans-clad bottom. No one, not even her father, had ever laid so much as a reproving finger on her before now.

“It isn’t ladylike to swear.” His voice was hard, all humor gone.

“Well, that’s just too fucking—”

“Enough.” He administered another smack, harder this time.

Callie felt the sting of it all the way to her core. The radiating heat and the rush of juices that followed took her completely by surprise. Was her traitorous body actually turned on by that smack? Incredible as it might seem to her, yes, it was.

“Ah, the rare pleasure of a silent woman,” Lijah mocked as he opened the back door of the waiting car and all but threw Callie down onto the backseat. “Don’t push me right now, okay?” he warned softly, hands either side of her body as he loomed over her recumbent form.

“Or what?” She looked up at him challengingly, hair a dark cloud about her shoulders.

Or Lijah wasn’t going to be responsible for what happened next.

He was tired and irritable, and feeling slightly wrong-footed from the lack of background information he had for this mission. He hated going into a situation virtually blind. He was still physically frustrated enough not to want to deal with a sassy or difficult Callie Morgan right now either. Fucking her in the back of the car on the tarmac would no doubt come under that heading of barbarian. “Or you might not like the consequences,” he assured her.

“Ooh, is the big and scary Lijah Smith threatening me?” Sapphire-blue eyes glittered up at him scornfully.

He gave an impatient shake of his head. “What the hell is wrong with you?” he snapped his irritation.

“You’re what’s wrong with me!” She struggled to sit up before pushing herself back against the opposite door. “You’ve taken over my life, refuse to explain yourself, and I don’t like it. I don’t like you!”

She might not like him, but she certainly still wanted him. Lijah could see that desire in the brightness of her eyes, the flush to her cheeks, and the parted fullness of her lips. And unless he was mistaken, those were hardened nipples he could see pressing against her sweater.

Showing him that Callie wasn’t angry with him because he had “dragged her halfway around the world,” she was physically aroused and frustrated-as-hell angry with him because he hadn’t finished what he’d started earlier.

Well, that made two of them, and if he could deal with it, then so could she.

“We aren’t going to discuss where we’re going next until I can be sure we aren’t overheard, okay?”

“Trust no one?” she challenged.

“No.” He straightened to rest his arm along the top of the car as he looked in at her. “Now get a muzzle on that temper, or I’ll do it for you,” he warned tautly before stepping away and slamming the door closed.

Callie had absolutely no idea what was wrong with her.

Well…she did, she just didn’t understand it. There were so many other things for her to worry about: her father, the him from six months ago. In the circumstances, it was totally illogical for her to be so angry with the man who was trying to help her. She really had to get control of this irrational anger she felt toward Lijah, and not because he had just threatened her, but because she knew it was the right thing to do.

It didn’t help her frustration that he was just so damned capable and in control. So much so it made Callie feel totally inadequate.

In just a matter of hours, Lijah had found out more about her father’s whereabouts than she had been able to do in the whole of the previous week. More than that, he hadn’t wasted any time in flying them both to Washington to continue physically searching for her father.

So why was she so angry with him?

Because everything Lijah did made her admire and appreciate him more.

And she didn’t want to admire and appreciate him.

She didn’t want to like him.

She didn’t want to want him.

Which was where the true problem lay, Callie acknowledged heavily. The physical desire she’d felt for him earlier had returned with a vengeance the moment he stepped out of the cockpit of the plane looking so damned hot and so male. And there didn’t seem to be a damned thing she could do about her unprecedented reaction to him.

Which was going to make the next few days in his company absolute torture.

At the same time, she knew she couldn’t have asked for anyone better equipped to help her find her father.

“I’m sorry,” she mumbled once Lijah climbed in behind the wheel of the car after stowing their luggage in the trunk. “I’m tired and a little cranky.”

He glanced at her in the rearview mirror as he put the car in gear and drove toward the airport exit. “Forget about it.”

Callie felt irritated all over again at the ease of his dismissal. “Are you going to tell me where we’re going now?” He seemed to know where he was headed as he turned left out onto an all-but-deserted country road. It was almost midnight, after all.

“Georgetown.”

Callie felt her tension return as she realized she had been right. They were going straight to her aunt’s house.

Where they might possibly find her father.

Alive?

Or dead?


Chapter 6

As might be expected when her aunt and uncle were away, their town house in Georgetown was in darkness as Lijah parked the car out on the road rather than turning into the driveway itself.

That darkness didn’t mean Callie’s father wasn’t inside, only that he didn’t want anyone to know the house was occupied.

Lijah turned in his seat to look at her. “Wait here while I check the place out. Arguing is not an option,” he warned as she was about to do exactly that.

“But— Don’t you need backup or—or something?” She sat forward anxiously.

He gave a weary shake of his head. “Television has a lot to answer for.”

Callie ignored him and persisted. “But don’t you?” 

“There’s you. And there’s me. I don’t see any backup there, do you?” He looked at her with derision.

She bristled. “I’m more capable than I look.”

Lijah gave another sigh. “Like you, I’m tired. All I want to do is check the place out and then go to sleep for eight hours solid.”

“What about the alarm system?” Knowing her Uncle Jonathan, it would be state-of-the-art.

Lijah gave her a mocking glance beneath his lowered brow. “Haven’t found a security system yet I can’t break through.”

“Yes, but—do you have a gun?”

“Don’t you know it’s illegal to carry a weapon in a country where you aren’t licensed to carry one?”

“You have a gun.” It was a satisfied statement, not a question.

“I have a gun.” He nodded.

“Where?” Callie checked him over. As far as she could see, there was absolutely nowhere for him to hide a weapon beneath the formfitting black T-shirt or jeans. There was that bulge in the front of his jeans, of course—

“It’s in my boot,” Lijah drawled dryly, as if he had guessed in exactly which direction her thoughts—and her eyes—were heading.

“Oh.” Color heated her cheeks.

“I have another one in my bag in the trunk of the car, but hopefully I won’t need to use either one of them.” He turned to open the door beside him but hesitated before getting out of the car. “Are you going to behave and stay here?”

“Unless I hear gunshots, in which case—”

“In which case, you’ll get the hell out of here,” he told her grimly. “Is that understood?”

“I’m sure that tone of voice usually works on raw recruits and women who like to be dominated by a man, but my father was a major in the British army, remember, and it doesn’t work on me,” she assured him pertly.

Lijah stared at her incredulously. Something he seemed to do a lot around this particular woman.

Women who like to be dominated?

What the hell did Callie think he was? He liked to be in charge as much as the next man, but when it came to going to bed with a woman, he liked the ones who gave as good as they got.

Women who liked to be dominated?

Jesus!

He gave a disgusted shake of his head. “I’m not your father, and widening those big blue eyes and fluttering your lashes won’t work on me.”

“Big blue eyes?” She spluttered. “Fluttering my lashes?”

“Not going to work,” Lijah confirmed. “Now be a good girl and stay here like I told you to.”

Her eyes glittered. “If someone else doesn’t shoot you first, then I might eventually have to!”

“You can shoot?”

“Told you I was more capable than I look.” She gave a tight smile. “My father insisted on teaching me to shoot when I was fourteen.”

And, as Lijah knew, Peter was a very good teacher. “You would still have to catch me first.” He gave an unconcerned shrug.

“You have to sleep some time.”

“Vicious little thing, aren’t you?”

“Surprising how you seem to bring that trait out in me, isn’t it?” she came back with saccharin sweetness.

How perverse was it that he was actually chuckling at Callie threatening to shoot him?

Very, came the answer.

When had he last given a genuine smile, let alone laughed?

It had been so long, Lijah actually couldn’t remember.

He sobered. “I’m not expecting any trouble, but I meant what I said, Callie. If you hear shots or I’m gone longer than ten minutes, then you get the hell out of here. You go to the police and tell them what happened. Are we clear?”

“Yes, sir!” She gave him a mock salute.

“Sarcasm too now,” he muttered as he climbed out of the car and closed the door behind him before reaching down to take the gun out of his boot; probably best to leave the .44 Magnum in the trunk of the car for now.

He looked up at the town house. Security box on the front of the house. Painted white, blinds drawn on all the windows. Three stories high. No lights visible on any of them. Looked as if no one was home.

But looks, as Lijah knew only too well, could be deceptive.

Callie hated—absolutely hated—the feeling of helplessness as Lijah moved stealthily to the side of the house before disappearing as his dark clothing blended into the shadows.

What if she did hear gunshots?

If Lijah really thought she was going to run off and leave him here, then he was in for a shock. No matter how forcefully he might have instructed her to do exactly that. Her father had a rule for when he went in combat, openly or stealthily, and that rule was “never leave a man behind.” This might not be the sort of combat her father had in mind, but Callie had no intention of saving herself by leaving Lijah behind either.

Lijah had said his other gun was in his bag in the trunk of the car. Maybe if she crept quietly out of the car and found the other gun, she could follow him—

And then they might end up shooting each other in the darkness.

So not helpful, Callie.

Okay, so she wouldn’t follow Lijah, but she could still get the gun and stand outside, prepared and ready in case he needed assistance.

Just making that decision made her feel less helpless.

Two minutes later, Callie was standing out on the tree-dappled street, in Georgetown, America, leaning against the side of the car with a .44 Magnum in her hand. A .44 Magnum, for God’s sake! Lijah really did like to live the part, didn’t he.

She held back a snort of hysterical laughter at the ridiculousness of this situation.

Reminding her of that throaty chuckle Lijah had given a few minutes ago. He looked younger when he smiled, laughter lines fanning out from his eyes and beside that deliciously sensual mouth, with his teeth very white in the darkness and his eyes gleaming a lighter blue.

So where was he?

It must have taken her at least five of the ten minutes Lijah had allocated to being safe for her to get out of the car and find the gun and bullets in the bottom of his bag. That had been an experience in itself. She now knew that Lijah favored black fitted boxers as underwear.

So where is he?

No shots had been fired to alert her of any danger. No lights had come on inside the house either, but maybe that was because someone had hit Lijah over the head the moment he stepped inside? Maybe, while she was chuckling at how ridiculous she must look standing out here with a loaded .44 Magnum in her hand, Lijah was lying on the floor inside the house surrounded by a rapidly increasing pool of blood—

“When I tell you to stay put, I expect you to fucking stay put!”

Callie turned with a gasp at the sound of Lijah’s growl directly behind her. “Don’t sneak up on me like that!” She raised her free hand to her rapidly beating heart. “I could have shot you by mistake!”

His eyes glittered in the darkness. “And landed on your ass for your trouble. The kickback on the .44 would have knocked you off your feet. It is loaded, I take it?”

“Well, of course it’s loaded.” She glared, both for the fright he had just given her and for doubting her ability to actually put bullets in the gun she was holding. 

“Give me that.” He easily took the gun out of her hand before deftly removing the bullets and then pushing the gun into the waistband at the back of his jeans.

“Did you find my father, or any evidence that he’s been here?” she prompted anxiously.

“None.”

“Oh.”

“Would you have used the Magnum if you had to?” Lijah ignored her obvious disappointment, his eyes narrowed. “If the person who sneaked up behind you just now hadn’t been me but one of the men involved in Hammond’s death six months ago, would you have shot him?”

Would she? It was one thing to learn how to load and shoot a gun, another thing entirely to actually aim and fire it at a living person.

“Obviously not,” Lijah rasped disgustedly. “So you’re telling me you stood out here, at midnight in the middle of Georgetown, with a loaded gun in your hand and no intention of actually using it?”

Callie felt the warmth heating her cheeks at Lijah’s accusing tone even as she bit back the disappointment she felt over her father not being here after all.

She also knew the evenness of Lijah’s tone was in no way indicative of his emotions, not when the streetlight a short way down the street allowed her to see the black clouds of anger swirling stormily in his eyes.

Would she have fired the gun if Lijah had been in danger?

Of course she would.

Probably.

Maybe…

Her father had taken her to a shooting range on base and taught her to shoot, and to shoot well. But learning to shoot and actually seeing the result of a bullet entering human flesh—living the result, as she had six months ago when Michael had been shot—was completely different to theory. Bullets killed. Snuffed out a person’s life forever.

Could she have done that if she thought Lijah was in danger?

“Well?”

“Don’t snarl at me, you—you overgrown baboon—Lijah!” The last came out as a squeal as Callie once again found herself unceremoniously thrown over Lijah’s shoulder, the tension of his back and arm muscles as he strode purposefully toward the back of her aunt and uncle’s house telling her just how angry he was.

“Peter should have taken a stick to your backside years ago,” he growled ominously.

“My father is a gentleman—”

Lijah interrupted with a bark of humorless laughter. “Well, I’m not, darlin’.” He affected a Southern drawl. “So prepare yourself to be disciplined!”

“D—disciplined?” Callie repeated nervously.

“If one of my men had disobeyed a direct order from me, they would have to take their punishment. Do you expect to receive any less from me?”

When he put it like that… “Unless you hadn’t noticed, we aren’t in the army, and you aren’t my commanding officer.” Callie gave him a sharp slap on that deliciously taut backside in emphasis of the point. It was the only place she could reach when she was once again thrown over his shoulder as if she were nothing more than a sack of potatoes.

Lijah came to an abrupt halt. “Did you just smack my ass?”

Her heart turned over at the ominous rumble she could hear in Lijah’s voice beneath his obvious surprise.

Maybe she had gone too far with that slap on his backside?

Lijah obviously thought so.

“I’m only trying to make you see reason—”

“Oh, reason went completely out the window the moment you smacked my ass,” he assured her as he opened the back door to the house, kicking it shut behind them as he strode through the darkness of the kitchen, along the hallway, and straight up the long staircase, Callie still thrown over his shoulder.

How on earth was Lijah able to see well enough to find his way? She couldn’t even see the glint of the gun tucked into the waistband at the back of his jeans, let alone find her way through the maze of her aunt and uncle’s town house, and she had visited them here several times in the past.

“The lights—”

“Stay off until I’m sure our position here is secure,” he bit out. “Now be quiet.” This last instruction was delivered with a stinging smack to her own backside.

Pity Lijah had removed the bullets from the Magnum; Callie had a feeling a loaded gun might have come in handy about now. To use against Lijah rather than for him.

Lijah was slightly incredulous—again—at the audacity of Callie Morgan. She had smacked his ass! Not lightly either. It had definitely been hard enough to sting—and to send a jolt of pleasure from the base of his spine along the length of his cock.

A cock that was rapidly hardening and lengthening in readiness for enjoying Callie’s “punishment.”

Who knew that having his ass smacked would arouse him?

Unbelievable.

Unacceptable.

He was as disappointed as he knew Callie must be not to have found Peter holed up here, or at least evidence that the other man had been here. It was certainly going to make finding Peter more difficult.

But for the moment, Lijah didn’t give a shit about any of that. Callie had smacked him on the ass, for God’s sake.

Even more disturbing, he’d liked it.

“You know, this caveman tactic may appeal to some women, but I’m afraid—”

“Oh, be afraid,” Lijah warned. “Be very afraid,” he repeated as he pushed open the door to what he already knew was the main guest bedroom from his recce through the house just minutes ago.

“What are you— Oomph!” Callie’s breath left her in a whoosh as she was thrown down onto what she assumed—hoped—was a bed. She bounced for a second or two before the hard length of Lijah’s body came down flush on top of hers, her hands easily pinned above her head by just one of his. “What are you doing?” she squeaked as she looked up at him helplessly in the darkness.

“Punishing you.”

This was her punishment for slapping Lijah? Having that over-six-feet-tall and muscled body pressing her down in the softness of the mattress was her punishment?

She gave a nervous laugh. “I’m sure this can’t be how you discipline your men.”

“No,” he acknowledged as he removed his hat and threw it on the floor. “But when it comes to you, I don’t see any reason why I shouldn’t actually enjoy your punishment.”

Callie gasped as Lijah’s lips now claimed hers. Not in that gentle exploratory way that had aroused her earlier today. No, this was a full-out taking, not an asking, a demand that she respond.

And she did.

Her lips parted beneath his instinctively, allowing Lijah to deepen the kiss as his tongue instantly thrust into her mouth, seeking, stroking, and sensitizing every dip and hollow as intimately as his free hand now roamed over the curves of her body.

She gasped as she felt that hand cupping her sex, palm grinding down on her mons and clitoris, and sending shards of pleasured heat through her body.

She moaned in protest as she felt his hand move, only to groan in approval as that warmth moved beneath her sweater, grazing across the warmth of her flesh before cupping and squeezing her breasts.

Callie drew her breath in sharply as the lace of her bra was pulled down, calloused fingers gripping her exposed and swollen nipple, lightly and then harder, awakening nerve endings and increasing those charges of pleasure between her thighs.

Lijah’s body slid slowly down hers before he pushed her sweater up, exposing her breasts, his breath cool against the heat of her bared nipple before she felt his lips close over her completely and he sucked that nipple deep into the heat of his mouth.

Oh dear God!

The pleasure was overwhelming as Callie felt the rasp of his tongue and then the sting of his teeth on her fully aroused nipple, shifting restlessly as she felt the folds between her thighs swelling and becoming slick with her juices.

And still Lijah held her arms captive above her head, when she longed to bury her hands in the thickness of his hair, hold him to her, and silently plead with him to suck deeper, bite harder.

It was as if Lijah heard her as he did exactly that, his hand now moving to the fastening of her jeans, unfastening the button and sliding the zip down so that his hand could move inside and beneath the lace of her panties, parting the dampness of her curls to seek out the erect nubbin that pulsed and throbbed as he began to stroke her.

Not rhythmically, but fast and then slow, soft and then hard, never quite allowing Callie to arch her hips into meeting that rhythm, to seek out and find the release she now craved.

“Lijah, please!” She groaned her frustration with those tormenting strokes.

His mouth abandoned her nipple with a moist pop, and he released her hands. He slid down her body before moving up onto his knees to slip off her shoes before pulling her jeans and panties down her thighs to remove them completely. He lay down between her parted thighs, his lips and tongue taking over that remorseless stroking and biting.

His hands on her thighs held her legs apart, his tongue licking round and above her clitoris and then dipping lower, lapping up her juices before thrusting past the lips of her channel and piercing deep.

“Yes.” Callie gasped when she was at last able to entangle her hands in that dark and silky hair, her knees bending and she placed her feet flat on the bed to part her legs even wider in shameless invitation.

She wanted more, needed release, ached and throbbed with that need—

“Do you want me, Callie?” Lijah breathed the question against her wet, vibrating flesh.

“God, yes!”

“How much do you want me?” His tongue stroked mercilessly around her clitoris, never quite touching that sensitive nubbin and giving her the release she so desperately needed.

It was torture.

Absolute torture.

“Lijah—”

“How much?” He thrust two fingers inside her at the same time as his tongue continued the merciless rasp that almost but not quite touched the small bundle of nerves throbbing and pulsing in need. “Tell me how much!” he breathed against her hotly, continuing those long, slow thrusts.

“Oh God, just do it, Lijah! Please—”

“Tell me how much you want me inside you right now,” he repeated hoarsely, his fingers seeking out and finding that corresponding bunch of nerve endings inside her, stroking harder and harder as her juices flowed copiously over his fingers and he kept her balanced on that knife edge of release.

“Please,” she all but sobbed, feeling as if she was going out of her mind in her search for the elusive pleasure he denied her. “I want to come now.” She half sat up to lean back on her elbows, looking down at the shadowed figure between her legs. “Desperately,” she pleaded as the only sound in the room was her own heavy breathing and the thrusting of Lijah’s fingers deep inside her dripping wet and open channel. “I want to come so badly, Lij—Lijah?” she prompted sharply as those fingers were abruptly removed and the shadow that was Lijah moved down the bed and then up, now standing at the bottom of the bed. Presumably looking down at her splayed body.

“Punishment over,” he bit out coldly.

It took several seconds for Callie’s passion-drugged brain to take in what he had said, only for a red haze to then wash over her as she realized exactly what he had just done. Aroused her. Pleasured her to the point of desperation. And then stopped.

Deliberately.

Coldly.

As punishment for disobeying him.


Chapter 7

“You bastard!” Callie burst out vehemently, hating, loathing Lijah in that moment as she quickly straightened her bra before pulling down her sweater.

Punishment?

Lijah hadn’t punished her, he had deliberately humiliated her.

Ruthlessly, calculatedly, and all because she had disobeyed him.

Not that he hadn’t been aroused himself. The heavy length of his cock was evidence of that. But not so aroused he couldn’t pull back and step away the moment he had her begging and pleading for release.

“Bastard!” she said again with just as much feeling as she swung her legs to the floor to gather up her panties and jeans, before standing up and running into the adjoining bathroom.

“Don’t put on the light,” Lijah called after her sharply.

“Go to hell!” Callie slammed and locked the bathroom door behind her before leaning back against it and then slowly sliding to the tiled floor, tears of humiliation falling hotly down her cheeks as she relived each and every humiliating moment of that deliberate seduction and arousal.

Bastard.

Lijah drew in a shaky breath as he ran a frustrated hand through the tousled thickness of his hair and continued to stare at the closed bathroom door.

Hair that was tousled because Callie’s fingers had been entangled in it just seconds ago.

God, he could still taste her on his lips and tongue. Sweet and yet spicy, and so fucking delicious. An addictive taste that he already wanted more of.

Her nipple had felt so plump and succulent in his mouth, and the swollen nubbin between her thighs so responsive as it throbbed and pulsed against his stroking fingers and tongue.

He’d wanted to ensure Callie never forgot to obey a direct order from him ever again. But not, as she seemed to think, out of vindictiveness or that punishment he had spoken of, but because her obedience could mean the difference between life and death. Her life or death.

Whoever had stolen the Felix Griffith’s jewelry collection had been organized and well-informed as to Hammond’s movements and the security at the gallery that night. They had known exactly how and when the best time was to steal the collection. And they had succeeded. Killing Michael Hammond in the process.

Lijah had brought Callie with him to Washington because he did truly believe the safest place for her right now was beside him. But that didn’t mean her presence in Washington didn’t present a different security risk.

Peter Morgan had come to Washington for a reason. And the only reason Lijah could think of for that had to be because the older man had tracked Hammond’s murderer here. The fact that Peter himself now seemed to have disappeared could mean that Callie was now also compromised. The murderer might now know Callie was Peter’s daughter and also the woman from the gallery the night Hammond had been murdered.

If Lijah was going to get Callie safely through this mess, then she had to learn to do exactly what he told her to do. When he told her to do it. No questions asked. No argument given. She just needed to do it.

Jesus, his blood had run cold when he came back out of the house a short time ago and saw Callie standing out in the open beside the car, with his .44 Magnum in her hand.

What the hell she thought she was doing, he had no idea. All he had known was that he had to ensure she never did anything so stupid and reckless ever again.

That she never put her own life at risk like that again.

If she hated him in the process, then it was a small price to pay for keeping her alive.

Wasn’t it?

It had to be. He couldn’t— This wasn’t the right time—

His actions just now had probably ensured there would never be a “right time” for him and Callie now.

And I ache from wanting her. Fucking ache in every muscle, sinew, and pore of my body.

Lijah dropped to sit on the side of the bed, glad of the surrounding darkness. It matched the bleakness presently devouring him from the inside out.

Any other time, in any other situation, he would be inside Callie right now, his cock buried to the hilt as he thrust into her time and time again. And he would have stayed inside her too, even after spending, would have taken her time and time again throughout the night in an effort to assuage this deep-rooted desire he now felt to possess every part of her.

He now ran his tongue across his lips for the sheer pleasure of torturing himself with the taste of her. Fuck, she tasted so good, had been so aroused, so wet and open, so ready for him.

He gave a pained groan as he adjusted the bulge of his cock as it throbbed painfully inside his jeans. So long and thick. So hot. So damned full, his balls ached to bursting with his need to come.

Guess his right hand was going to be working overtime again tonight.

And all the time it did, Callie would be just feet away, making any release he gave himself as hollow as hell, when he would much rather come inside Callie.

Lijah gave another groan as he buried his face in both his hands. He had intended to punish Callie, and instead he was the one who was going to be left in a state of unsatisfied agony all night.

No doubt Callie would label that deserved retribution.

 

Bastard.

Bastard, bastard, bastard.

Callie had lost count of the amount of times she had called Lijah that during the past two hours as she lay awake in one of the two guest bedrooms at her aunt and uncle’s house. Lijah occupied the second one.

He was gone from this bedroom by the time Callie emerged from the bathroom, face scrubbed of all evidence of her humiliated tears.

While she had been gone, Lijah had found and lit a small night-light candle and placed it on the bedside table, allowing her to see her bag was also sitting on top of the bed. Obviously, he had been out to the car to collect it and no doubt his own bag too.

She presumed, as the door across the hallway was firmly closed, that he must have moved into that bedroom. She’d also heard the shower in the en-suite bathroom in there being used an hour or so ago.

He needn’t have bothered with that closed door on her account. Callie had no intentions of going anywhere near him again tonight. Ever again, if she could help it. Which, in the circumstances, she obviously couldn’t.

Bastard.

How was she supposed to sleep when she was so angry, she just wanted to hit something, someone?

Oh, just admit it, Callie, it isn’t just anger keeping you awake, you’re also frustrated as hell.

She had no idea what it was about Lijah Smith that attracted her so much there hadn’t been a single thought of denial in her head when he started kissing her. He was rude and bad-tempered. He never smiled—well, just that once earlier, and it had been enough to cause her heart to palpitate.

He also had that stubble back on his jaw by the time they arrived in Washington. Callie liked the cleft in his chin revealed by his shave earlier, but she liked the stubble more.

The same stubble that had added to her arousal earlier as it rasped pleasurably against the flesh between her thighs—

This really wasn’t helping!

She was never going to sleep tonight when she couldn’t stop thinking about bloody Lijah Smith.

Was that even his name?

Lijah had to be short for Elijah, although he had vehemently insisted it was just Lijah when asked. And Smith? Really?

She knew her father applied the policy “don’t ask, don’t tell” in regard to his men in a deeper way than it was intended. He had no interest in a man or woman’s sexual inclinations, but he also respected their privacy too. If he had ever known Lijah Smith by any other name, then he would never reveal that to another living soul.

There was also Lijah’s educated British accent, and the warehouse that looked run-down from the outside but also had a state-of-the-art security system to protect Lijah’s collection of priceless paintings and prints.

The more Callie thought about it, the more she became convinced Lijah Smith wasn’t who he appeared to be.

What was he hiding?

It could be anything. He could be a criminal hiding from his past. Or maybe avoiding an ex-wife and possibly children. After all, Lijah was aged in his mid-thirties—

No, she didn’t believe that was it. He simply wasn’t a man who would ever run away from his responsibilities. Would ever run away from anything.

So he had to be hiding something rather than from someone.

And all this conjecture about Lijah really wasn’t in the least conducive to helping her go to sleep!

Hot tea and toast might help. Lijah had stopped at an all-night store on the way here and picked up some milk, bread, and butter for breakfast in the morning, which he had no doubt brought in from the car along with their bags. As far as Callie’s body clock was concerned, it was morning.

She checked to make sure the bedroom door opposite was still closed before moving quietly out into the hallway and heading for the stairs. The last thing she wanted to face tonight was another encounter with Lijah. It was going to take days, if not weeks, to recover—if she ever did—from her earlier humiliation.

She gave a soft gasp and came to an abrupt halt in the kitchen doorway at the sight of Lijah’s back turned toward her as he sat on a high stool at the breakfast bar, her father’s papers spread out in front of him. The room was once again lit by another one of those small night candles that wouldn’t be visible from outside the house.

Callie quickly turned to leave—

“Did you want something?”

Damn it, the man had the hearing of a hawk, had to have heard her surprised gasp, despite its softness. Unless he had eyes in the back of his head, which she wasn’t prepared to discount.

She turned stiffly back to face him, chin lifted high in challenge as she saw he had turned on the stool to face her. “I was going to make a cup of tea and some toast.”

“Don’t let me stop you,” he invited huskily.

He was stopping her. The last thing Callie wanted to do was move about the kitchen under Lijah’s watchful stare, wearing only the knee-length nightgown and robe that one of the Grayson Security employees had chosen and bought for her to wear in Washington.

Especially as Lijah was fully dressed, even if he was now wearing a navy-blue T-shirt and faded blue jeans. As evidence that she had been right about him taking a shower earlier?

His uncovered hair was still slightly damp from that shower.

The same silky dark hair Callie’s fingers had been entangled in earlier as she pressed Lijah’s face between her undulating thighs, pleading for more.

This man’s lips and tongue had been between her thighs, licking her, pleasuring her.

Humiliation didn’t even begin to cover how she felt right now—

“I’m sorry.”

She looked up sharply in time to see Lijah slowly rising to his feet. “What?”

Lijah could see how upset Callie still was by the pallor of her cheeks and the shadows in her eyes as she looked at him both defensively and warily.

And he deserved it. Just as he deserved every accusation Callie might feel like throwing at him. What he had done earlier was— An apology couldn’t even begin to atone for what he had done to Callie earlier.

Nevertheless, it was the least he owed her. “I’m sorry for… I shouldn’t have done what I did.”

“I thought apologizing was a weakness?” she came back scornfully.

“Not when it’s sincere.” Lijah ran an agitated hand through the dampness of his hair. Jacking off in the shower earlier had been, as he’d known it would be, a complete waste of time. And again when he crawled, exhausted, between the sheets on the bed. After which he not only felt hollow inside but sick too.

With himself.

Callie had suffered enough these past six months. The murder of her boyfriend, fear making it impossible for her to return to the job she had obviously loved. Most of all, living in constant fear of the return of the man who had murdered her boyfriend.

And what had Lijah done?

Decided to teach her a lesson in obeying him by kissing, licking, and sucking on her body until she begged him to let her come. At which point he had refused her.

He was a fucking idiot. A first-class, one-hundred-percent fucking idiot.

He had also forgotten the first rule of leadership: earn the respect of your men, and they’ll follow you anywhere. What were the chances of Callie obeying the orders of someone she now despised? Absolutely none. She was more likely to do the opposite of what Lijah asked her to do.

“No.” Her voice was gruff. “You shouldn’t have done that to me.”

Lijah looked at her searchingly, looking for a chink, even a little one, in the defensive barriers she had placed about herself and her emotions. He didn’t find one. “Like me to reload the .44 Magnum for you?”

“Too quick, too easy,” she came back abruptly.

He gave a rueful grimace. “You really hate me right now, don’t you?”

“Oh yes,” she confirmed with feeling.

“If it’s any consolation, I pretty much hate myself at the moment too.”

“It isn’t.”

No, he hadn’t thought for a moment that it would be. “Sit down, and I’ll make you the tea and toast.”

She gave a derisive smile. “I don’t think so, thank you.”

Yep, whatever he suggested or asked, Callie was now going to do the opposite.

Lijah sighed deeply. “I made a mistake earlier, okay? I behaved like an idiot, and I deserve that you’re angry with me. But I’m trying to keep you alive, damn it.” His voice hardened at the thought of the danger Callie might be in just by being in Washington. “I should have left you in England and made arrangements for someone to protect you 24/7—”

“And who made you king of me and forgot to tell me?” she challenged incredulously. “You don’t have the right to ‘make arrangements’ for me, Lijah. As if I’m a child without a will of my own. I may not like being here, but if there’s a chance of finding my father, then no matter how reluctant I was at first, I need to be here.” She was so annoyed with him, the emotion made her nipples stand out like two ripe berries beneath the silky material of her robe.

Lijah swallowed down a groan as he felt his cock respond to that visual image by instantly engorging and lengthening. He was trying to apologize to Callie, and all his body could do was betray how much he still wanted her.

A betrayal Callie was totally aware of as her gaze swept down his body, lingering pointedly on that bulge in his jeans before slowly moving back up again, her gaze challenging as it met his. “It appears it wasn’t all playacting on your part earlier.”

“Who the— I never once said I didn’t want you too,” he bit out impatiently.

“No, you didn’t, did you?” She strolled into the kitchen, the silk of her robe a caress across those aroused nipples, hips swaying provocatively as she crossed the room on bare legs to where the bread and toaster were. She turned to look at him beneath lowered lashes. “But you still used my arousal against me.”

“If you think back I believe it was against me—”

“The next time, you’ll be the one doing the begging,” she warned.

The next time?

Jesus Christ, Lijah hadn’t thought he had anything left inside him after relieving himself twice in half an hour, but the top of his cock was now definitely leaking cum all over his boxers. He cleared his throat. “On my knees?”

Callie laughed softly—triumphantly?—under her breath. “Preferably, yes.”

He wanted to get down on his knees right now, bury his face between her thighs, and lap up—

“Not now, of course,” Callie dismissed—as if she had known exactly what he was thinking. “I’m only interested in drinking tea and eating toast at the moment. Want some?” She arched mocking brows.

She was tormenting him. Deliberately fucking tormenting him.

And he deserved it.

He so fucking deserved it.

“Thanks,” he accepted dryly.

“My pleasure,” she purred.

Lijah drew in a deep and controlled breath, eyes raised to the ceiling as he slowly counted to ten. Nope, not making the slightest bit of difference. His cock was still hard and throbbing, and his balls ached.

“One or two? Slices of toast,” she taunted at his questioning glance.

“One. Thank you.” He gave an irritated shake of his head as Callie began to hum a tune softly under her breath. “You’re enjoying yourself far too much at my expense.”

Surprisingly, Callie was enjoying herself, when she had been feeling more than a little sorry for herself when she came down the stairs earlier. There was definitely something to be said for payback, and that telling bulge in Lijah’s jeans gave her the perfect way in which to take it.

That heavy weight seemed to have lifted off her chest in the last few minutes. She might have felt humiliated earlier, and ached with physical frustration, but it felt good to know Lijah had suffered too. That he was still suffering.

She turned to give him a knowing smile. “One or two sugars in your tea, or are you sweet enough already?”

“One,” he growled.

Callie chuckled softly under her breath. She really did feel so much better just seeing that telling bulge in Lijah’s jeans and his obvious discomfort.

“Do you ever sleep?” she prompted once the tea and toast were made and Lijah had cleared a space on the breakfast bar for them to eat by pushing her father’s papers to one end.

“When I don’t have a constant hard-on, yes,” he bit out between gritted teeth.

A blush warmed her cheeks. “Did you find anything in Daddy’s papers?”

Lijah glanced at those papers. “Peter seems to have narrowed it down to three names in the Washington area, yes.”

Callie instantly tensed, fingers tightening about her mug of tea. “Which are?”

“The actor Sean O’Donnell, Senator Jacob Stockton, and millionaire businessman Brian Taylor.”

She stared at him blankly for several moments as the full import of those names broke through the barrier she had placed about the memories of that night six months ago. As one memory in particular pierced through with startling clarity.

“What the— Callie!” Lijah moved quickly round the breakfast bar. “Whoa.” He caught her as she swayed on the barstool. “Callie?” He helped her to straighten up.

She gave a shake of her head as if to clear it. “I could be wrong but— Michael started to say something that night before those men came back from the basement.”

“What did he say?” Lijah deliberately kept his voice level and calm so as not to alarm her.

She gave a shake of her head. “I’ve tried so hard to forget that night, but those three names…” She looked up at Lijah. “Michael told me to keep calm, to just do what the man said, and I would be safe. Then he said— I thought he said ‘get that bastard to stop,’ but I realize now it could also have been—”

“Have been what, Callie?” he prompted sharply.

“Shh.” She tensed, turning toward the back door. “Did you hear that?” she hissed in a whisper, eyes wide.

“Hear what? Look—” Lijah broke off as he heard what Callie must have heard. The noise was barely audible, but there was definitely something or someone moving around at the back of the house.

“A cat, do you think?” Callie looked at him hopefully as she continued to keep her voice to a whisper.

If it was, then Lijah hoped it still had at least one of its nine lives left as he slipped his hand under a pile of the papers and pulled out the .44 Magnum.

“You had it with you all the time.” Callie stared accusingly as she saw the gun in Lijah’s hand.

“And it’s loaded,” he confirmed grimly, the gun feeling so easy in his hand, it was like a part of his body. “Here, take this.” He reached down for the smaller gun he kept in his boot.

There was the sound of something falling with a crash outside. One of the huge pots of flowers on the patio? Probably. And Lijah very much doubted a cat was strong enough to knock one of those over.

Not a cat, then. Which could only mean that someone was out there. Someone who knew that he and Callie were inside? If so, they weren’t being very subtle in their approach.

Maybe they didn’t need to be? If there were more than a couple of them, then they might just hope to overwhelm Lijah with numbers before he had the chance to take them all out.

“Move out into the cupboard under the stairs,” he instructed Callie softly. “And whatever happens, don’t show yourself until I come and get you.” He moved stealthily across the kitchen to press back against the wall beside the door, gun raised in readiness.

Her eyes were huge pits of fear in the pallor of her face as she stood slowly to do as he instructed. So maybe he hadn’t blown it completely earlier with his caveman behavior? “What about you?”

“Never mind me— Get down!” Lijah warned her harshly as the back door suddenly swung open, his gun raised as a shadow loomed darkly in the doorway before staggering into the kitchen.

“Daddy!” Callie screamed as her father pitched forward, his legs collapsing beneath him as he fell and then rolled onto his back on the kitchen floor, an ominous dark stain visible on the front of his shirt.


Chapter 8

Callie dropped the gun to rush across the kitchen and fall onto her knees beside her father. “Daddy! Oh God, Daddy!” She sobbed as she desperately grabbed hold of one of his hands.

“Callie?” He gave a pained groan as he stared up at her in disbelief, his face ashen beneath the several days of stubble that darkened his jaw. “Is that really you?”

“She’s here with me, Peter.” Lijah picked up and replaced the gun in his boot before moving down onto his knees on the other side of the older man, taking in and assessing Peter’s condition at a glance.

Wound to the chest. Left side. Several days old, going by the darkness of the bloodstain on the other man’s shirt.

So not good.

Peter looked at him blankly for several seconds, as if he wasn’t sure who Lijah was or what he was doing here. Then his brow cleared. “Clever, Callie,” he breathed softly, smiling through his pain. “You went to Dair Grayson, just like I told you to.”

“Just like you told me to.” She gripped his hand tightly in both of hers now. A hand that was stained with the same dried blood visible on the front of his shirt. “Daddy,” she choked. “What happened to you?” Her tears fell hotly as she raised his hand and cradled it against her cheek.

“Found him for you, Callie.” Triumph lit his eyes before fading as he grimaced. “Found him, should have killed him. Bastard had a gun. Shot me before I could shoot him. Kept—kept me locked up. Not sure how many men, counted four, possibly five. Managed to get away—escape.” He gave a hacking cough, fighting for breath for several seconds. 

“Oh God…! Lijah?” She looked across at him, desperation in her voice and face as she appealed to him to do something.

Lijah turned away from that appeal. He had seen plenty of injured and dying men during his years in the army, and since. Unless he was mistaken, that wound to Peter’s chest would prove fatal.

“Peter, who shot you?” he prompted softly. “Tell me who did this to you—”

“Look after Callie.” Peter turned to him, eyes dull with pain. “Make sure Callie is safe, and then get the bastard. Get them all. Promise me, Lijah.” He reached up to grasp the front of Lijah’s T-shirt with his free hand. “Promise me she’ll be safe!”

“I promise you no one is going to get anywhere near Callie,” Lijah assured him grimly. “But you have to tell me—”

“Love you, Callie.” Satisfied with Lijah’s promise, Peter turned to smile up at her. “Always so—so proud of you.” His face twisted with pain. “Take care of my baby, Renegade…” His eyes widened before fluttering closed as he gave a soft gasp, his chest slowly deflating as he gave his last breath.

“No…!” Callie heard herself scream as if through a thick fog as she fell forward onto her father’s unmoving chest. “Daddy, no!” she screamed again.

And again.

And again.

“Callie, stop.” Lijah felt for a pulse in Peter’s neck but couldn’t find one. He stood to move round to where she lay collapsed across her father, grasping hold of her arms and attempting to pull her up and away. “Callie, look at me. Look at me, damn it!” he rasped harshly as she finally stopped screaming but refused to release her grip of her father’s bloodstained shirt. “I said look at me!” Lijah wrenched her chin round, forcing her to face him rather than her father. “He’s gone, and we need to get out of here—”

“No!” Fury gleamed in her eyes as she glared at him accusingly.

Lijah knew that look would haunt him in the future. The look of a daughter’s love for her father. The father she refused to believe was now dead. The father whose body she couldn’t just leave lying here on the floor. 

“Yes, Callie,” Lijah told her gently but firmly as he loosened and removed her fingers from the front of her father’s shirt, knowing she was going to hate him for this, but also knowing he had no choice. “There’s nothing more we can do here, and we have to leave.”

From the little Peter had said, there was a strong possibility that the older man’s captors had followed him here, and Lijah knew he wasn’t going to be able to deal with four or five men on his own, not when he had keeping Callie safe to think about too. He also couldn’t afford for them to get caught up in a police investigation into Peter’s death. His priority now had to be to get Callie out of here, and then find the men who had killed Peter. In that order.

“He’s gone, Callie,” he repeated evenly as he pulled her up onto her feet. “But the man who shot him and the ones who held him prisoner aren’t. They’ll be following whatever trail Peter left behind.” He knew the other man had been too badly injured to be able to cover that trail successfully. “It will lead those men straight here—”

“Then we’ll wait here for them and kill them all!” Her eyes gleamed wildly.

He winced at her vehemence. “There are too many of them. We need to find somewhere safe so I can come up with a plan—”

“I’m not just going to leave him!” She looked down frantically at her father.

“Yes, you are,” Lijah insisted flatly. “It’s what Peter would want you to do.”

“You have no idea what my father would want me to do!” She pummeled her fists against Lijah’s chest.

He let her, knowing that Callie needed this outlet for the disbelief and grief currently overwhelming her. For now, Callie just needed to hit something and hit it hard.

Lijah was too badly shaken himself do to more than hold her as she continued to pummel him.

He couldn’t believe Peter had found them only to die in Callie’s arms. The older man had been like a father to Lijah during his years in the army, and the two men had kept in touch in the years since, as Peter remained in contact with all the men who worked at Grayson Security.

And yet Peter hadn’t confided in a single one of them regarding the attack on his daughter six months ago. None of them had known a thing about it until yesterday…

Dear God, was it only yesterday he had met Callie for the first time and learned of Peter’s disappearance?

Twenty-four hours during which so much had happened, Lijah’s head was spinning.

Callie must be reeling.

And Lijah felt for her, he really did, but he also knew, from her reaction earlier to the three names he had given her, that those names had caused her to remember something from six months ago. He needed that information. And he needed it sooner rather than later.

If he had been here on his own, he might have risked going against the men who would no doubt follow Peter here, but Callie was too distraught, too unpredictable at the moment for him to be able to trust she wouldn’t just attack those men on sight, gun blazing, until the bullets ran out and she presented an open target.

Years of training and self-discipline meant that Lijah knew no one should ever go into battle when emotions were running this high. It clouded judgment and logic, and would ultimately lead to their own destruction.

Never leave a man behind had been Peter Morgan’s mantra, and even leaving the other man’s body here went against that teaching. Went against Lijah’s own feelings too. But he had made a promise to Peter to keep Callie safe.

If necessary, it was a promise Lijah intended to keep with his own dying breath.




“I hate you.”

Yes, Lijah had no doubt that was exactly how Callie felt about him right now, as she sat huddled in the back of the car while Lijah drove them away from her aunt and uncle’s house, where they had left her father lying dead on the kitchen floor.

He had allowed her a few precious minutes to hit him and cry herself into a state of exhaustion. To give her father one last hug. Before then bodily picking her up in his arms, still wearing only her nightclothes and barefooted, and carrying her out of the house and putting her in the back of the car. He had returned briefly to the house to collect all their things and stow them in the trunk.

He’d also remained outside the car as he made the telephone call to the police, refusing to give them his name but telling them of the dead body in the house, giving them Peter’s identity. With any luck, that information would at least succeed in them keeping Peter’s body until the other man’s next of kin, namely Callie, had been located. Hopefully, he and Callie would have returned to England before the British police became suspicious about Callie’s disappearance.

He made a second call directly to Dair Grayson, requesting a safe house and that more men be sent to help guard Callie. He wasn’t happy going to a motel or hotel where they might be found. Dair had promised to get back to him in ten minutes.

Lijah was presently just driving around aimlessly waiting for that call, at the same time as he kept checking to make sure they weren’t being followed. It was the best he could do until Dair called him back.

He glanced in the rearview mirror at Callie again, frowning darkly as he saw the furious glitter in her eyes as she glared back at him. It was probably better for her if she remained angry with him rather than give in to the grief consuming her. That could come later. Right now, their priority was to reach a safe house. And for Callie to tell him what she had remembered. “What were you going to tell me earlier?”

She looked dazed. “I don’t—”

“Concentrate, Callie,” he bit out tautly. ”Someone shot and killed your father. If you have any idea—any idea at all who it was, then I need to know.”

A black hole of overwhelming grief opened up in front of Callie and threatened to swallow her whole.

She had hoped this had all been a nightmare, one from which she would wake up soon and find it had all just been a horrible dream.

The robbery and Michael’s death six months ago.

Her father’s disappearance just days ago.

Her visit to Grayson Security yesterday.

Meeting Lijah.

Flying to Washington with him.

Going to her aunt and uncle’s house.

Her father—

Oh God, her father.

He had come back to her, only to die in her arms!

She closed her eyes, willing this to please be a nightmare she was going to wake up from.

Any minute now.

Any—

“Talk to me, Callie,” Lijah Smith growled again harshly.

Her eyes opened wide, taking in Lijah sitting in the front seat of the car, and the completely alien, tree-lined avenue visible in the darkness outside the car window.

Because none of it had been a dream.

None of it…

Which meant her father really was dead.

“Stop the car!” she cried out. “Stop the car now, Lijah!” She fumbled with the door handle the moment the car came to a screeching halt, just managing to get outside onto the tarmacked road before she lost the contents of her stomach.

She hung on to the side of the car as she cried and was sick at the same time, tears streaming down her cheeks.

“It’s okay.” Lijah was beside her as he did his best to mop up the mess on her face.

It wasn’t okay. It would never be okay again.

“I’ve got you. You’re safe.” He turned her and took her into his arms.

Which was when Callie realized that she was standing barefoot in the road in her nightclothes and Lijah’s chest was bare from where he must have taken off the T-shirt he’d been wearing and used it to clean her up. Amazing how warm and solid his chest felt against her, utterly dependable. Like a brick wall between her and the rest of the world. 

Inconsequential nonsense, in light of the desperate reality Callie was finding it so hard to accept.

What did it matter how warm, solid, and dependable Lijah felt, when her father had just died in her arms?

No matter how capable Lijah was, he couldn’t bring her father back to her.

No one could.

“But I can avenge him,” Lijah spoke firmly, telling Callie that she must have spoken those last few words out loud. “Help me, Callie. If you’ve remembered something, anything that might help me find who killed Peter, then I need to know.”

She began to tremble, not a soft, gentle tremble, but tremors that shook her whole body.

Callie was going into shock, Lijah realized grimly.

Is it any wonder?

Hell, no. He was having trouble staying calm himself after the events of the last half hour. Just as he was also having trouble believing that the man he had looked on as a surrogate father was now dead.

But they couldn’t stay here on the side of the road, Lijah bare-chested and Callie wearing only her nightclothes and shaking so hard, she felt as if she was about to disintegrate in his arms. If a police car went past them now—which was highly probable considering it was only minutes since he had called in Peter’s death—then they were well and truly screwed.

Becoming caught up in the middle of the police investigation into Peter’s death would not only mean spending hours at a police station trying to explain themselves, but it would also put Callie and Lijah on the police radar, tying his hands totally, and so rendering him ineffectual in being able to find the man responsible.

Lijah swore softly under his breath as his cell phone vibrated in his jeans pocket, continuing to hold Callie with one arm while he checked the caller ID and took the call with the other. Dair’s call was brief but to the point. 

“We have to go, Callie.” Lijah pushed his cell back in his pocket before turning Callie gently and guiding her back toward the open door at the back of the car.

She stumbled slightly on her bare feet, her eyes hollow pits of hell as she looked at him. “He really is dead, isn’t he?” It was a statement, not a question.

“Yes.” What more could Lijah say?

God knew he wished it wasn’t true. Peter really had gotten him through those first few years in the army.

Lijah also knew he didn’t have the right emotional tools to give Callie any more than the bald truth. Tea and sympathy just wasn’t his style.

But he could and would give her that revenge, by taking out the man who was responsible.

“Callie?”

Her chin rose. “I think the name of the man from the gallery that night— I think Michael was going to say the name Stockton.”

Lijah stared at her incredulously. “Senator Jacob Stockton?”

She nodded abruptly before climbing into the back of the car, arms wrapped defensively about herself as she stared straight ahead.

Lijah closed the door slowly behind her, his mind racing.

Not only was Jacob Stockton a US senator, but also a personal friend of the president.

If he really was responsible for the robbery, Hammond’s death, and now Peter’s—as unlikely as it seemed that a senator would risk his career for a jewelry heist, let alone murder—then Lijah knew he was going to need the help of way more than the two men Dair had promised to send him as backup.


Chapter 9

“You’re sure Michael was going to say the name Stockton?”

“As sure as I can be about anything that happened that night.” Callie barely glanced at him as she sat on the sofa in the safe house, arms wrapped about the knees drawn up beneath her chin.

It had taken them half an hour to reach the address Dair had given Lijah over the phone. He had also taken several more diversions before driving here, again just to ensure they weren’t being followed. Once he was assured of that, Lijah headed toward the safe house.

The security code Dair had given him to get inside the gate at the entrance to the driveway had been good. Lijah had also taken note of the ten-foot wall surrounding the main house, and that there were numerous security cameras and alarms. Dair had given him the information he needed to disarm those too.

The house itself was in darkness and seemed unoccupied, but as a precaution, Lijah had turned off the headlights of the car and driven slowly up the gravel driveway. He breathed a sigh of relief when no guard dogs came rushing out, barking and growling at them the moment they got out of the car, and no lights came on inside the house either when he disarmed the alarm beside the front door.

Dair really had come through for them.

Lijah realized how and why once he was inside the mansion, and turned on the lights and saw the wedding photographs of Dair’s cousin, Lucien, and his wife, Nicky, in all of the downstairs rooms. This mansion and the surrounding gardens belonged to Lucien Wynter.

Which explained the intensity of the security. Lucien was even more fanatical about securing the privacy and security of his new wife than he was regarding himself.

Lijah silently thanked the other man for the thoroughness of that protection.

Callie, as might be expected, had no interest in the luxury of their surroundings but instead stumbled through to the back of the house to find the kitchen. By the time Lijah joined her there, she had drunk several glasses of water and some of the color was returning to her face.

He just hoped that she didn’t look down at the front of her silk robe and see where some of her father’s blood had stained it.

“What more do you want from me, Lijah?” She glanced across at him.

Lijah wanted it not to be Jacob Stockton, was what he wanted.

The other man was personal advisor and friend to the president of the United States, and was one of the most powerful men in America. He was also extremely wealthy in his own right, as well as a pillar of his local community, with a forty-year marriage also tucked under his belt. Of the happy kind, not the usual “for the cameras only” kind politicians usually paraded in front of the cameras. The Stocktons’ only son, Richard, was well on his way to walking in Daddy’s political footsteps.

In other words, the senator was well above and beyond being accused of being a common jewel thief—even of the exclusive Felix Griffith’s collection kind—let alone of murder. Two murders, now that Peter was also dead.

“Why would he—”

“I don’t know, okay? You asked if I’d remembered anything about that night. I can’t help it if you don’t like what I told you.” Callie glared across at Lijah as he stood in the doorway, minus the Stetson but once again wearing a T-shirt, black this time.

How appropriate.

Black for death.

Black for mourning.

She drew her breath in sharply as the pain of loss once again ripped through her chest like an actual physical pain, stilling that breath and stopping her heart.

She wanted them to still and stop. Wanted the world to stop turning and time to stop ticking by.

 “If you’re having trouble believing me, how can we expect anyone else to?” She gave a self-derisive shake of her head. “If we go to the police with this they’re more likely to lock me up than they are a senator.”

Lijah accepted that was probably true. Not just because the senator was so powerful, but because the man reeked of respectability in the world of less upstanding politicians. Stockton was well-known for his loyalty to his family, church, and government. And not necessarily in that order.

He had seen the other man speak on television several times. Aged in his sixties, tall and silver-haired, stately, the man oozed sincerity from every pore.

Lijah needed a lot more evidence, proof of the senator’s guilt, before he involved the authorities. Maybe not even then.  

He moved to the drinks cabinet and poured two glasses of brandy before crossing the room to hold one out to Callie. “Take it and drink it,” he instructed firmly as she looked up at him defiantly. “Then I want you to tell me again exactly what Michael said, word for word.”

She reached out and reluctantly took the glass from him.

“I said drink it.” He stood over her until she had taken a tentative sip and then grimaced. “All of it.”

Callie drank, too weary to argue with Lijah over something so unimportant. She felt the burn of the alcohol all the way down her throat to her stomach.

“Okay.” Lijah crossed the room to make himself comfortable in the chair opposite, the booted ankle of one foot resting on his other knee as he stared across at her.

“Whose house is this?” Callie turned away to frown at their opulent surroundings. “I thought safe houses were usually cabins in the woods, with no amenities?”

Lijah grimaced at her attempt at humor. “Grayson Security prides itself on being the best. Besides, this estate belongs to Lucien Wynter.”

Her brows rose. “First his chauffeur and plane, and now this? He’s never seemed this obliging in the press.”

Lijah gave a hard smile. “He and Dair are more like brothers than cousins.”

“And does he make a habit of allowing his cousin to hide fugitives from the law in his homes around the world?”

He tensed. “We haven’t done anything wrong, and we aren’t fugitives.”

“Except leave—leave the scene of a crime.” Her throat moved as she swallowed.

“Your aunt’s house wasn’t the scene of the crime,” Lijah said gently.

No, it wasn’t. Callie knew her father had been shot, captured, and held prisoner somewhere else entirely. He had come back to her aunt’s house after escaping, only to die there. “I think I’m going to be sick again—”

“No, you’re not,” Lijah told her as he placed both booted feet on the floor and sat forward.

She closed her eyes to shut out the intensity of his glittering stare. She could still feel him sitting across the room from her, staring at her, but at least she didn’t have to look into those piercing indigo-colored eyes.

She swallowed. “As I said, when the men all went down to the basement for the jewelry, Michael spoke to me,” she began jerkily. “He told me—” She gave a shake of her head. Lijah didn’t need to know that Michael had told her he was in love with her. “I thought he said ‘get that bastard to stop’ but now I think it could have been “get that bastard Stock—” The men came back into the room before he finished speaking, there was a gunshot, and—and then Michael didn’t say any more.”

“So he didn’t actually say the name Stockton?”

She opened her eyes to frown across at him. “You think I’m wrong, don’t you?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You didn’t have to.” She sighed as she placed her empty glass down on the coffee table in front of her. “A robbery is hardly the sort of thing you’re going to believe of a respectable US senator, now is it?”

“It’s…improbable,” Lijah allowed. “Not impossible, but improbable.”

“Because he’s rich enough to pay other people to do the robbery for him,” she said knowingly. “The man who spoke to me— I think he got off on it. There was this…excitement in his voice.” She frowned at the memory. “It was almost sexual.”

Lijah straightened. Now that he could believe. A rich and powerful man who could virtually buy or ask for and receive anything he wanted. Except the unobtainable or un-buyable. Like the Felix Griffith’s jewelry collection.

He could well see that the adrenaline rush from stealing something so uniquely valuable, literally from under the owner’s nose, would be equivalent to a sexual high.

“It’s okay if you don’t believe me, Lijah,” Callie accepted heavily.

It wasn’t that Lijah didn’t believe her, it was just— Hell, they were talking about Senator Jacob Stockton!

Except Peter had obviously followed the trail here to Washington, and died for it, which had to mean he’d found the man. Whether or not that man was Senator Stockton was still in question. Lijah needed to investigate this situation further himself before coming to any conclusion. And he needed to do it soon.

Because whoever had shot and held Peter prisoner would without a doubt now come looking for Callie.

And Lijah was responsible for having brought her into the heart of the lion’s den.




“Do you ever sleep?”

Lijah immediately turned off the news he had been watching on the television before turning to look at Callie as she stood in the doorway of the dimly lit kitchen.

She had gone up to one of the bedrooms over an hour ago, but Lijah had still felt too restless to be able to sleep. “Sometimes.” His answer was dismissive as he stood up to stretch.

He had actually been watching the local news to see if there was any story on the body found in the wealthy suburb of Georgetown earlier this evening. So far, two hours later, there wasn’t. Which probably meant the police were still checking into the authenticity of the information he had given them in regard to the identity of the dead man.

“I can’t sleep either.” Callie came farther into the kitchen, wearing one of Lijah’s black T-shirts, after predictably freaking out earlier when she discovered her father’s blood on her robe and nightgown. Lijah had since disposed of both of them.

“Maybe a tea or a coffee would help?” he offered. “Or another brandy?”

“No. Thank you.” Callie’s skin looked very pale against the black T-shirt, her dark hair loose and tumbling about her shoulders. Only her eyes had color as they gleamed the deep blue of sapphires. “Have you found anything?” She looked at her father’s papers which he had spread out over the breakfast bar.

Lijah gave a shake of his head. “No.” He wasn’t about to tell her—yet—of the research Peter appeared to have done into several other robberies that had taken place during the past two years. Robberies of jewelry, or other unique and collectible items—all of them virtually priceless. The curious thing was that none of the stolen items appeared to have ever seen the light of day again, just like the Felix Griffith’s jewelry collection.

Indication that these things had been sold on to another collector, or that the person stealing them was a collector himself. Or that he was keeping them as trophies.

The previous robberies had been kept low profile, mainly because the people who had been robbed were high profile and hadn’t wanted the publicity. The break-in at the Hammond gallery had only become so well publicized because of the murder of the owner.

Peter had found six more similar robberies that had taken place during the previous two years, and another one just three months ago. And Jacob Stockton had been in the same city on four out of the seven occasions they had occurred.

That wasn’t conclusive, of course, but it was certainly a high enough percentage to be considered suspect. The fact that Peter had been shot and killed since bringing his investigation to Washington now put that percentage much higher.

Even so, Lijah couldn’t ignore the fact there were also several minuses against it being the senator.

The robbery in London, for instance. Senator Stockton had an alibi for immediately after the exhibition at the Hammond Gallery. His wife had flown in from Paris that evening, and the two of them had met up at the bar in their hotel for a nightcap before retiring to their suite.

A wife could lie, of course, most especially a political wife bent on protecting her husband. But the senator was also sixty-three years old and would already have been tired from the hours of talks with the British prime minister during the day, followed by an evening viewing the private jewelry exhibition. It was stretching it a bit to think of him sneaking back out to steal the jewelry.

His security guards had also been in place outside his hotel suite all night, and despite discreet inquiries, Peter hadn’t been able to get any of them to admit to the senator being anywhere other than his hotel suite for all those hours.

Lijah worked for Grayson Security, and so yes, he knew security guards occasionally had to lie in order to protect their charge or for other reasons, but…

It always came back to a “but.”

That “but” was the fact that Peter had come to Washington to continue his inquiries, and he was now dead.

Because he had gotten too close to the truth?

It certainly seemed that way.

It was also possible the men who had held Peter prisoner for the past few days could actually have been part of the senator’s security detail.

All still conjecture at this point. But Lijah was inclined to think Peter had been following the truth. The fact the name Callie had now given him was Stockton’s was another nail in the senator’s coffin.

Or, as it had transpired, Peter’s.

Dair had been pissed earlier after Lijah’s initial telephone call to tell him of the older man’s death. Even more so by the time Lijah called him back after Callie went upstairs to bed.

Dair was now sending over four men to help in the investigation and help protect Callie. Every man who worked at Grayson Security knew Peter, and every single one of them would want to ensure justice for their friend. Privately or publicly.

None of which helped Lijah in regard to how to deal with Callie.

She would probably have been better off right now with anyone else who worked at Grayson Security other than him. He really didn’t have the emotional hardware to deal with a bereaved daughter. He had shut down those parts of himself when he walked away from family all those years ago. The work he had done since had only hardened him more.

Except.

He liked Callie, damn it. Whether she realized it or not, he admired her too.

Callie had witnessed her boyfriend being murdered.

The safety of her family had then been threatened by the murderer.

It may have taken her several months, but she had finally moved past that, out of concern for her father.

It had taken guts to go to Grayson Security yesterday. Even more so for her to come to Washington with him, and possibly risk coming face-to-face with Hammond’s murderer—

“Stockton’s voice!” Lijah slapped his hand on his thigh in realization. “Would you recognize the voice of the man who shot Hammond and threatened you if you were to hear it again?” he prompted Callie as she looked at him questioningly.

She frowned. “I suppose I might, yes.”

“Stockton is a politician, and like most politicians, he makes speeches all the time. He made one yesterday, in fact.” He picked up the television controller, clicking through until he had brought up the relevant news section. “Sit down, close your eyes, ignore the content, and just concentrate on the cadences of the voice itself.”

Callie did as Lijah instructed.

“Concentrate hard, Callie,” he advised. “Shut out everything else but the sound of his voice.”

Callie did exactly that. The timbre of the voice was right. The accent too. There was just something— “Turn the sound down slightly,” she requested. “Muted, like it was when he whispered threats in my ear.”

The volume lowered, and Callie listened even harder, and then harder still, desperately trying to match this voice with the one at the gallery that night.

She finally gave a frustrated shake of her head and opened her eyes. “I can’t be sure. Certain things sound the same, but the tone of the voice is just so different, it makes it difficult to say for certain.”

“I don’t think Senator Stockton is in the habit of threatening the American people,” Lijah drawled as he turned the television back off. “Television also tends to distort voices slightly.”

Callie gave an impatient sigh. “Then I need to hear his voice off television.”

He raised dark brows. “How do you suggest I arrange that? Invite him and his wife over for cocktails?”

“It’s not such a bad idea,” she said slowly. “This is Lucien Wynter’s house. He could always throw a party, invite a hundred or so prestigious guests, including Senator Stockton and his wife, and then forget to turn up?”

“I think you’re getting a little punch-drunk.” Lijah eyed her ruefully. “An event like that would take weeks, not days, to organize.”

And they didn’t have weeks, Callie acknowledged heavily. They had those days at most. Before whatever trail her father had left ran cold, and they had to give up through lack of evidence and take his body back to England with them.

The thought of her father’s death earlier was overwhelming enough. The thought of transporting his body back to England, arranging the funeral and other things, going through all his private papers, was just—

“Dair and I will take care of all the details.” Lijah stood and come round the breakfast bar to take her in his arms. “Getting Peter home. The funeral. All of it.”

“How did you know what I was thinking?” She looked up at him in the semidarkness.

He lifted his hands to smooth the hair back from her face. “The lost look in your eyes,” he murmured. “Callie, the people at Grayson Security are a family. Peter was part of that family. That makes you a part of it too. We take care of our own.”

She looked up at him searchingly for several seconds. “Where’s your own family, Lijah?” she prompted. 

His mouth tightened. “Don’t have any.”

Callie didn’t believe that for a moment. “Eton or Harrow?”

His eyes narrowed. “Both.”

A frown creased her brow. “I thought it was an either/or?”

“I was expelled from Eton.” He shrugged.

She looked up at him. “Do I want to know why?”

“You might, but I’m not going to tell you, so you might as well save your breath.”

“Oxford or Cambridge?”

“Neither.”

“Why not?”

A scowl creased his brow. “Is this twenty questions?”

“If it is, I still have a few to go.” Callie had learned more about Lijah’s background in the past few minutes than in the previous thirty-six hours.

Lijah sighed. “I joined the army instead of going to university.”

“Sandhurst?”

“Regular.”

Interesting. The names of Lijah’s schools implied he came from a wealthy or prestigious family. Children had to be registered almost from birth to be able to attend either Eton or Harrow School, and yet Lijah had attended both. That he hadn’t gone on to university afterward was intriguing.

Callie’s brow cleared. “The rift with your family occurred when you were eighteen—”

“That’s enough.” Lijah released her so abruptly, she staggered before righting herself, his eyes glittering darkly as he faced her tensely. “I have some more work to do, and it’s time you went back to bed.” He turned away.

Callie knew that tone of voice from the few occasions when she had displeased her father.

The conversation was over.

She could consider herself dismissed.


Chapter 10

Lijah’s tiredness went right down to his bones as he walked wearily up the stairs a couple of hours later. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had time to rest, let alone slept.

His heart sank as he neared Callie’s bedroom and heard the soft sound of her crying behind the closed door.

His survival instinct said to open his own bedroom door, close it behind him, and then fall facedown on the bed for eight hours.

Another part of him said he couldn’t just walk away from Callie.

He wasn’t sure which part, and he didn’t want to know either. He just knew he couldn’t just ignore her and go to bed. Not when he knew Callie was crying as if her heart was breaking just feet away.

Only a complete and utter bastard would do that.

No doubt everyone he’d ever worked with would agree he was a cold bastard, but he wasn’t a complete and utter one.

Peter’s death was raw to him, and Lijah couldn’t even begin to imagine what it must be like for Callie.

Possibly because he would gladly see his own father six feet under. Might even dance on top of his grave afterward.

Maybe, but that didn’t change the fact that Callie was in that bedroom grieving.

It probably hadn’t helped that Lijah had been so terse with her earlier.

She had been getting too close, damn it. Wanted to know too much. About things he would rather not talk about.

No excuse, Lijah.

No, it really wasn’t.

Lijah didn’t bother knocking before reaching for the door handle and slowly turning it to push open the door. There was no light on inside the bedroom, just the moonlight shining in through the sheers over the windows.

“Go away!”

Ah. “Still pissed with me?” He heard what sounded like a cross between a sob and a laugh. “Do I hear an undecided?”

“Go away, Lijah!” was accompanied by a pillow flying across the room toward his head.

He easily caught it in midair before it made contact with his face. “Now that just isn’t nice.”

She gave a definite snort this time. “If you want nice, I suggest you go elsewhere.”

“I’m happy where I am, thanks.” Lijah walked over to the side of the bed to look down at Callie huddled beneath the bedclothes, cuddling a second pillow. “Like your other pillow back?”

“Thanks.” She held her hand up without looking at him.

Lijah struck, bringing the soft pillow lightly down on top of her head.

“What the hell—”

“Fair’s fair, Callie.” He sat on the side of the bed. “I just happen to be a better shot than you are.”

“Must be all those years you spent at boarding school.”

“No doubt.”

“Did you know I went to boarding school too?”

Of course she had. There had been no mother at home to leave Callie with when Peter went off on missions. Lijah had a vague memory of Peter leaving her with other families on base when she was younger, but then Callie had gone off to boarding school when she was about twelve.

He eyed her warily. “Does that mean you—”

“Yes!” Callie rose up in the bed so suddenly and so quickly, Lijah had no time to think about defense, other than putting his arms up as she began to beat him over the head with the same pillow he had just handed back to her.

He was finally able to grab up the second pillow and retaliate, and the fight continued in earnest. Five minutes later, they were both breathing hard, Callie’s face was flushed and her eyes shining brightly.

Lijah realized it wasn’t really a question of a battle of the pillows. This was more about letting off emotional as well as physical steam. Callie needed this. Needed to hit something, someone, if only in play. A couple of her hits certainly hadn’t been in the least playful.

“Let’s call it a draw,” Lijah finally called out.

“We can call it what you like, but I still won!” Callie deftly landed a blow to the side of his face.

“Hey, you don’t hit an undefended man.” He reached out to grasp both her wrists as he held her and the pillow away from him.

“Strange, I was taught that’s exactly the time for a woman to attack,” she came back challengingly.

Lijah gave an appreciative grin. “Then you have no reason to complain when the man counterattacks.”

Callie eyed him warily, not altogether sure of that predatory look in those dark blue eyes, and very aware of how he held her wrists prisoner above her head. “Lijah?”

He quirked a mocking brow even as his head began to move toward hers.

Callie sank back on the bed the moment Lijah’s lips claimed hers.

No questioning exploratory kiss, but a full-on parted-lips-and-a-questing-tongue-into-her-mouth kiss—thank God she had thoroughly cleaned her teeth after being ill earlier. Her body immediately went into sexual overdrive as she returned the heat of that kiss, arching her body up into Lijah’s, at the same time as she entwined one of her legs around and over the back of his.

Maybe this was what she had wanted all along?

This emotionally charged heat of arousal, blocking out everything and everyone else but Lijah from her mind and her senses.

She absorbed and returned each deep penetrating kiss, even as the heat coursed through her body—the first warmth she had felt for hours—and blossomed between her thighs in a fierce demand for satisfaction.

Lijah pulled roughly away to look down at her in the moonlight. “Are you sure you want this?” he growled. “I warn you, I’m too wound up and too tired to be in the least gentle.”

“I don’t want gentle,” Callie assured him fiercely.

“It’s going to be hard and fast,” he warned through gritted teeth.

She nodded. “As hard and fast as you like.”

He lifted up even farther, the hardness of his cock pressing into her as he raised her T-shirt and exposed her breasts.

The coolness of the air-conditioning immediately caused her already aroused nipples to pucker and harden.

Lijah licked and bit down the length of her throat before using his free hand to cup her breast and lift her nipple into the heat of his mouth and suckle. Hard.

Callie groaned as her body was assaulted with a plethora of sensations: the tight gripping pleasure pain of her aching and heavy breasts, her skin so sensitized, every touch was an agony of arousal, and the burn of molten fire between her thighs as her juices flowed hotly.

Lijah released her to use his other hand to cup and squeeze her other breast, rolling and pinching the nipple until Callie felt as if she would go mad with the pleasurable torment.

She arched up into those biting caresses, wanting more, needing more, and craving the hard length of Lijah’s cock buried inside her rather than pressing against her thigh.

The cold air added to that torment as Lijah’s mouth released and left her nipple exposed. He began to kiss and taste his way down her abdomen, tongue dipping into the sensitive hollow navel before he pushed her legs apart and moved lower still.

“So fucking wet,” he murmured in satisfaction as he licked up her juices at the same time as two of his fingers entered and then curled up into the slickness of her slit, unerringly finding and stroking that tight bunch of nerve endings inside that instantly sent her careering over the edge of pleasure and into her first climax. “Yes!” He removed his fingers and replaced them with his tongue, greedily licking her juices before sucking her clitoris into his mouth, and those fingers caressed lower still.

Callie cried out as she felt the tip of his finger pressing against her before dipping inside, the unfamiliar pleasure pain shooting along the length of her spine, tightening her nipples and instantly sending her into a second climax. Lijah sucked harder on her nubbin even as he pushed into her deeper, and then deeper still, each sensation succeeding in prolonging that climax.

She felt invaded, claimed, and still she wanted more. More of Lijah. More of this. More of the pleasure pain. More of everything Lijah wanted to give and take from her.

A second finger joined the first, stretching her before he began to thrust. In and out. In and then out. Each thrust accompanied by a fierce suck on her pulsing clitoris.

Callie’s breath became an almost desperate sob as she felt the rising onslaught of another fierce climax, arching into those unfamiliar sensations as she rode the next climax to its shuddering end.

Lijah’s fingers stayed inside her as he moved up onto his knees, his glittering gaze looking down at her as he used his other hand to unfasten and unzip his jeans before pushing them and his boxers down his thighs.

His cock sprang free, long and thick, the base surrounded by dark curls, the darker bulbous tip gleaming wetly in the moonlight. “Last chance,” Lijah warned harshly as he used that one hand again to reach for his wallet from the back of his jeans and take out a condom.

Callie’s answer was to widen her legs in invitation, revealing the slick and swollen folds guarding the entrance to her channel as well as Lijah’s fingers still buried inside and stretching her.

The eroticism of that image was enough to cause the pre-cum to bubble up and dribble down the length of his cock.

Lijah continued to look at her hotly as his fingers left her and he ripped the packet open with his teeth, throwing it onto the floor before he rolled the condom down his length. He positioned himself and pressed the swollen head of his cock against her slit in silent question.

Callie arched her hips up, giving a soft gasp as he pushed and she took the swollen tip of him fully inside her.

Lijah groaned as he felt the hot grip of Callie’s slit close about and claim him, needing no further invitation as he drove into her to the hilt, slowly pulling out before slamming back into her.

Her hands moved to grasp the bare cheeks of his ass as he began to pump into her harder and faster. So deeply he could feel the opening of her womb pressing against his cock.

He had meant what he said earlier; he was too tightly wound tonight, and too exhausted, to give her any finesse or quarter as he pounded into her with the remorseless need for his own release.

“Now, Lijah!” she cried out, even as the heat of her climax tightened and flexed about his cock.

Lijah took his weight on his elbows. This new position gave him greater purchase to thrust, and he thrust hard, as the tingling sensations at the base of his spine shot the length of his cock, and he felt the hot flow of his cum as it pumped into her endlessly.




Callie lay awake in the darkness, her arms loosely about Lijah as his full weight rested on top of her, his face buried in her throat as he snored softly.

Not exactly flattering to have Lijah collapse down onto her, already asleep, immediately after their shared climax!

But she understood the reason why. He had to be exhausted. God knew when he had last slept. Maybe two, possibly three days ago?

Days during which he had returned from a mission he couldn’t talk about, managed to grab maybe a couple of hours’ sleep in his office, before Callie had arrived. After which there hadn’t been a single moment for him to rest.

Their lovemaking had to have used up the very last reserves of his energy.

Besides, she liked having his heavy weight on top of her as much as she liked having him still buried inside her. A part of her. That physical closeness grounded and warmed her, in a world that had become bleak and cold.

Much as she fought against it, the shock of her father’s death earlier tonight was slowly becoming a reality.

He was gone, and there was absolutely nothing she could do about it.

But, as Lijah had told her earlier, the man who had done this to them was still out there. And if it was the last thing Callie did, she was going to ensure he paid for his crimes. All of them. Including murdering Michael and her father.

She had every confidence that Lijah would help her in that endeavor. All the men who worked at Grayson Security had been former protégés of her father, and she doubted that any of them, including Dair Grayson, would be willing to allow his death to go unpunished.

That decided in her mind, Callie was at last able to drift off into sleep.




“I have to go out for a while this morning.”

Callie looked across the breakfast table at Lijah, the two them sitting together drinking coffee and eating toast.

She had been alone in her bed when she woke up half an hour ago and realized that Lijah must have woken some time during the night, carefully disengaged his body from hers, and quietly left the bedroom. All without her being aware of it.

His manner when she entered the kitchen a short time ago had been brisk and businesslike when he poured her some coffee and placed a plate of toast in the middle of the table for them both to help themselves from. All without saying a word.

If it wasn’t for the unaccustomed soreness between her legs, Callie might have thought she’d imagined their fierce lovemaking the previous night.

Not that she was complaining about that pleasurable soreness. It was a constant reminder that she could still feel.

Obviously, Lijah wasn’t a morning person.

Or was he just feeling as wrong-footed about their lovemaking last night as Callie was?

Whatever the reason, this was the first time he’d spoken to her this morning.

“You’ll be perfectly safe here,” he continued gruffly. “Four of Dair’s men arrived during the night. If you need anything, they’ll be outside guarding the perimeter of the grounds.”

And me, Callie added silently. “Where are you going?” she prompted curiously.

His gaze was guarded as he looked across at her. “I have a couple of contacts in Washington I need to speak with.”

Her eyes widened. “I didn’t know you knew anyone here.”

“I know a lot of people in a lot of places, Callie.”

No doubt from those private missions he went on. “You can’t talk to them on the phone?”

His mouth twisted. “No.”

“Okay.”

Lijah felt the frown furrowing his brow. Because, once again, Callie had managed to disconcert him. She did that a lot. This time because he had expected an argument from her, a protest at being left alone here, and instead, she had quietly acquiesced.

He’d been totally disoriented when he woke up in the night and found himself lying on something soft and yielding, and realized that was because he was on top of Callie, jeans around his knees and with his cock still buried inside her. He had carefully withdrawn, catching the condom to prevent it making a mess all over the bed, before moving quietly up to his feet to pull up his jeans and boxers before leaving. 

Definitely not his finest hour!

By choice, he was a lone wolf, nor did he get involved in relationships lasting longer than a night or two. Because he rarely saw the same woman twice. He could never remember falling asleep on top of a woman before, immediately after fucking her. He didn’t usually sleep with a woman at all.

Because he had nightmares. Fucking nasty ones. The sort of nasty where there was lots of blood and guts, people screaming, dying. Or where he was holed up in a cupboard or room somewhere, hiding from his father, to avoid the latest beating he wanted to give Lijah. He had never wanted to inflict those nightmares on any woman, so he made sure never to fall sleep with one.

Not only had he slept dreamlessly with Callie last night, he had slept inside her. After fucking her like a man possessed.

Again, definitely not his finest hour.

He had expected to see recrimination in her eyes this morning, and instead there was only a slight wariness. As if Callie wasn’t sure what his reaction was going to be after last night either.

His reaction?

Lijah was still feeling too unsettled about sleeping with her afterwards to want to focus too intently on how he felt about the sex before.

It had been good, he knew that.

Better than good.

Looking at Callie now, with her hair dark and silky about her shoulders, face pale as ivory, and looking unknowingly sexy in a fitted sapphire-blue sweater and low-rider jeans, he knew he wanted to do it again. But slower this time, as he savored and enjoyed every inch of her.

It was a distraction he couldn’t allow to happen.

Another reason he preferred to go out this morning rather than use his cell phone to contact the people he needed to talk to.

Some fresh air, and a few hours away from Callie, should put things back into perspective.

The main thing he had to do was accept that last night had happened because she had needed physical closeness. In the same way a soldier needed sex after a battle in order to know he was still alive, Callie had needed that same reassurance after the death of her father.

Speaking of which…

There had been a brief mention of the death on the local news this morning. Peter’s identity hadn’t been revealed, or the fact that he was British, just that “a body had been found at a house in Georgetown last night” and “the police are investigating.” Pretty innocuous as far as the news went.

Which hopefully meant that whoever was responsible for Peter’s death had no idea that Callie and Lijah even knew about it. Lijah had no choice but to work on that premise for now.

In the meantime, he had been up long enough this morning to manage to acquire a pretty accurate itinerary of Senator Stockton’s public engagements for the next few days.

All he had to do now was put the rest of his plan in motion.

And completely blow his identity as Lijah Smith in the process.


Chapter 11

“Your men brought up a delivery of groceries and two parcels while you were out,” Callie told Lijah the moment he walked back through the door late that afternoon. She’d unpacked and put away the food, but as the parcels had Lijah’s name on them, she hadn’t touched those.

She’d also met the other four men from Grayson Security. Made a point of it, in fact, by inviting them in for coffee. They accepted the offer two at a time, and she now knew them as Rory and Duncan, who appeared to be brothers, along with Tom and Jonas. All hardened soldiers to a man.

Callie figured that if these man were putting their lives on the line to protect her, the least she could do was be polite enough to introduce them to the person they were protecting, and at the same time offer them coffee.

She had also felt lonely rattling about in this huge mansion on her own. It was certainly a beautiful house, as might be expected when it was owned by Lucien Wynter, but it seemed eerily hollow with just her in it.

Truth was, she missed Lijah.

Even more so after last night. The sex had been wild and satisfying, but it had felt curiously companionable afterward just having Lijah in bed with her, as a part of her. She hadn’t enjoyed waking up alone.

Being without him today had felt even worse.

“Good.” He turned from hanging up his Stetson to give a satisfied glance over to where she had placed the parcels on the kitchen table. “In case you’re wondering, one of the parcels is a tux and accessories for me, the other an evening gown for you.”

Her eyes widened. “You chose a gown for me?”

“Hardly.” He looked irritated. “I told the sales assistant your size and coloring and left the rest to her.”

Callie’s cheeks warmed as to the reason Lijah would be able to describe her size in detail. This man hadn’t left an inch of her untouched the night before. “Why do I need an evening gown?”

“So that you can go out with me this evening?” he drawled dryly.

Callie recoiled at the mere thought of going anywhere. “I can’t, Lijah.”

“You can. You will,” he told her firmly.

She swallowed before answering him, knowing Lijah wouldn’t insist on her going out tonight without good reason. “Where are we going?”

“A musical reception.” He grimaced to show his opinion of the entertainment. “Senator Stockton is going to be there,” he added softly.

Callie’s knees buckled beneath her so suddenly, she barely had time to grasp on to and then sit down heavily on one of the kitchen chairs. “You expect me—” She cleared the huskiness from her throat before beginning again. “You seriously expect me to be in the same room with that man, after what happened six months ago? After—after last night?”

She’d already responded so badly to the idea they were going out at all, and to the fact that Senator Stockton would be there, that Lijah decided it was probably better for now if he didn’t tell her exactly where they were going.

He wasn’t altogether comfortable with this plan himself. He just couldn’t come up with a better one on such short notice. The senator’s itinerary of events for the next few days had revealed that he was leaving the capital in five days and going back to his ranch in Texas for several weeks. Getting to him at his high-security ranch was going to be much harder than here in Washington.

Nothing else on this earth but finding the man responsible for Peter’s death would have compelled Lijah into resuming the persona he had spent so many years ignoring. A persona he hated almost as much as he hated the parents who had given it to him.

His jaw tightened. “You said it yourself last night, you need to hear Stockton’s voice when it isn’t distorted on television. You were also the one who had the crazy idea of throwing a party here and inviting him. This is the closest thing I can get to that.”

Callie remembered she had made that suggestion. But only jokingly. Probably hysterically, considering her state of mind at the time. She hadn’t seriously expected Lijah to arrange for the two of them to attend an event at which the senator would also be present.

Could she do that?

Could she go to this musical recital, where the man responsible for killing Michael and her father was also going to be?

Where he might also see and recognize her, and possibly guess he was her reason for being there?

If it meant avenging her father and Michael, then yes, she could do it.

She flexed and forced some of the tension out of her shoulders. “What if he recognizes me?”

“How were you dressed the night of the gala at the gallery?”

She frowned. “Plain black long-sleeved dress. All the female staff were wearing the same thing.”

He nodded. “How did you wear your hair?”

“In a French knot. We were all working that evening, and Michael liked us to look professional,” she explained the formality.

“Then tonight you wear the sexy gown in the box and your hair down, and leave it up to me to ensure you’re never close enough to Stockton so that he gets a good look at your face.” 

 “Going to wear your Stetson with a tux?” She made the joke because imagining Lijah in a tux at all was doing strange things to her heart rate.

Despite his preference for casual clothes and the ubiquitous Stetson, Callie had absolutely no doubts Lijah was going to look devastating in a dinner suit. His wide shoulders and chest would be shown to perfection in a tailored evening jacket, as would his taut abdomen, narrow hips, and long legs.

Yes, Lijah was going to look breathtakingly elegant in a tux.  

His expression lightened. “Just for you, I’ll leave the Stetson at home this evening.”

And just as quickly as that, there was suddenly a stillness in the air, a physical awareness that hadn’t been there seconds ago. A knowledge of exactly what had happened between the two of them the previous night.

Lijah was aware of Callie’s tension and inwardly kicked himself when last night was probably something she would rather forget had ever happened.

He wasn’t a fool, knew she had been traumatized and grieving last night, but was sure to be having completely different feelings about it in the bright light of day. Which was why he hadn’t made so much as a reference to it this morning.

What his own excuse was for his behavior last night was something else entirely. Yes, he was also upset and angry about Peter’s needless death, but he faced those sorts of dangers and losses on a daily basis. He didn’t fuck the first available woman on a daily basis afterward.

He hadn’t had sex with Callie for that reason either.

Be honest with yourself, Lijah, you wanted her from the first moment you looked into those sapphire-blue eyes.

That want had only increased the more time he spent in her company.

Culminating in them being together last night. Being together? The sex with Callie had been nothing like his usual skirmishes of two bodies seeking pleasure together. He and Callie had connected on a different level totally, making it so much more than the usual good time physically.

Lijah couldn’t allow it to happen again. No matter how much he might want to. “Callie, last night—”

“‘Was a mistake’? Or maybe you prefer ‘it never happened’?” She looked up at him challengingly.

What the hell—

She gave a shake of her head. “I’ve known men like you the whole of my life, Lijah.” She sighed. “Hard, battle-scarred men who prefer hit-and-run with a woman—usually with an emphasis on run—rather than happy ever after. It’s the reason I liked Michael so much—” She broke off abruptly before smiling sadly. “It’s okay, I know what last night was, and I’m really not the type of woman to read any more into it than there was.”

Fucking hell.

It was one thing for Lijah to decide he had to make it clear to Callie last night had been a one-off, simply an anomaly brought about by circumstances, and another thing entirely for her to second-guess him and say it first.

He looked at her blankly for several seconds before giving a hard bark of laughter. “You’re one kick-ass woman, Callie Morgan.”

“I’m my father’s daughter,” she came back wryly.

“Yes, you are.” Lijah nodded his approval.

Callie returned his gaze for several seconds before turning away. She had told Lijah what he wanted to hear. She couldn’t bear for him to see the truth in her eyes. That she was starting to care for this man. Not just a liking the way he looked, the macho power that surrounded him like a cloak, or the fact that he could arouse her with just a look. She liked Lijah Smith.

The timing was awful, and Lijah wasn’t a man it was in any way wise for her to care about, but she liked him anyway. Maybe more than liked him?

That was certainly a question—and an answer—for another day.

“So what time are we going out?”

Lijah shrugged. “It’s arrive for seven o’clock, music recital at seven thirty, so I guess we’ll leave here about six thirty. It will probably all be over by ten, ten thirty.”

“Our host isn’t a late-night party animal, then.”

“Hardly,” he drawled.

“Do we have dinner first, or is there going to be food?”

“Drinks and canapés.” His grimace showed what he thought of the food. “I could definitely eat a steak before we go. The whole cow, probably.”

She quirked teasing brows. “Then it’s as well there were half a dozen steaks in the food delivery.”

Lijah gave a grin. “Not an accident, I assure you.”

“I didn’t think so,” Callie acknowledged dryly.

“I’ll nuke the potatoes and cook the steaks, if you make up the salad. Deal?”

“Deal.” She nodded, determined to relax and try to enjoy this interlude with Lijah.

The rest of the evening was another matter entirely.




“The White House?” Callie turned to look at Lijah incredulously once they, and their car and driver, had been passed through the security gates.

Duncan was chauffeuring them tonight. He was even wearing the hat as they joined the queue of other guests sitting inside their cars, waiting to disembark beneath the portico at the real front of the historic building, the fountain in the middle of the garden lit up in the early evening.

Lijah shifted uncomfortably beside her, and not because of the restricting tux, formal white shirt, and bow tie he was wearing. “I didn’t think you would agree to come if you knew where we were going.”

“You were right!” she all but squeaked. “How the hell did you manage to get the two of us an invitation here on such short notice—scrap that question, how the hell did you manage to get us an invitation here at all?”

He shrugged. “Told you I know a lot of people in a lot of places.”

Callie eyed him suspiciously. “Does this have anything to do with the fact that you went to Eton and Harrow?”

“It might have,” he answered her guardedly.

“The ‘old boys’ network?”

“Something like that.”

He was still being far too evasive for Callie’s liking. “Lijah, is there anything I should know before we go inside?” She could hardly believe she was talking about The actual White House, official residence of the president of the United States for over two hundred years.

“About what?”

“You!” She frowned her frustration.

Lijah looked just as splendid in a tux as Callie had thought he would. He also looked and moved as if he had been born to wear the perfectly tailored black evening suit. His hair had still been damp from the shower and brushed back from his face when he joined her downstairs a short time ago, his jaw freshly shaven and revealing that endearing cleft in the center of his chin.

For a man who had more resembled a disreputable tramp the first time she met him, Lijah Smith scrubbed up spectacularly well. He looked more like a movie star this evening than a tramp.

“Well?” she challenged impatiently.

“Just follow my lead, okay?” he muttered as the car came to a halt and the back door was opened by a manservant who stood patiently waiting for them to get out. “Make sure you keep the car ready and waiting in case we need to leave in a hurry, Duncan,” he instructed the other man quietly, before following Callie out into the cool evening air and taking a firm hold of her elbow as they entered the residence together.

“Sure there’s nothing you want to tell me?” Callie’s wide gaze took in everything. The formal staff. The other glamorously suited and gowned guests all slowly making their way up the deep-red carpeted staircase, toward the reception room where the musical recital was to be held.

It was all so surreal, she almost forgot the real reason they were here.

Almost.

Because she couldn’t stop herself from casting surreptitious glances at the other chattering and laughing guests, searching for that one distinctive silver head that would reveal Jacob Stockton had also arrived. So far, she hadn’t seen anyone who looked even remotely like him.

“Have I told you how beautiful you’re looking this evening?”

Callie sent Lijah a reproving frown. “Stop trying to avoid answering my questions.”

He feigned a look of innocence. “Was that what I was doing?”

“Oh yes!”

Lijah shrugged. “Just go with the flow, Callie,” he advised as they neared the top of the stairs and the member of the household announcing the names of the guests as they passed through into the reception room where the president and his wife were waiting to greet them. “And I meant it,” he murmured against her ear. “You do look beautiful tonight.”

“Thank you,” Callie accepted the compliment huskily.

She had almost been afraid to look inside the gold-embossed box earlier once she knew what was inside it. She needn’t have worried. She had loved the sapphire-blue sequined gown on sight. She hadn’t needed a price tag—just as well, because there wasn’t one—to tell her the gown would have cost more than most people earned in six months. There was also an evening bag and shoes to match, along with a midnight-blue silk pashmina for her to drape about her shoulders as the evening cooled.

What could she say? Even in adversity, she was still a woman, and she hadn’t been able to resist trying on the knee-length gown after lifting it out of the box and seeing how gorgeous it was. A simple sheath in style, it was also high necked and sleeveless, and clung to every curve of her body. Callie had never seen, let alone owned, such a beautiful gown before.

It was also the exact same shade of sapphire blue as her eyes.

Because Lijah had described the color of her eyes as well as her size to the “sales assistant”?

Lijah Smith was turning out to be a man of many surprises.

He was also a man of illusions, Callie realized. The Stetson. The long unkempt hair. The disreputable clothing. The scuffed cowboy boots. All a deliberate illusion, she realized now, designed to hide the real Lijah Smith.

His hand tightened on her elbow as they were next in line to enter the reception room. “Remember, just go with the flow.”

Callie’s nervousness was increasing, not diminishing, as she sensed Lijah’s own increasing tension, his fingers painful on her elbow and his expression remote as he handed over their gilt-edged invitation.

The White House staffer turned to address the room before announcing, “The Most Honorable Marquess of Stanford and Miss Caroline Morgan.”


Chapter 12

“The Most Honorable—”

“Don’t start, Callie,” Lijah bit out between clenched teeth. “Just say hello nicely to the president and the First Lady, and let’s move on.” He kept grimly facing forward as they approached the presidential couple.

Callie was still so dazed by the announcement of Lijah’s title—she presumed it really was his title?— she was barely aware of meeting the president and his wife. Or what Lijah said to them both before the two of them moved farther into the room, where a string quartet played softly in the background as a precursor to the night’s entertainment.

Lijah accepted two glasses of champagne from a passing waiter and handed one to Callie. “Drink up,” he advised, as she couldn’t seem to stop staring at him.

Callie took a much-needed swallow of the chilled wine before even attempting to speak. “You really are a marquess?”

Lijah continued to survey the room through narrowed eyes. “Unfortunately, yes.”

“And your real name is?”

“Lord Elijah Barrington-Smythe, the Marquess of Stanford, and a couple of other titles I also never use,” he revealed with obvious reluctance. “And if you tell that to anyone outside of this room, I may just have to kill you!”

“Does that mean your father…?”

“Is a duke?” Lijah finished. “Yes.”

“And you’ll one day become a duke too?”

A nerve pulsed in his tightly clenched jaw. “When the evil old bastard dies, I’ll become the Duke of Northampton, yes.”

And Callie had thought coming to the White House was surreal.

She gave a dazed shake of her head. “I don’t understand…”

Lijah’s eyes glittered dangerously as he looked down at her. “There’s nothing to understand. You just heard my official current and future titles. I obviously choose not to use the former, and probably not the latter either when the time comes. I only resorted to using them this evening to get the two of us in here. End of story.”

Callie doubted that very much. The fact that Lijah called his father an “evil old bastard” spoke volumes. It definitely implied it was a situation between father and son that had caused the family rift she had referred to yesterday and to which Lijah had reacted so strongly.

She might be biased, but she was inclined to go along with Lijah’s opinion of his father being the one at fault.

Which didn’t change in the slightest that Lijah was actually Lord Elijah Barrington-Smythe, the Marquess of Stanford and future Duke of Northampton.

“What do I call you?”

He scowled darkly. “Bastard. Whatever. Any of the names you’ve already called me will do.”

“Lijah Smith was the best alias you could come up with?” She eyed him incredulously.

Some of his tension eased. “It satisfies most people.”

It had satisfied Callie too until a few minutes ago. Although she had doubted that Lijah Smith was his real name. As she had guessed, from the conflict of the aristocratic accent and those disreputable clothes he wore, there was something about him that didn’t add up. It added up now.

At the same time as it also posed more questions than it answered.

What could have happened between Lijah and his father to cause a rift so serious he chose to disown his own birthright?

Why did he refer to his father as “an evil old bastard”?

Where was his mother?

Did the other men working at Grayson Security know who Lijah really was?

What—

“Ah, there you are, Stanford!” a British voice greeted smoothly. “So glad you could make it. And this must be Miss Morgan?” The man smiled at her. “Would you care to make the introductions, Elijah.”

“Callie, this is Bill Bartholomew. He works at the British embassy here in Washington and is responsible for our invitation here this evening. Bill, Callie Morgan,” he made the introductions tersely.

“I’ve also been put in charge of taking care of the…situation, from last night,” Bill Bartholomew confided softly. “You have my condolences, Miss Morgan, and you may rest assured we at the embassy are available to be of assistance to you at any time.”

“Thank you.” Callie didn’t know what else to say.

“Bill and I were at school together,” Lijah supplied reluctantly.

Because Callie had been right in her surmise regarding the “old boy” network. “Eton or Harrow?” she prompted as she and the other man shook hands. “And please call me Callie.”

“Bill,” he reciprocated warmly. “Eton, of course,” he answered with a derisive glance at Lijah. 

The two men were totally different to look at. Lijah was…well, Lijah. Bill Bartholomew was short and rotund, with warm brown eyes and a boyish grin.

Lijah certainly knew some interesting people—Lijah was an interesting person himself. And becoming more so by the minute.

“You can let go of her hand now, Bill,” Lijah told the other man dryly.

“Maybe I don’t want to.” Bill tucked Callie’s hand into the crook of his arm. “I’m taking Callie over to say hello to His Excellency Her Majesty’s Ambassador to the US. You can come with us, if you would like to,” he added to Lijah before moving away.

Lijah’s eyes narrowed as Callie glanced over her shoulder at him with an expression that clearly said he’s your friend, do something!

What he did was drain the champagne from his glass and place it on the tray of a passing waiter before following them. He knew from experience there was no stopping Bill once he had decided on a course of action. Besides, meeting the British ambassador would divert Callie’s attention from asking Lijah any more questions about himself. For the moment, at least.

Lijah hadn’t used his title in seventeen years, and he felt uncomfortable using it now. Wouldn’t have done so if it wasn’t for the fact that Callie needed to hear Jacob Stockton speak.

Coming here as the Marquess of Stanford left him open to all sorts of complications.

No one in the army had known his real name or title except his commanding officer, who happened to be Peter Morgan.

No one at Grayson Security knew his real name or title, at all.

But his father had enough connections to hear of his only son’s appearance at the White House tonight. Maybe not immediately, but he had no doubt his father would hear of it eventually.

The last time he’d seen his father, Lijah had punched him in the face and broken his nose, afterward telling him he never wanted to set eyes on him ever again, before walking out and never going back.

Elijah Barrington-Smythe had died that night and been resurrected as Lijah Smith. He would have preferred it remain that way.

Even so, he hadn’t hesitated in putting all that on the line for Peter. He owed the other man, more than he had ever been able to express in words. Peter had shown him there were decent men—and fathers—in the world, and that his own father wasn’t the norm.

And Callie? What did he owe Callie?

He didn’t owe her anything. Callie didn’t deserve any of the shit she had been through the past six months. Hell, most women—and a lot of men—would be cowering in a corner singing lullabies to themselves and denying any of it had ever happened. It had taken Callie a while to come round, but she had finally stood tall and decided enough was enough.

Only to be devastated by having her father die in her arms because of that decision.

She was here with him tonight because of that decision.

She had been surprised and then accepting of the announcement of his title because of that decision.

She was currently talking warmly with the British ambassador because she had made that decision.

And Lijah had just seen their quarry enter the room with his wife, son, and daughter-in-law.

Callie turned to smile at Lijah as he finally joined them, that smile turning to a look of concern as she saw beyond the politeness of his smile to the hard glitter of his eyes above. Something—or someone?—had him on edge.

Her breath caught in her throat as she glanced across the room and saw that Jacob Stockton and his family were now being greeted by the presidential couple.

The senator looked so…normal. So much like he did on television, a silver-haired and handsome man in his sixties, who was relaxed and happy in his own skin and with his life.

Lijah leaned close, as if he was brushing his lips against her cheek. “Even Sweeney Todd was pleasant to his victims before slitting their throats,” he reminded her.

Callie gave a brief nod before turning back to the other two men. “We really shouldn’t monopolize your attention,” she excused. “So lovely to have met you both,” she added as she and Lijah moved farther into the crowded room, Lijah’s hand once again beneath her elbow as she began to shake in reaction to seeing Jacob Stockton again.

He had been dressed very much the same that evening at the gallery as he was tonight, in formal evening clothes, silver hair brushed back from his tanned face, his smile relaxed and confident at the same time.

Could he really be a killer behind that outward warmth and charm?

That was what she and Lijah were here tonight to find out.

“Handsome bunch, aren’t they,” Lijah drawled as he looked across the room.

Callie turned her back on the Stockton family, in an effort to regain some of her lost composure, and also to ensure Jacob Stockton didn’t see her. “Looks can be deceptive.”

Lijah quirked one dark brow. “Is that another dig at me?”

She gave a rueful smile. “You most of all.”

“It’s just a title.”

It wasn’t, and they both knew it wasn’t. Just as they both knew now wasn’t the time to discuss it further. Later on tonight was a different matter, however.

He shrugged. “A title is useful for booking airline tickets and tables in exclusive restaurants—and as I rarely travel commercial or eat in exclusive restaurants, it’s totally superfluous.”

“You forgot to mention it’s also good for receiving invitations to the White House.”

“Smart ass.”

Callie eyed him speculatively. “Did you grow up in a castle?”

Lijah’s eyes narrowed with irritation. “What the hell difference does it make where I grew up?”

“You did,” she realized, slightly dazed by the difference in their upbringing. She was an army brat, brought up on army bases all her life, and Lijah had grown up living in a castle. 

“The president and First Lady are moving to sit down now.” Lijah took a light grasp of her arm. “I suggest we do the same.”

End of subject, Callie guessed from his closed expression. There was most definitely a story there. One that Lijah was reluctant to talk about.

Lijah Smith was at least ten years older than her, not just in years but in experience, and now it turned out he was also titled and way out of her social bracket too.

So what had last night been to him?

The fact that he had been gone from her bed when she woke up this morning was probably answer enough to that question.

The next hour and a half was excruciating for Callie. Much as she might wish she could just relax and enjoy the music, she was far too aware of Jacob Stockton sitting a short distance away, next to the president and his wife, to be able to relax enough to enjoy anything.

It helped that Lijah had reached out and taken her hand in his within the first five minutes of them taking their seats, and that he had continued to hold on to it until the last of the music died away, and they both automatically joined in the applause for the talented musicians. Although Callie very much doubted that either of them had really heard much of the recital. Lijah seemed almost as tense as she was.

“Just a little longer, so that you can hear Stockton talk,” Lijah spoke softly as they stood up to move with the other guests through to the adjoining room, where the food and refreshments were being served. “Then we can leave.” He continued to hold Callie’s hand.

“Good God, it really is you, Elijah!”

Lijah closed his eyes briefly before turning to face the woman who had just spoken to him. Or rather, who had just spoken to Lord Elijah Barrington-Smythe, the Marquess of Stanford. Because the middle-aged and bejeweled woman bearing down on the two of them, with all the force of an ocean liner, wouldn’t have given the disreputable Lijah Smith the time of day.

“Aunt Katherine,” he greeted stiffly.

Narrowed brown eyes swept over him critically. “I hardly recognized you with all that hair!”

How to be made to feel ten years old again.

His father was definitely going to hear of Lijah’s presence at the White House this evening, and sooner rather than later. His Aunt Katherine would be on the phone to her sister, Lijah’s mother, the moment she was out of here and able to turn on her cell phone.

If only his mother had possessed even half the backbone of her sister Katherine.

He sensed Callie looking at him curiously. Just as his Aunt Katherine had now turned her critical gaze onto Callie. His fingers tightened reassuringly about Callie’s. “This is my aunt, Lady Katherine Walters. Aunt Katherine, Caroline Morgan.”

Callie was aware Lijah made no effort to explain who or what she was to him, further increasing the speculation in Lady Katherine’s shrewd brown eyes as the two women shook hands. “Did you enjoy the evening?” she enquired politely.

“I’m enjoying seeing my nephew again more,” the older woman came back bluntly.

Callie felt a little uncomfortable at this sharp dismissal of her attempt at politeness, and Lijah looked far from happy at seeing and speaking to the other woman. His aunt. Lady Katherine Walters.

Poor Lijah, this evening really had opened up a personal nest of vipers for him, one he would obviously had rather never seen the light of day.

Callie tucked her hand into the crook of his arm. “I happen to like Lijah’s hair longer.”

The older woman looked unimpressed by Callie’s opinion as she continued to look critically at her nephew. “You do know your mother isn’t at all well?”

Callie felt Lijah’s increased tension beneath her hand resting on his forearm.

“And how would I know that?” he bit out.

“Well, she isn’t,” his aunt snapped. “Isn’t it time you got over this childish spat and went to see her.”

Lijah bit back a harsh laugh at hearing his estrangement from his parents described as a childish spat, when his childhood had been nothing but a nightmare from which he couldn’t wait to escape. “Perhaps it would be for the best if you kept your nose out of my affairs, Aunt Katherine,” he stated aloofly.

“Don’t dare take that tone with me, young man—”

“I’ll take any tone I damn well please!” he lashed out with cold viciousness. “I didn’t ask to see you this evening. I certainly have no wish to engage in conversation with you. Now, if you’ll excuse us?” He didn’t wait for his aunt to reply before walking away, Callie anchored to his side by her arm through the crook of his.

Of all the people he could have bumped into this evening!

He had admired his Aunt Katherine when he was growing up, wished his mother could have been more like her. There was no way that Katherine would have tolerated Robert Barrington-Smythe’s brutish behavior.

Except she had tolerated it.

The whole family had.

Because they all had to have known of the duke’s harsh treatment of his wife and physical abuse of his son, and they had done nothing to try to prevent or stop it. Their silence made them all complicit as far as Lijah was concerned.

He wanted nothing to do with any of them.

“Would you like to leave?”

Lijah drew in a deep and controlled breath before looking down at Callie. Her face was pale and her eyes dark with concern. For him. Because she had guessed—knew, how much of an ordeal seeing his aunt again had been for him.

He forced the tension to leave his shoulders. “No, we’re here now, so we might as well see this thing through to the bitter end. I certainly don’t intend repeating the experience.”

Callie felt a little like that silver ball in a pinball machine, being bounced from one obstacle to another, never quite regaining her balance before she bounced off another one. Lijah probably felt the same way, after that strained and unexpected conversation with his aunt.

“—wonderful, Mr. President.”

She had been so caught up in thoughts of the previous encounter and the questions it posed about the man at her side that she hadn’t realized Lijah had now walked them both across the room so that she stood with her back to where the Stockton family was once again in conversation with the president.

Allowing her to hear and recognize a voice she would never ever forget.

Callie had absolutely no doubt it was the same voice that had whispered those threats in her ear six months ago after Michael had been shot.

She turned quickly to look at the man who had just spoken, the very sharpness of her movement seeming to alert him to her presence as he looked across at her admiringly, a half smile of flirtation on his lips—as evidence that his marriage wasn’t quite the ideal he and his family liked to give the impression it was?

That smile began to fade as a slight frown now marred the smoothness of his brow, as if he was trying to place where he knew her from.

Callie’s hand shook as she clutched blindly for Lijah’s arm. “Get me out of here, Lijah. Now!” she added urgently.

“What—” Lijah took one look at Callie’s deathly white face before putting his arm about her waist as he turned on his heel and headed toward the door and the staircase that would take them downstairs and out of the White House. The protocol of waiting until the president had left the room be damned.

“Miss Morgan isn’t feeling well,” he snapped imperiously at the man standing just outside.

“Certainly, my lord.” The man took one look at Callie’s face and immediately spoke into his mouthpiece, no doubt requesting that the Marquess of Stanford’s driver be informed his employer was leaving.

“You’re very good at the haughty thing,” Callie remarked shakily as he helped support her down the wide staircase.

Lijah shrugged. “The title and all that private education has to be good for something.”

Callie was feeling too numb to raise so much as a smile at his attempt at humor.

It had been him.

The man who had shot and killed Michael.

The same man who had also shot and killed her father?

So urbane, so smooth, so confident—and beneath it all, the man was a cold-blooded killer.

“You’re sure it was him?” Lijah turned to her once they were seated in the privacy of the back of the car and driving away from the White House. “Absolutely sure that Senator Stockton is our man? No…?” He looked at Callie searchingly as she began to shake her head. “Talk to me?”

“It wasn’t Senator Stockton’s voice I heard just now, or recognized from the gallery that night.” She breathed deeply in an effort to keep down the nausea threatening to engulf her. “It was the senator’s son, Richard Stockton.”


Chapter 13

“I had forgotten until I heard him speak tonight that Richard Stockton was with his father that night.” Callie paced the sitting room of the Washington home of Lucien Wynter, far too agitated to sit in one of the armchairs, as Lijah was. “But I remember why now, that it was a last-minute change to the guest list. One of the senator’s aides contacted Michael that afternoon and said Mrs. Stockton had been delayed on her trip to Paris, and Michael—Michael approved their son Richard as the second guest.”

And Callie was absolutely sure he had died because of it.

She had been aware of the conversation between the president and the Stockton family as she and Lijah stood close to the group, but it had only been background noise until Richard Stockton answered something the president said to him. As soon as he spoke, Callie had recognized his voice.

Richard Stockton, not Jacob Stockton.

The son, not the father.

Was that really possible?

The look on Lijah’s face, as he sat forward tensely in the armchair, seemed to say he wasn’t sure of the accuracy of her claim either. “Richard Stockton is as respectable and respected as the senior Stockton. He’s been groomed from birth to take over from his father in politics and business. The president is his godfather.”

Callie’s mouth tightened. “I don’t care how respectable he might appear, or who his godfather is, when I know he’s a thief and also responsible for murdering Michael and my father!”

Lijah had no reason to doubt Callie’s word, but he had done his homework on the Stockton family during the last twelve hours, and if anything, Stockton the younger was even more upstanding than his father.

Richard had studied at Harvard for a law degree, but he had also been a sports jock at school and university. He had married his childhood sweetheart at the age of twenty-five, and the two of them had three children, two boys and a girl. His wife, as was the case with the older Mrs. Stockton, divided her time between caring for her husband and children, and numerous charitable works.

They were the perfect political family.

So much so, gossip said Richard was a distinct possibility as becoming a future senator and president of the United States.

Except Callie seemed convinced that he was something else entirely.

Lijah thought of his own childhood, of what it was like to know from birth that you were destined to become something or someone, and not necessarily of your own choosing. How stifling it could be to be molded into that persona, whether you wanted it or not.

His own father had used his fists to enforce that persona on Lijah. He wondered what methods Jacob Stockton had used on his own son.

Or maybe it was enough that Richard had always known his parents had those expectations of him. The unblemished reputation. The happy marriage. The perfect son, husband, and father.

Were those things enough to cause the other man to secretly seek the thrill of committing robbery and murder, in the same way that Lijah had channeled his own frustrations into the military life?

Lijah had a feeling they were.

“It gets worse.” Callie’s voice was husky. “I’m pretty sure he recognized me too,” she revealed as he looked at her in inquiry.

“Shit!” He scowled as he stood up. “What makes you think that?”

She gave a shaky sigh. “The way he looked at me. He was all warmth and smiles when our gazes first met—I’m not sure his marriage is as perfect as the media report that it is, because there was a definite look of interest in his eyes when he looked at me.” She gave a shudder of revulsion. “Then he looked slightly puzzled, as if he knew me but couldn’t place me, and then his eyes—his eyes turned a pale and icy blue and… He recognized me, Lijah, I’m sure of it,” she stated flatly.

Lijah had absolutely no reason to doubt Callie. But it was certainly going to complicate the situation if Richard Stockton was now aware of Callie Morgan’s presence in Washington.

Maybe I should have thought of that before taking her to the White House?

Maybe. But he hadn’t been able to think of any other way to confirm or deny Senator Stockton’s possible involvement in the robbery and two murders. He would certainly have taken it if there had been.

His Aunt Katherine would have informed his parents by now that she had seen him tonight. In doing so, seventeen years of ignoring his parents’ existence, of his father having absolutely no idea where he was, would be wiped out. Not that Lijah wasn’t now perfectly capable of verbally wiping the floor with his father again if he had to; he would just prefer not to be put in the position of needing to do so.

He also had absolutely no idea how he was going to go about proving Richard Stockton’s guilt.

It would have been so much easier if Callie hadn’t recognized one of the two Stockton men as being Michael and Peter’s murderer. Easier for Lijah, that is.

But when had his life ever been easy?

Never, came the immediate answer.

And he wouldn’t want it any other way.

“Okay.” Lijah nodded briskly. “You’ve identified the guilty party, now I suggest you leave the rest to me and I get you back to England and under protective care until—”

“Absolutely not!” Callie looked at him as if he had just suggested she jump off the top of the Washington Monument. “I’m not leaving here until we’ve nailed the bastard’s head to a wall.”

Lijah understood her vehemence; her boyfriend had been killed in front of her, and her father’s body was now lying in a Washington morgue, waiting to be shipped back to England. Bill and Dair were discreetly organizing that between the two of them, as well as keeping the Washington police department off their backs. There was something to be said for having friends in high places.

Not so much for having enemies in high places.

If Callie was correct and Richard Stockton had recognized her and now knew she was in Washington, then she was in serious danger. The man had killed twice, and there was no reason to suppose he would hesitate to kill a third time.

Maybe it was the adrenaline high that motivated the other man to commit robbery and murder after years of being repressed and molded into his father’s image? Lijah had channeled his own childhood frustrations in a positive manner when he joined the army and learned how to use that anger and frustration in a controlled way. Richard Stockton didn’t have that luxury.

Yes, the more Lijah thought about it, the more he could see certain parallels between himself and Richard Stockton, and the more he could see that the other man fitted the profile as the perfect killer. Who would ever suspect him, with his respectable upright family and his connections to the president of the United States? 

There but for the army—and Peter Morgan—went Lijah?

Maybe. But he hoped not. “You do realize that after tonight, Stockton is going to be looking for you?”

Her chin rose determinedly. “Yes.”

“If your father was here—”

“But he isn’t,” Callie cut in. “There’s just you and me and those four men outside, and between us, we have to prove that Richard Stockton is a monster behind that façade of respectability, and ensure that he’s punished for his crimes.”

Maybe using the leverage of how her father would feel hadn’t been such a good idea, in the circumstances. But the thought of Richard Stockton ever getting his hands on Callie was enough to send a cold shiver down the length of Lijah’s spine. A cold-blooded killer was bad enough, but this man had already shown that he liked to play with his victims first. Besides which, the man seemed to be developing a taste for killing.

At the same time, Lijah couldn’t deny that Callie was a grown woman of twenty-four, with a will of her own and the power to use it. She had also earned the right to stay in Washington and hunt down her father’s killer.

Even if Lijah hated the very idea of her deliberately putting herself in danger.




Callie woke with a start, totally disoriented for several seconds as she tried to remember where she was and what she was doing here.

The truth crashed down on her.

Her father was dead, she was convinced Richard Stockton was responsible, and in all probability, he was now going to come looking for her.

Callie had lain awake for hours after coming up to bed, before finally falling into a fitful sleep, only to be woken up again by—

She sat upright in bed as she heard the sound of Lijah’s raised voice—the same reason she had woken up so suddenly just seconds ago?

Were they under attack?

Callie threw off the bedclothes and got quickly out of bed before hurrying over to the window.

She had felt reassured when she saw Rory and Jonas outside in the garden earlier as the two men patrolled the grounds, the moon bright enough to show they both wore a shoulder holster and gun beneath their jackets.

They were both still out there, watchful but with their guns secured in their holsters.

So not under attack, then.

So why was Lijah shouting? Had someone managed to evade Rory and Jonas as well as the detection of the security system, before infiltrating the house itself?

Seemed unlikely, but there was no escaping the fact that Lijah was still shouting. And he sounded angry.

Callie’s movements were cautious as she opened her bedroom door, checking the hallway was empty before slipping quietly out of the room and across the hallway to the bedroom where Lijah had just called someone a “fucking sadistic bastard.”

Should she knock or just go straight in?

If Lijah was under attack, then knocking on the door would be a pretty stupid thing to do, but then so would going into the bedroom without some sort of weapon.

There was nothing in the hallway for her to use as a weapon.

Except maybe the lamp stand?

If she unplugged it and removed the shade, then she might be able to—

“I’m not that little kid anymore, so come on, I dare you to try hitting me again now!”

What the—

Rather than being attacked by someone tangible, could Lijah possibly be fighting with someone in his dreams?

It certainly sounded like it.

A nightmare in which someone had hit him when he was a child.

Callie knew with sickening clarity exactly who that someone was. The “evil old bastard.” Lijah’s own father.

Her hands curled instinctively into fists, and a tide of anger washed over her just at the thought of anyone hurting Lijah, let alone when he was a child and therefore defenseless.

No wonder he had eventually walked away, disowning his parents and his own heritage.

But what did Callie do now?

Did she walk away and pretend she hadn’t heard Lijah’s nightmare? He was a proud and arrogant man, and he certainly wouldn’t thank her for knowing of the demon that still haunted his dreams.

Or did she go into the bedroom and hold him in her arms and try to comfort him?

Comfort Lijah?

The aggression in his voice said it would be like trying to comfort a feral animal!

She couldn’t just walk away.

Not only was it totally against her nature, but she couldn’t leave Lijah alone in there with his torment.

The bedroom was in darkness when she quietly opened the door and slipped inside, the only illumination coming from the moonlight shining in the window from where Lijah hadn’t closed the curtains before going to bed, no doubt so that he could check outside whenever he wanted to.

The outline of his body was visible amongst the shadows of the bed as he thrashed about beneath the single sheet he had pulled over himself. His mutterings were incoherent now, although the pillow in his hands looked in danger of being ripped apart.

As a substitute for the father who had abused him as a child?

Somehow, Callie knew that it was.

Sudden tears blurred her vision as she wondered what sort of father would hit his own child. What sort of mother would allow it to happen. And what sort of family turned a blind eye to the abuse of a child. Because Callie refused to accept, after Lijah’s coldness toward his aunt earlier this evening, they hadn’t all known of his father’s ill treatment of him.

Which explained why Lijah cared so much for and respected Callie’s father?

Peter Morgan hadn’t just been an amazing father but also an outstanding commanding officer. He believed in teaching independence and self-reliance, but he did so by teaching self-discipline, and would never ever have used abuse to enforce those traits.

Callie stepped closer to the bed. “Lijah?”

There was no response, just the erratic breathing and the continuation of those almost fevered mutterings.

“Lijah,” she tried again, louder and more firmly this time as she placed her hand on the heat of his thigh.

The figure on the bed stilled. Lijah’s breathing was still heavy but the muttering had stopped.

Was he awake?

If so, was he awake enough to know if she was friend or foe? Because a pissed-off Lijah Smith, still in the throes of anger toward his father, wasn’t something she felt like battling.

“What the fuck are you doing in here, Callie?”

Okay. So Lijah was awake enough to know it was her, but was he awake enough to realize that she came in peace?

She removed her hand as if burned before answering him tentatively with the truth. “You were shouting. I thought there was an intruder. I came to see if I could help—”

“Unarmed and defenseless?”

“Well…yes. But only after I’d ascertained that there was no intruder.”

There was a heartbeat of silence before he spoke again. “And how did you do that?”

“You—I—” Shit, what did she do now, tell Lijah he had been talking in his sleep about being beaten as a child, or lie to him and use another excuse entirely?

“I was shouting at my father,” he stated flatly before Callie could decide on a course of action.

She winced. “Yes.”

“Fucking bastard still haunts me, even though I haven’t set eyes on him for seventeen years!” Lijah threw back the sheet before moving to the other side of the bed and standing to step into the moonlight as he ran an agitated hand through the long darkness of his hair.

Which was when Callie’s mouth went dry as she realized he was completely naked.

Completely magnificently naked.

The two of them might have made love last night, but Lijah had still been partly dressed at the time, and then gone when Callie woke up this morning. This was the first time she’d had the opportunity to actually see all of his hard, toned body.

Bathed in the silver light of the moon, his wide, muscled shoulders, chest, and abs were enough to make her mouth dry, let alone the hardness of his thighs. As for his cock…

It was beautiful.

And extremely aroused.

Surging up from its nest of dark curls, it was long and thick, the skin like satin over bulging blood vessels. Reaching as high as his navel and beyond, the bulbous tip glistened wetly in the moonlight.

“Is this what you came in here for?” he sneered as one of his hands reached down to encircle and stroke that beautifully erect cock.

She gave him a startled look. “I— No!”

 “On your knees, Callie,” he ordered harshly.

Her gaze flickered up again uncertainly, but Lijah’s face was in shadow, his expression unreadable.

Was he truly awake? Or was he still angry and dreaming, and determined to punish someone for the beatings he had obviously received as a child and which no one had saved him from?

“I said on your knees!” His voice was as sharp as a whip cracking.

Callie continued to look up at him as she slowly dropped onto her knees on the carpet in front of him. Not because he had ordered her to, but because she wanted to. She wanted to take that long and throbbing length into the heat of her mouth.

“What are you waiting for?” Lijah demanded harshly.

“Permission, of course.” She tilted her head as she looked up at him beneath lowered lashes. “Isn’t that the way this game’s played?”

Lijah took a step back, reeling, and feeling as if Callie had just smacked him in the face. She was waiting for permission?

Jesus Christ, what the fuck was he doing? What had he already done, talking to Callie in this way and treating her as if she was a thing rather than a person?

Such total disrespect for another human being made him no better than his father, damn it.

He closed his eyes, breathing hard as he determinedly banished the memories that still haunted him and were obviously affecting his emotions and actions.

“This is so fucking wrong,” he finally muttered as he opened his eyes and looked down at Callie still kneeling in front of him, her head bowed. “I’m sorry, Callie.” He bent down to place his hands beneath her elbows and lift her back up onto her feet.

“Never apologize, it’s a sign of—”

“It’s a sign I’m in the wrong.” He dismissed the arrogant statement he had made at their first meeting. “Jesus, I’m sorry, Callie. So sorry! Tonight will be about you,” he promised gruffly. “I want—need to prove to you—show you I’m not the animal I might have appeared to be last night and—and again just now.”

Callie reached up and brushed her lips lightly across his. “I rather liked who or what you were last night.”

“Will you let me show you there’s so much more to me than that?” There had to be more to him, damn it. He was not, nor would he ever be, anything like his father.

“Yes,” she breathed against his lips.

Lijah linked his fingers with hers as he led her over to the bed, pausing to release her and reach for the hem of her nightshirt before lifting it slowly up her body.

He had always thought Christmas was overrated. Oh, he had received presents as a child, but they had been chosen by his father, and always with his role as the heir and future as the duke in mind. Practical presents, such as a book on history or etiquette, and his knowledge on the subject would be tested later in the day, Christmas or not.

Lijah would much rather have received the latest superhero graphic comic, or maybe even the toy itself, along with the lair with all the gadgets that worked.

Lifting Callie’s nightshirt was like receiving all those missing Christmas presents in one satiny perfect package.

Her legs were smooth and slender. There was a nest of dark curls between her thighs. Her waist so slender, he could almost span it with his hands. Her breasts were full and heavy above, the nipples dark and plump, and ripe as berries as they thrust temptingly up and outward.

“These are so pretty.” Lijah bent his head and laved his tongue moistly over that pouting fullness, hearing Callie’s indrawn gasp as he parted his lips and drew one of those engorged nubbins deep into his mouth.

God, she even tasted like strawberries. Ripe, luscious, juicy strawberries. He looked forward to tasting the cream between her thighs, intended slaking his thirst for strawberries first.

Callie had no idea what had happened just now to cause Lijah’s transformation from harsh and demanding lover to this man intent on giving her pleasure. But as she threaded her fingers through the heavy thickness of his hair, back arching in encouragement as she pushed her nipple deeper into the heat of his mouth, she really didn’t care.

She would take Lijah any way she could have him.


Chapter 14

“Did you know your skin is as soft as silk?” Lijah murmured appreciatively, kneeling between her legs as she lay back on the bed looking up at him, watching him like a cat between those thick dark lashes as he ran his hands down the length of her body from her breasts to her thighs.

“It’s just skin—”

“Oh, believe me, this isn’t just skin.” He gave a firm shake of his head, a frown of concentration between his eyes as he continued to stroke and caress her. “Your breasts feel like satin, your waist is as soft as velvet, and here”—he ran a single finger along the crease of her slit—“here you’re so warm. So responsive. Are you wet, Callie? God, you are!” He dipped that finger inside her, feeling the suck of her muscles trying to pull him in deeper still, before easing out again and slowly stroking that dampened finger against her clit.

He repeated the action as she gasped. Again. And then again. Continuing to stroke and enter until Callie let out a sharp cry as she came, juices gushing over his fingers as he thrust them inside her at the same time as he continued to press and stroke her clit until he had taken everything from her. 

“God, Lijah…” she breathed shakily as her climax continued to clench and claim her.

“Don’t stop.” Lijah nodded approvingly as Callie’s hips continued to arch up to meet his stroking fingers, prolonging her climax.

She sank back against the pillows as her climax finally came to a shuddering halt, her hands flat on the bed beside her, her hair dark on the pillow beneath her, her eyes closed, and her cheeks flushed as she breathed fast and unevenly.

“You liked that,” he murmured his satisfaction.

Her eyes opened. “I like you, and anything and everything you want to do to and with me.”

Lijah stilled. “Anything?”

“Didn’t I prove that last night?”

Last night? What— Oh God, yes, last night!

Lijah had deliberately prioritized his thoughts today and pushed any thoughts of last night with Callie to the back of his mind. 

But, here and now with Callie, the memories of last night all came back to him. Her passion, her loss of control. And the ways in which he had touched and pleasured her.

His cock surged and throbbed at the thought of what her words now implied.

Sex had always been exactly that, as far as he was concerned. A way of release. Of siphoning off tension, for whatever reason. He always made a point of ensuring the woman’s pleasure too, but for him it was always only ever about that need for physical release.

Rough as he had been, he had still made love to Callie last night. 

Touched her, pleasured her with an intimacy that required complete trust between two people.

He wanted that again.

At the same time as he feared it.

Intimacy with Callie was dangerous.

That sort of intimacy with anyone was dangerous, but most especially with Callie, when he already liked her so much.

As if sensing his doubts, Callie sat up to claim his lips with her own, a deep and satisfying kiss that left them both breathless when they finally pulled apart. “You can trust me, Lijah.”

Trust was even lower down Lijah’s list of emotions than intimacy. He had been let down too often in the past. By his father. His mother. His whole fucking family, who had stood by and done nothing to help a small bewildered and beaten boy.

As a man, he trusted Dair Grayson, Seth Armstrong, and all the other men and women working at Grayson Security. Maybe not with his fucked-up background, but in every other way. He had trusted Peter Morgan with that and more. Peter’s daughter was now asking him to trust her in the same way.

“Trust me, Lijah,” Callie repeated softly.

He gave a groan. How could he not trust her when he knew she had been willing to put her own life on the line, when he had taken longer than she had expected checking out her aunt and uncle’s house? Lijah had absolutely no doubt that Callie would have come into the house, gun blazing, if she had thought for one moment he was in danger.

But could he now put himself in her hands—literally? Allow someone else—Callie—physical domination over him?  

“Yes.” He breathed the air softly out of his lungs as the last of his resistance died.

Callie pressed her hand against his chest and twisted round slightly, and Lijah suddenly found himself the one lying flat on his back on the bed with Callie above him. Her knees were planted either side of his thighs as she lowered her breasts onto his chest and kissed him again. Long and languidly, as if she could continue those kisses all night.

Kissing was another intimacy Lijah had always thought was overrated. He just wanted the brief in-and-out sexual connection, the satisfaction of a mutual release, before moving on.

Kissing and being kissed by Callie was a delicious addiction that grew wild and out of control as their arousal heightened, sharpened to pure unadulterated intimacy. An intimacy so intense it couldn’t continue.

Lijah drew his breath in sharply as Callie broke the kiss, but only so she could slide down his body, tongue licking one of the tight buds on his chest. Awakening an arousal, a pleasure he hadn’t realized was possible until Callie put her lips, tongue, and teeth on him.

“Jesus, Callie!” he groaned, hips arching up as she sucked that bud into her mouth, teeth gently biting, before she lavished the same attention on its twin. She released his hands to move lower still.

She mirrored his own exploration of her body the night before, the moistness of her tongue dipping into his navel, soft and wet and then hardened to thrust in like a spear, and sending pleasure sparking to his balls before shooting the length of his cock.

Callie was making love to him.

Lijah tensed as she slid lower, kneeling between his thighs now, her gaze holding his as she took his cock in her hand before lowering her head and taking him into the wet enclosing heat of her mouth.

It felt as if his cock was wrapped in hot wet velvet as her tongue began to lave and stroke the length of him, her fingers tightening about and pumping the inches she couldn’t get into her mouth, even when she took him right to the back of her throat.

Lijah moaned softly, hips arching up as her hand cupped beneath his balls and she began to squeeze and stroke them in the same rhythm as her mouth claimed him, humming her satisfaction as she greedily licked and swallowed down the juices leaking from his cock.

Lijah felt his pleasure rising, spiking, and knew he was on the brink of spilling completely if he didn’t put a stop to this soon.

Soon.

Very soon.

Right now, it just felt so damned good to be in Callie’s mouth, having her heat and tongue claiming him, sucking him. He just wanted to stay here all night, wallowing in that pleasure and intimacy.

Callie was under no illusions that tonight meant any more to Lijah than any of his other sexual encounters. Maybe it was a little more intense, but that was only to be expected after all they’d gone through together.

For her, everything about Lijah, everything that had happened from the moment the two of them first met, had been drawing her to this moment in time. To this intimacy. This trust. This love?

They had an intense connection physically, but Callie wasn’t sure yet whether or not it could be called love. For either of them. Too much had happened in too short a space of time, too many emotions, for her to be sure of anything at the moment. Except this. The two of them together. Giving and receiving pleasure.

Lijah’s pre-cum tasted so delicious, salty and yet sweet and spicy at the same time, and more satisfying than the most expensive or finest champagne.

“I’m going to come if you don’t stop now,” he warned hoarsely.

She eased the intensity of her sucking, her hand gently cupping his sac as she slowly released him before sitting up.

Lijah lay sprawled on his back, completely exposed and vulnerable as the moon bathed him in silver light, his cock glistening with his own juices and her saliva as it bobbed up long and thick against his abdomen.

Callie touched that rigid length. “So hard and wet for me,” she murmured appreciatively, curling her fingers about him to once again place her legs either side of his thighs. Her other hand was resting on his chest when she rose up to take him inside her.

The top of his cock was broad and fat against her labia as she lowered down onto it, pushing those swollen lips apart, widening her, stretching her as she slowly lowered onto him fully, one pleasurable inch at a time.

She felt full of him, totally impaled as the top of his cock touched the entrance to her womb, the walls of her channel clenching tightly around the invasion as she rose up slowly, carefully, until only the head of his cock remained inside her, before slowly lowering again to take every inch of him back inside her.

His hands moved up to cup her breasts, her back arching into those hands as his fingers and thumbs held her nipples captive and he began to roll and squeeze them. Pulling on them, tugging on them harder still as Callie groaned with each tightening pull.

Exquisite pleasure.

Mind-blowing, total pleasure. A pleasure so intense, Callie could feel the rapid approach of her climax rolling over and through her. “Lijah!”

“Ride me, Callie,” he encouraged gruffly. “Ride me hard.” He thrust up long and forcefully inside her. “Harder!” he said fiercely.

They were both breathing hard, the smell of sex filling the air as Callie met and matched each of those faster, harder thrusts. Her climax was building, increasing, with each powerful claiming, her nipples hurting with pleasure pain now as Lijah pinched and rolled them between fingers and thumbs, milking them in long hard pulls that finally sent her careering over the edge into a long excruciating climax.

Lijah drew in a hissing breath as the walls of Callie’s channel tightened and then squeezed about his cock in fierce spasms as she began to climax. The force of that orgasm caused his balls to tighten as his own release shot up his cock, and he began to pump inside her in fierce hot jets.




“I’m on the pill,” Callie assured him as she lay on the dampness of his chest, Lijah still buried deep inside her. “Just in case you were worried.”

Lijah hadn’t been. He still wasn’t.

Which was totally irresponsible of him.

Irresponsible? It was fucking insane.

The last thing he wanted—that either of them wanted—was for Callie to become pregnant.

And yet he hadn’t given contraception a single thought, not when he first entered her nor when he continued to thrust up inside her and then poured all that hot cum into her.

Some of it was leaking out now past his slowly softening cock, sticky and viscous against Callie’s thighs. But even more of it remained inside her. He should disengage and ease her off him before going to the bathroom to collect a damp cloth and clean them both up.

He should. He was just too satiated and comfortable to want to move just yet.

He tensed as the cell phone on the bedside table buzzed twice and then rang off again.

Which was either Rory’s or Jonas’s way of telling him feeling satiated and comfortable wasn’t in his immediate future.

“What on earth…?” Callie raised her head to look up at him uncertainly. “It’s two o’clock in the morning!”

Yes, it was, and those two buzzes were an amber warning for the men who worked at Grayson Security that something was wrong.

He tensed again as the cell tone buzzed twice more and then rang off again.

Red warning.

Lijah reached out and pressed redial, knowing that the phone on the other end would vibrate—twice—rather than buzz or ring. Letting the other men know he had received the message but at the same time not alerting the enemy to the fact they were on to them.

The enemy in this case being Richard Stockton?

They definitely hadn’t been followed when they left the White House earlier, but that didn’t mean the other man hadn’t managed to learn of their whereabouts since then. Lijah had been outed tonight as being the Marquess of Stanford. How hard would it be to learn that the marquess was staying at Lucien Wynter’s house?

Those two phone calls were certainly an alert that security had been breached. In the circumstances, it was too much of a coincidence for it not to have something to do with the other man.

“Lijah…?” Callie half protested as he lifted her off him none too gently before rolling to the edge of the bed and getting quickly to his feet. “Lijah, what did those two phone calls mean?” She came more fully awake as he hastily pulled on a T-shirt, jeans, and shoes before crossing the room to look out the window through narrowed lids.

His expression was one of grim intensity as he stared out into the garden. “Don’t turn on any lights, stay away from the window, and lock the bedroom door behind me when I leave. Don’t open it again for anyone but me.”

Her eyes widened in alarm. “He’s here, isn’t he?”

“Maybe,” Lijah allowed as he turned back into the bedroom. “Something certainly has Rory and Jonas spooked,” he added abruptly.

Callie began to shake. “Do you think Richard Stockton had someone follow us earlier?”

He shook his head. “Duncan would have noticed. I would have noticed.” He crossed the room to reach down and grasp her chin, forcing her to look up into his face. “Remember what I said, Callie.” His jaw clenched. “You do as you’re fucking well told this time and stay put!”

She winced at his intensity. “But—”

“I don’t care if World War III breaks out down there, you will stay exactly where you are! Do you understand?” His fingers tightened painfully on her chin in emphasis.

“What if—” Tears welled up in Callie’s eyes as she gave a shake of her head. “What if you don’t come back?”

Lijah gave a hard and humorless smile. “Then one of the others will come get you. I need your word on this, Callie,” he insisted harshly as his phone gave two more buzzes.

“I’ll stay put.” She nodded as she moved up onto her knees. “I just— Take care, Lijah.” She looked up at him in appeal. “Please take care.”

His answer was to give her a brief hard kiss on the lips before he picked up the .44 Magnum from his bedside table and strode across the bedroom, closing the door softly behind him as he stepped out into the hallway.

Callie collected up her nightshirt and quickly pulled it back on before huddling back on the bed, her knees drawn up to her chin in her misery. This was all her fault. If she hadn’t looked directly at Richard Stockton earlier, then maybe—just maybe—he wouldn’t have recognized her.

“Lock the fucking door, Callie!” Lijah instructed harshly from the other side of the door.

She scrambled up onto her feet to hurry across the room on shaky legs before turning the key in the lock with fingers that trembled.

“Disobey me again and I’m going to enjoy warming your backside with my hand when I get back—and not in any way you would enjoy!” Lijah promised impatiently.

Callie leaned her forehead against the locked door as she heard his soft tread moving stealthily down the hallway away from the bedroom.

“Stay in the bedroom and keep away from the window,” Lijah had told her. How could he expect her do that when he and the other men from Grayson Security were down there in the grounds right now, facing—

What were they facing?

Lijah said they hadn’t been followed from the White House, but was it possible Richard Stockton had tracked them down to Lucien Wynter’s house during the hours since? Was he out there even now, accompanied by those same men who had been with him at the gallery six months ago? The same men who had held her father prisoner after he had been shot by their employer?

Richard Stockton lived a very public life—when he wasn’t robbing and killing people—which meant that he couldn’t just go disappearing off into the night without someone noticing. His wife, at the very least. So perhaps it was just his men who were outside?

Lijah and four men against however many of Richard Stockton’s men. Men who had already shown they weren’t afraid to shoot to kill.

Callie very much doubted that Lijah had that .44 Magnum just for show either. Any more than the other men who worked for Grayson Security all carried guns they didn’t intend using.

She had grown up around guns, had also been taught by her father to have a healthy respect for them. Guns were to be used as a defensive weapon, not an offensive one.

Maybe in the military that was true, but she very much doubted Richard Stockton’s men lived by the same rules.

If Lijah didn’t come back—

Callie froze as she heard the sound of several guns firing outside. Three shots, followed by a return volley of gunfire too rapid for her to be able to count them.

She forgot all about Lijah’s warning as she rushed over to the window and looked out, desperately searching the darkness of the garden and trees for any sign of Lijah or his men.

To her frustration, clouds had now moved in front of the moon, blocking out even that light and making it difficult for her to see anything other than shadows, some of them bushes and trees, some of them men moving stealthily through the darkness.

Lijah and his men or Richard Stockton’s?

Callie had no way of knowing from the confusion outside, and her knees gave way beneath her as she heard another volley of gunfire. She sank slowly onto the carpet beneath the window, placing her hands over her ears in an attempt to block out the noise of the gunfire.

Nothing would ever block out the pain if Lijah was injured. Or worse.

She had known him for what? Forty-eight hours? Just two days. And yet in that short time, he had become an integral part of her life. A necessary part.

Because she knew his sense of honor, his affection for and loyalty to her father, meant he would protect her to his last breath?

Or something else?

Tears burned down Callie’s cheeks as she lowered her hand to between her parted thighs, fingers instantly feeling the sticky evidence of where Lijah had come inside her just a short time ago.

Tangible evidence that Lijah lived.

Or that he had lived…


Chapter 15

Callie had no idea how long she sat there in the darkness, cloaked in that misery of heavy uncertainty as to whether Lijah was alive or dead. It could have been minutes or hours. Time seemed to be standing still.

And then the gunfire finally ceased, and she waited for Lijah to return.

And waited.

And waited.

Oh God, he wasn’t coming back. None of Dair Grayson’s men were coming back. They were all dead. All—

Callie forced down the hysteria and rose slowly back to her feet, knowing if that had truly happened, then Richard Stockton’s men might be entering the house even now. Searching for her downstairs.

Before coming up the stairs when they failed to find her down there?

She should have asked Lijah for his spare gun. Should have. Hadn’t.

Which meant she had nothing to fight back with.

Callie stared across at that closed and locked door, knowing the lock would offer very little resistance if anyone was determined to get to her. And if they were willing to shoot their way in here, then they, and Richard Stockton, obviously wanted her very badly. To kill? Or would they take her prisoner, like they had her father, before disposing of her later?

Did it really matter when Michael was dead, her father was dead, and Lijah and Dair Grayson’s men might now also be dead?

Yes, it mattered, damn it!

It mattered because if they were dead, they had all died trying to protect her, and for her not to fight back now would be disrespectful to all of them and the sacrifice they had made to keep her alive.

She straightened her shoulders determinedly before looking about the bedroom for something she could use to fight back with. This was Lijah’s bedroom, and he had brought all the bags up earlier from the car. Maybe he had another gun in his bag she could use—

Ah-ha. There, on the dressing table. Another small-caliber pistol like the one he carried in his boot. It wouldn’t do too much damage from a distance, but close to…!

Callie checked that the pistol was loaded before holding it in her right hand, familiarizing herself with the feel and weight of it ready for firing.

If those men wanted her, they could come and get her, but she wasn’t about to go quietly.

“Callie?” A soft knock on the door accompanied the calling of her name.

Callie stood unmoving, the pistol in her hand aimed at the closed door, the softness of that voice making it difficult for her to tell whether it was Lijah’s voice or someone else’s. Someone possibly trying to trick her into believing it was him so that she unlocked the door and saved them the trouble of kicking it in.

“Callie, open this fucking door!” A clenched fist now pounded on the closed door.

Her breath left her in a shaky sigh of relief as she lowered the gun to rest against her thigh at the realization it was definitely an impatient Lijah on the other side of that door.

“You really don’t want to put me to the trouble of breaking this down—” Lijah broke off his threat as he heard the key turning in the lock before the door swung open. “Oomph!” He staggered backward and hit the wall behind him as a white-faced Callie launched herself at him. “Jesus, you weigh a lot more than you look!” he complained, his arms going around her and his hands cupped her bare ass when she wrapped her legs about his waist.

“I thought you were dead!” Callie gasped, clinging to him and showering his face with kisses. “You were gone so long, I thought you were all dead!” She moved back to give him a watery smile.

He grimaced. “One of Wynter’s neighbors reported hearing gunfire, I’ve spent the last ten minutes convincing the MPD—Metropolitan Police Department for the District of Columbia,” he enlarged dryly, “what the neighbors heard was just a couple of drunken buddies shooting at tin cans. They weren’t happy, but this is Lucien Wynter’s estate, and we’re obviously all guests of his, so they let it go with a warning to keep the noise down.”

“Was it Richard Stockton’s men?”

“There were six of them, and they piled into an SUV and drove away the moment we all saw the police lights flashing as their car came up the hill,” Lijah continued briskly as he saw Callie wasn’t about to be fobbed off with his attempt at levity. “But yes, I’d say it was a pretty good guess that Stockton sent them.”

“Are the others okay?”

“All good.” Lijah nodded. “I think a couple of Stockton’s men might be seriously injured, but I doubt they’re going to report it to the police any time soon.”

“I’m just so glad you’re all alive!” Callie’s arms tightened about his neck.

“That makes two of us,” Lijah drawled, walking into the bedroom still holding her in his arms, kicking the door shut behind him. He flicked on the switch that turned on the two muted wall lights behind the bed. “Callie, is that a loaded pistol you’re waving about behind my head?” His eyes narrowed.

“This?” She held the gun up in front of his face.

“Jesus Christ, Callie!” He wrested the pistol out of her hand before placing it out of harm’s way on the bed. “Are you trying to finish what Stockton’s men started?”

“I was going to use it to defend— What do you mean?” she prompted sharply. “Are you injured? Have you been shot?” she gasped.

“It’s just a flesh wound—”

“Where?” She pulled back completely at the same time as she lowered her feet to the floor and struggled to be released from his arms. “Where were you shot?” She looked him over critically.

“If I tell you it’s on my ass, will you offer to kiss it better?” Lijah gave her a challenging grin.

Her eyes narrowed. “You really don’t want to play with me right now. I’m a woman on the edge, and there’s a loaded pistol in the room,” she reminded him.

His grin turned to a chuckle and then a full-blown laugh. Callie stood maybe five inches over five feet tall, and for all his teasing a minute ago, she probably only weighed half as much as he did. He doubted that she and the loaded pistol combined could do him too much damage.

Although that warning glint in her eyes told him he would be wise not to take the risk…

“Something amusing you, Mr. Smith?” she challenged.

Any more wise than explaining the reason for his humor. “A bullet grazed the back of my hand, that’s all. It’s fine, Callie.” He gave a wince as she instantly made a grab for his bandaged hand. “Jonas cleaned it up and put on the bandage once we’d gotten rid of the police.” Lijah had kept his bleeding hand in his jeans pocket during their conversation, adding to his discomfort. But he didn’t need to tell Callie that when she was already upset and, as she so succinctly put it, “on the edge.”

Callie stared down at that bandage. Physical evidence that Lijah and his men had been involved in a gunfight this evening. It was one thing to hear gunfire, something else completely to see the physical evidence of it.

“I know of a good way to take off some of that edge,” Lijah murmured as he moved purposefully toward her.

Callie stood her ground as she eyed him challengingly. “What did you have in mind?”

“Take your nightshirt off and get on the bed, and I’ll show you.” He continued to stalk toward her, a heated recklessness in the darkness of his eyes.

Callie knew that look, knew the air of recklessness was caused by the gun battle. She felt that same heat after the last half hour of waiting to see if Lijah lived. It had been more frightening than anything she had ever suffered through before.

More so than Michael being shot and killed?

More than the worry over her father and then finding him only to lose him again, forever?

Yes!

She had cared for Michael and loved her father dearly, but if Lijah died— She couldn’t even bear the thought of it. He was too vital, too immediate, too Lijah for her to survive losing him to death too.

Even so, she couldn’t resist challenging him a little. “The bed where the gun is?”

He gave a slow, confident smile. “I’ll wrestle you for it.”

“I wouldn’t want to take advantage of an injured man,” she came back mockingly.

“Get on the bed naked, and I’ll show you just how injured I am,” he drawled softly.

He was standing so close, Callie could smell him: sweat, hot male, with an underlying odor of sex. Which, she realized belatedly, was probably coming from her, considering she hadn’t had a chance to wash or shower since they last made love together. She had been too busy worrying about whether or not Lijah would come back at all, let alone want to have sex again.

And she didn’t care to do anything about it now either, wanted Lijah as much as he wanted her. It didn’t matter why. An adrenaline high. An affirmation of life. Didn’t matter. She wanted this, wanted Lijah.

She held his gaze as her hands moved to the bottom of her nightshirt before lifting it up and over her head and throwing it on the floor, completely un-self-conscious in her nakedness.

A nerve pulsed in his tightly clenched jaw. “Now get on the bed.”

“You know”—she crawled onto the bottom of the bed on her hands and knees—“this macho thing of ordering me around may appeal to a lot of women but—”

“Stay just like that!” he instructed harshly.

Callie stilled before turning her head to look at him over her shoulder, her breath catching in her throat as she saw Lijah had already thrown off his T-shirt and that he was now unfastening his jeans. Under which she already knew he was commando.

“Don’t move,” he bit out tightly as he pushed his jeans down his muscled thighs, revealing that he was already fiercely aroused, pre-cum glistening moistly on his purple and engorged glans.

He looked almost pagan in the golden glow of the wall lights. His face all sharp angles, hair dark and disheveled to his shoulders, muscles taut and bulging beneath his golden skin, his cock—Oh Lord, his cock really was perfection. A work of art.

And Callie wanted it.

Wanted him.

Yes, she felt vulnerable and exposed in this position, but it wasn’t anything Lijah hadn’t seen or touched before, kissed before. And was about to touch and kiss again, she hoped.

“I’m waiting.” She wiggled her backside at him enticingly.

His eyes glittered darkly as he moved to kneel on the bed behind her. “I’m going to lick you all over now, and you’re going to love it.”

Callie felt the heat wash over and suffuse her whole body before centering and moistening between her thighs. “I haven’t washed—”

“Good.” His breath was warm against her lower back. “I want to taste myself on you and in you.”

“Oh God…” Callie trembled as she felt the slow moist rasp of his tongue from her lower back all the way down and forward to where her clit throbbed and ached.

“Lean on your elbows, put your head down, and push your ass in the air,” Lijah encouraged gruffly as he took a firm hold of her hips. “Good girl. Now close your eyes and just feel.”

The pleasure of that moist tongue licking and entering her was even more intense with no outside visual stimulus to distract her. Hot and wet and— “Oh God…” she groaned weakly as that moist tongue continued its intimate assault from the base of her spine to her clit, only pausing to lave and enter, until she was so sensitive, the lightest rasp was enough to cause her to shudder and tremble. “Lijah, please!”

“Not yet, little Callie.” His wet tongue now circled and moistened virgin territory before gently probing, questioning, and receiving no protest, entered. At the same time, his hands moved from her hips to pinch and squeeze the heavy plumpness of her nipples as they angled down toward the bed.

Callie’s orgasm released with the force of a volcano erupting, and it was just as hot and fierce.

Lijah pushed his tongue in even farther as he twisted her nipples. That pleasure pain prolonged her orgasm, and she pushed back against that thrusting tongue, her juices gushing freely between the plump lips of her desperately grasping channel.

“Stay just like that.” He moved onto his knees behind her. “Part your legs a little more. That’s it,” he approved, reaching out and parting the glistening red and plump lips of her labia.

“I need you inside me now, Lijah. Please!” she begged.

“Here?” He took his cock in his hand and positioned it at the entrance to her channel. “Or here?” He moved back and higher, rubbing his cock against her so that his pre-cum moistened and prepared her.

“I don’t care where!” Callie cried desperately. “Just fill me up, Lijah. Fill me now!”

He chuckled wryly at her urgency. “I think we’ll save here for next time.” His cock rubbed tenderly over her before parting her labia and entering her in one fierce thrust.

“Yes!” Callie hissed as she pushed back against him, taking him deeper still. “Oh God, yes.”

Lijah grasped her hips, holding her in place to pull back and almost out before thrusting back inside her, ramping up his own pleasure as he began to pound into her harder and deeper.

“Stroke and rub your clit for me, Callie,” he bit out between clenched teeth. “Let me feel your pleasure as you come with me inside you.”

Callie’s hand moved tentatively to her swollen clit, uncertain, unsure—

“Do it, Callie.” Lijah pressed his thumb into that second entrance, stretching in pleasure pain, at the same time as she began to stroke her clit, instantly sending her into a second, even fiercer, climax. “Again!” His thumb thrust in the same rhythm as his cock began to piston inside her.

Fast and hard, taking her from one orgasm to the next, until she was sobbing from the pleasure overload. “No more, Lijah. I can’t—”

“I’m going to come now, Callie, and you’re going to come with me,” he promised fiercely, removing his thumb to thrust two fingers inside her, the sight of her stretched fully open, completely claimed, enough to send him completely over the edge.

His balls tightened, and the cum pumped fast and burning hot down the length of his cock at the same time as he felt Callie’s orgasm spasm and contract the sheath enclosing him, prolonging his ejaculation, continuing to thrust inside her even after he was completely drained, never wanting the pleasure to end.




“I thought we were in the shower to get clean, not to get dirty again?” Callie looked down at Lijah almost shyly. The two of them had soaped each other all over beneath the powerful jets of the shower, and he now knelt in front of her in the huge glass cubicle, his face buried between her thighs as he licked and laved her clit.

His eyes glowed wickedly as he glanced up at her. “But I like getting dirty with you much more than I like getting clean with you.”

“I do too.” Embarrassed heat blossomed in her cheeks. “You seem to be having a very bad effect on me.”

He paused in his ministrations long enough to give her a confident grin. “Complaints, Miss Morgan?” 

How could she possibly complain when Lijah had given her pleasure and taken her to places she had never known before or even dreamed of going? Having a completely naked Lijah kneeling in front of her, tonguing her, in the bright light of the bathroom was—

“Sore?” he murmured as she drew her breath in sharply when he eased two fingers into her.

“A little,” Callie acknowledged. “I-It’s been a long time for me.”

“Want me to stop?” Lijah found that sensitive bunch of nerve endings inside her and stroked slowly and gently.

“God, no!” she groaned throatily, hands clinging to his wet shoulders as that now-familiar heat began to blossom and then bloom inside her.

Lijah focused all his attention on lightly tonguing her pulsing nubbin until he felt her walls contracting and tightening about his stroking fingers and she rode out the fullness of another orgasm.

He knew he should stop, that the last twenty-four hours had been traumatic ones for Callie, emotionally because of losing her father and then coming face-to-face with Richard Stockton again, physically because of the intensity of their lovemaking. But giving Callie pleasure was fast becoming an addiction for him.

She was becoming an addiction for him.

Her taste.

He had tasted her cream only seconds ago, and yet he licked and drank greedily again now as her juices flowed over his fingers.

Her silky skin.

He couldn’t seem to stop touching her, wanted to know every inch of her. Everywhere and anywhere.

It was as if he wanted to brand her, put his mark on her, and pleasure her so thoroughly she never wanted another man to touch her.

Which was ridiculous.

As soon as this assignment was over, he was going to find the last kidnapper and ensure that a six-year-old-boy could stop being afraid someone would come and take him away from his parents again.

Callie would return to England and—

And what?

Her father was gone, her boyfriend was gone, and her career as an art restorer had barely begun.

So what was she returning to?

Not your problem, Lijah, he told himself sternly as he rested his head against the dampness of Callie’s thigh. First rule of an assignment: never become personally involved with the victim or their family.

Like he hadn’t become involved with little Alejandro?

Well, yes, of course he had become involved, but Alejandro was a six-year-old-boy, for Christ’s sake, whereas Callie—

He couldn’t do this now. Couldn’t allow himself to be distracted. Lives were at risk. Not just Callie’s but the team of men who were depending on him to lead them with his usual expertise and cool practicality.

“Time for bed.” He rose to his feet to lift Callie up in his arms before stepping out of the shower, grabbing a towel, and handing it to her on the way out of the bathroom.

He had a job to do, and once the job was over, then whatever this was with Callie would be over too.

Whatever it was.


Chapter 16

“Suggestions, gentlemen?”

Callie had been grudgingly allowed to sit in on the meeting Lijah was presiding over with three of the four men from Grayson Security—Rory was still outside patrolling the grounds—but only after she had pointed out that she was the one Richard Stockton’s men had come for last night, so she needed to know what was going to happen next.

She had slept in Lijah’s bed with him for the rest of last night, but she hadn’t been surprised to find him gone again when she woke up this morning.

He had seemed distant after their shower together, the teasing and passion gone, as if he regretted their physical closeness. If Callie hadn’t still been so shaken by the events of the night, she would have returned to her own bedroom. But she had needed Lijah’s physical proximity last night, even if emotionally he had cut himself off from her.

So she had stayed with Lijah in his bed, but it had seemed as if there was a brick wall between them. Of Lijah’s making. She would have welcomed snuggling up and falling asleep in his arms. Instead, he had turned on his side facing away from her and fallen asleep instantly, something she knew he had learned to do in the army. Her father had been able to do the same thing. “Sleep when you can” had been another one of his mottos, and one he had obviously trained his men to follow too.

In contrast, Callie had lain awake for a long time in the darkness, trying to assimilate and accept the changes that had happened in her life in just three days.

She had lost so much these past six months.

In exchange, she had found Lijah.

Except Lijah didn’t want to be found. He certainly didn’t want to be in a relationship with any woman.

Toughen up, Callie, she now told herself sternly. She had never been into self-pity parties, had spent the last six months in a state of inertia. It was time to kick ass. Richard Stockton’s arrogant ass.

She forced herself to concentrate on the conversation between the four men. Or rather, argument, because Lijah was arguing fiercely against a suggestion from one of the other men. From the direction Lijah was glaring, it had to have been Jonas, the one who had the look of a Native American—in the British army?—with his long flowing black hair and bronzed skin, the latter emphasizing the sky-blue of his eyes.

“Surely, in the circumstances, that’s Callie’s call, not ours?” Jonas replied softly to Lijah’s last comment.

“I’m in charge of this team and—”

“And I’m the one Richard Stockton wants to silence, because without my testimony, there’s no one to speak against him. Whatever you know is only hearsay,” Callie pointed out. “So whatever this plan is, I think I should hear it, don’t you?”

He turned that glare on her. “There is no fucking plan without my say-so, and I’m saying no to this one.”

She looked at him for several seconds before turning to Jonas. “Your plan is…?”

“Lijah’s right, it’s more of a suggestion than a plan.” Jonas shrugged broad shoulders. “Stockton is going to keep sending his men until he gets to you. I’m suggesting we circumvent that by arranging for the two of you to meet to discuss the situation.”

Lijah stood so suddenly, his chair scraped noisily across the marble-tiled kitchen floor and hit the kitchen unit behind. “Over my dead fucking body is Callie going anywhere near that murdering bastard!”

Callie wasn’t too enamored of the idea herself. She had absolutely no wish to look into those killer-cold eyes ever again.

But Jonas was right. Richard Stockton wasn’t going to stop now until he had silenced her forever. And he didn’t care how many of Lijah’s men, including Lijah, he had to eliminate to achieve his goal.

These men had been outnumbered the night before, and it was pure skill and experience on their part that had prevented any of them from being killed or seriously injured. They might not be so lucky to get away with a graze on Lijah’s hand the next time they came under attack.

“The meeting would take place out in the open, where we can ensure that you’re protected,” Jonas continued doggedly. “We’d have you fitted with a wire so we could listen in and record the conversation, and hopefully get some sort of admission of guilt from Stockton. In my experience, men like him enjoy boasting about what they’ve done. It couldn’t be used in a court of law, of course, but playing it for Daddy Stockton might be enough to put a stop to Junior’s nocturnal…activities, and at the same time ensure he retires permanently from public life.”

“I said no, damn it!” Lijah snapped forcefully.

Callie’s hands were curled into fists, but she didn’t notice her nails digging painfully into her flesh. She could only think of being so near Richard Stockton she would be close enough to shoot him.

She’d never had violent tendencies in her life, would swerve her car to avoid hitting an animal or bird on the road, and she always collected spiders in the house in a tissue and put them outside rather than kill them. The same went for mice and other rodents. No matter how unpleasant she found them, she could never harm one of them.

But Richard Stockton?

Oh yes, after last night Callie now believed she was capable of shooting him. And setting up a meeting with him might give her the opportunity to do exactly that.

She straightened in her chair. “How would we go about contacting him to set up the meeting?” She gave a grimace. “It isn’t as if he’s in the local telephone directory. Even if he was, I very much doubt we would ever get through to the man himself. What?” she prompted sharply as all the men now seemed to be avoiding meeting her gaze. “Lijah?”

He breathed out noisily, expressing his frustration with this conversation. “We managed to capture one of Stockton’s men during the shooting last night. It was another reason I was delayed coming back to the house—”

“What?” Now it was Callie’s turn to stand up. “Why haven’t you told me that before now?” she questioned accusingly as the two of them faced off like adversaries.

His jaw was locked tight. “As I recall, you had a gun last night, and the mood you were in, you would probably have gone downstairs and just shot him!”

She felt the heat in her cheeks at the accuracy of that accusation. Last night, she had been out of her mind with worry about Lijah and his men—mainly Lijah, she acknowledged, shame-faced—as well as fearing for her own life. Yes, knowing they had taken one of Richard Stockton’s men prisoner, she might have shot first and felt regret later.

“Besides which, this mission is on a need-to-know basis, and you didn’t need to know that,” Lijah added coolly.

Callie stared at him incredulously. Mission? Was that all she still was to Lijah, a mission?

And how could he not tell her something as important as having captured one of Richard Stockton’s men?

More to the point, had Lijah made love to her last night in order to keep her distracted, and avoid having her ask questions?

The cold and challenging glitter in those dark blue eyes said he had.

The pain of that realization ripped through Callie’s chest like the piercing of a knife. Their closeness, the intensity of their pleasure. Oh, she had no doubt he had enjoyed it. It was difficult for a man to fake physical arousal, after all. But it had all just been a means to an end to Lijah. And she had been fool enough to fall for it. 

Callie narrowed her own eyes on him as a warning of her own increasing anger. “What did he tell you? Has he admitted that Stockton is his employer? Did he have anything to do with my father’s death?” she demanded. “And don’t tell me you haven’t questioned him, because I won’t believe you.”

“Yes, I’ve questioned him,” Lijah acknowledged tersely. Several of them had questioned the man they were now holding prisoner in the pool house on the Wynter estate. Either the man feared Stockton more than he did them, or he didn’t know anything, because he wasn’t talking, no matter what the inducement. “He refuses to tell us anything, least of all who he works for.”

“But you could release him and send him back to his employer with a message that I want to meet, am I right?”

Of course she was right. Lijah just had no intention of allowing that to happen.

She turned to Jonas. “I’ll do it.”

“No, you fucking well won’t.”

Her gaze was as distant as her expression as she glanced at Lijah after his outburst. “I appreciate your concern, but I believe I’m old enough to make up my own mind as to what I will and won’t do. And I’m doing this.”

“If you wouldn’t mind leaving us, gentlemen…” Lijah’s gaze didn’t waver from hers as he waited for the other men to leave the kitchen before leaning forward across the table with his clenched fists, his face now just inches away from Callie’s. “You ‘appreciate my concern,’” he repeated, dangerously soft.

Callie moistened her lips before swallowing, the only sign she was at all intimidated by his proximity. “I just said so, yes. And this is a good plan—”

“It’s a fucking awful plan,” he dismissed impatiently. “This is real, Callie. Fuck, it doesn’t get any more real than this,” he added disgustedly. “And if we’re going to have men out there when the two of you meet, then so is Stockton, and you can depend on it they will have orders to shoot to kill.”

“Then we’ll just have to ensure that we get a confession out of him before that happens—”

“We will get a confession out of him in our own way. You aren’t going anywhere near the bastard!”

Her chin rose stubbornly. “I could always talk to Dair Grayson. I’m sure once I’ve explained the situation to him, he would see the benefit of Jonas’s plan.”

“How many times do I have to say it? There is no fucking plan!” If Lijah had ever been this angry in his life before now, then he didn’t remember it. Not even when it came to his father, and his shitty childhood. “And attempt to go over my head on this, Callie, and you’ll find yourself on a private jet out of here, tied as well as gagged, before you can take your next breath,” he warned softly.

She sighed. “I don’t want to go to Dair, Lijah. But I will if I have to. Try to understand.” She looked up at him in appeal as he gave an angry snort. “I can’t allow Richard Stockton to hurt or—or kill any more of the people I care about.”

Of course Lijah understood that. Just as he knew the reasons for Callie’s determination to meet with Stockton. Revenge. He also knew revenge clouded judgment, and rendered the person feeling it vulnerable to emotions that could get them killed.

Besides which, the thought of Callie coming face-to-face with a cold-blooded murderer like Richard Stockton made his blood turn to ice in his veins.

“You ‘appreciate my concern’?” he repeated softly.

Her gaze avoided meeting his. “Yes.”

“What the fuck does that even mean, Callie?” He began to pace the kitchen restlessly.

She looked down at the floor. “It means I understand what last night was about. That for you it was a release for your adrenaline high, but that it was also a way of distracting me from asking too many questions.”

Callie was giving him the perfect explanation and dismissal for what happened between them last night. Handing it to him on a silver platter, in fact. The same way she had after the first time they had made love. 

Instead of relief, Lijah felt angry this time that she could even think he had made love to her as a distraction. “What did it mean to you?” he challenged.

She gave a shrug. “The same.”

Nope, Lijah knew with absolute certainty he had never been this angry before.

At the same time as Callie had never looked more beautiful to him. Her cheeks were flushed in her defiance, her lips slightly swollen from the passionate kisses the two of them had shared the night before, and her eyes sparkled with that determination that was totally pissing him off.

“Good to know,” he bit out shortly. “Now perhaps we can get back to what’s really important?”

The knife twisted painfully in Callie’s chest. But what had she expected, that Lijah was going to fall on his knees professing undying love for her?

Stupid.

Almost as stupid as her having woken this morning to the realization she had fallen in love with him.

Lijah Smith was nothing at all like the man she had once imagined herself falling in love with.

Having been surrounded by hardened fighting men all her life, Callie had always been drawn to suave and urbane men, uncomplicated men it was easy to be with. Men like Michael.

Despite his title and background, Lijah was a renegade disguised as a cowboy, a hard and embittered man, a fighter to his hard core, and no time spent in his company could ever be described as being easy.

“I had a call from Bill early this morning. He and the ambassador have arranged things with the MPD, and your father’s body is being flown back to England later today. I think you should fly back with him,” Lijah told her softly, and instantly had cause to regret his bluntness as the color drained from Callie’s cheeks. “Callie—”

“Don’t.” She put up a hand to ward him off as Lijah would have stepped forward to take her in his arms, visibly fighting against her sudden vulnerability. “I’m staying here,” she finally told him flatly. “You are going to release Stockton’s man and send him back to his employer with a message from me. You know this is the right thing, the only thing to do, Lijah,” she insisted as he would have protested again. “The killing has to stop.”

“And if it only stops when you die?”

Her chin rose. “Then that’s a risk I’m willing to take.”

It wasn’t one Lijah was willing to take. Not when it was Callie’s life they were talking about. “Peter would want me to protect you. At all costs.”

“That wasn’t fair.” Tears swam in those beautiful blue eyes. “The ‘cost’ has already been Michael’s and my father’s lives. No one else is going to die because of me. No one,” she added vehemently.

He was going to lose this one, Lijah realized as his fists clenched in frustration.

Because he knew Callie was right.

Jonas was right.

She was the key to getting to Stockton.

And if it had been anyone but Callie going out there, then Lijah knew he would already have approved the plan.

He also knew if they persisted in questioning Stockton’s man, then the other man would eventually break. But how many more people would have died in the interim?

The killing, as Callie said, had to stop.

He would just have to ensure she didn’t become Stockton’s last victim. Because Lijah would kill the other man, without hesitation, if he harmed a single hair on Callie’s head.




“I know you aren’t happy about this.” Callie gave Lijah a grimace as he concentrated on adjusting the thin Kevlar vest she was wearing under her T-shirt and jacket.

They had released the man captured the night before. Then they had sat and waited for several tense hours to see if there would be any response. He had eventually returned late that afternoon with a message of an agreement to meet with Callie at a downtown shopping mall.

Lijah had been out for several hours himself this morning, offering no explanation when he came back. Not to Callie, at least. But then, he hadn’t spoken more than two words to Callie since their disagreement this morning.

He had instantly vetoed the idea of the meeting taking place in a shopping mall, however, as being too enclosed and having too many other people in the vicinity who could be injured if shots were fired. He had instead advised the man to call his employer right then and there, and suggest the meeting take place outside the fenced perimeter of the White House instead.

They had all known Richard Stockton would never agree to that, but it gave Lijah the opportunity to suggest the meeting place he really wanted. Which was the bottom of the steps leading up to the Lincoln Memorial at the west end of the National Mall, in one hour. The shortness of time was so that the other man had no more opportunity than they did to get his shooters in place.

Lijah and the other men from Grayson Security had already discussed possible meeting points, and the Lincoln Memorial had been the most agreed upon. Plenty of places for them to hide and protect Callie, but still open and busy enough that Richard Stockton might be reluctant to expose himself to being implicated if any shooting took place. Lijah had instructed his men that if so much as a single shot was fired, then Stockton was the first one they took down.

Lijah looked at Callie now with steely eyes. “What makes you think that?”

She gave a rueful smile. “Possibly the way you’ve been avoiding me all day?”

“Nothing to say.” He stepped back, obviously satisfied with his adjustments to the protective vest. “You do realize that if he or one of his men makes a head shot, this vest is going to be no use whatsoever?”

“Stop trying to frighten me!”

“Is it working?”

“Lijah, please don’t be like this…” Callie looked up at him appealingly.

The ice remained in his gaze, his mouth unsmiling. “What do you want me to say? Tell you I approve of what you’re doing? I don’t.” He hooked his thumbs into the pockets of his faded jeans. “Offer you placating words of reassurance I also don’t feel? Fuck that!” His eyes now burned with the anger he had been suppressing all day. “You’re the one insisting on offering yourself up as a sacrificial lamb, and I’m damned if I’ll say or do anything to make you feel good about it.”

Callie could feel the rippling vibrations of his anger in the air around them. An anger so strong, it was barely leashed from spilling over into violence. “There’s no other way—”

“There’s always another way.” He snorted disgustedly. “Hell, now that the arrogant bastard has shown his hand and as good as admitted his involvement, I could hang out on a rooftop down the street from his house for a couple of days and just take him out when he walks from his house to his car. Finished. Over. It would also save the American taxpayers a hell of a lot of time and money.”

Her eyes widened. “You would assassinate him?”

“For what he’s done? Hell, yes, I’d gladly shoot and kill the bastard.”

Callie repressed a shiver at the chilling flatness of Lijah’s tone. The emotionless voice of a man talking of killing another. A reminder that it had been her own father who trained Lijah and all the other men who worked at Grayson Security.

She wasn’t going into this unarmed herself, had concealed Lijah’s small pistol inside one of her own boots.

With the intention of using it?

Earlier today, she had been convinced she could shoot Richard Stockton given the opportunity. But could she really fire the pistol into a human body? She hated Richard Stockton with every fiber of her being for all that he had taken from her, but would she really be able to kill him if the chance arose?

She was going to find out in just under an hour.

“At least let’s part as friends, Lijah?” She placed a hand against the tenseness of his jaw.

“We aren’t friends, Callie.” He stepped away from that touch. “We can never be friends.”

Callie winced from the pain of hearing him say that. From knowing she really had been just another mission to him. A mission “with benefits,” maybe, but still a mission.

She turned away. “I’m sorry to hear you say that, because I consider you my friend, and— Oomph.” Her breath left her lungs in a whoosh as Lijah grasped her arm and turned her, and she suddenly found herself crushed in his arms and his lips claiming hers.

Claiming her.

Or maybe that was just wishful thinking on her part?

Whatever it was, Callie would gladly take it after feeling estranged from him all day.

Her arms moved up over his shoulders, fingers entwining in the dark thickness of his hair as she kissed him back with all the emotion that had been building inside her for the past ten hours since she woke in his bed and once again found him gone.

Lijah had promised himself he wouldn’t do this. Had made himself promise that he wouldn’t do this. But when it came right down to it? He might be inwardly furious with Callie, but he couldn’t let her go out there without holding her in his arms once more, kissing her once more.

He finally managed to end the kiss, arms still about her as he rested his forehead against hers. “That’s why we can never be friends.”

“I could be your friend with benefits?” she prompted with a lightness that was totally belied by the dark anxiety in her eyes.

“No,” Lijah said flatly.

She drew in a deep breath. “Okay.”

He nodded briskly. “We’re going to fit you with an earpiece as well as the wire you have strapped to your back so we can also talk to you, okay? I’ll be watching you all the time through the scope of my rifle, and at the first sign of trouble, I want you to give me an agreed-upon signal and I’m taking Stockton out. This is the way it has to be, Callie,” he added firmly as she gave a shudder of revulsion. “Do you understand?”

She gave a silent nod. “What sort of sign?”

“Something that doesn’t look too obvious. Scratching the side of your nose, or pulling on the lobe of your ear, or maybe even tossing your hair back over your shoulder—”

“But what if I do have a genuine itch on my nose and scratch it by mistake, or I accidentally toss my hair back!”

“Then Stockton goes down.” He gave an impatient sigh at the dismayed expression on her face. “Whatever the signal is, Callie, once you’ve made it, you take a dive for the ground, you understand? Because once he’s down, his men will have instructions to open fire on you,” he assured grimly.

Callie gave a shiver. “You’re right, this is very real, isn’t it?”

“As real as it gets.”

She closed her eyes briefly. “I want to put an end to this once and for all, Lijah.”

His arms dropped away from her, and he stepped back. “Then let’s hope your own death isn’t part of that end!”

Callie hoped so too.


Chapter 17

“He’s alone and heading in from the left, Callie,” Lijah’s voice spoke softly in the almost invisible earpiece they’d fitted before she made her way down the Mall, where she was now sitting on the steps at the bottom of the Greek-style temple that housed the huge seated marble statue of Abraham Lincoln, America’s sixteenth president.

At any other time, she would have wanted to explore and admire the wonderful memorial, but not tonight. Tonight she had only one thing on her mind, and that was getting through this meeting with Richard Stockton.

And yes, she could see him too now, strolling toward her. A handsome man, elegantly attired in a fitted suit, shirt, and tie, his hair gleaming golden in the last rays of the day’s sun. He moved unhurriedly, looking supremely confident as he smilingly acknowledged the greetings of several tourists as they recognized him as being Senator Stockton’s son.

Luckily, it was the time of day when a lot of tourists had gone off in search of dinner, and the young couples hadn’t yet started to arrive for a late-night romantic tryst.

Looking at Richard Stockton now, it didn’t seem possible that this urbane and confident man could be the same one who had shot and killed Michael. The same man who was responsible for having killed her father.

Could she be wrong about him? Had she made a mistake in picking him out?

Callie straightened her spine. No, of course she wasn’t wrong. Why else would Richard Stockton have agreed to meet her if he wasn’t guilty?

He came to a halt looking down at her, the shadows of the sun behind him preventing her from seeing the expression on his face. Or those eyes that had looked at her in cold recognition the night before. “Miss Morgan,” he spoke lightly. “We last met at the Hammond Gallery, I believe?”

Callie had no idea what game he was playing, but listening to his voice again had totally eliminated any lingering doubts she might have that she had pointed her finger at the wrong man. This was definitely the same voice and the same man who had whispered those threats in her ear all those months ago.

She brushed the dust from her jeans as she slowly stood. “Mr. Stockton.”

He eyed her mockingly. “Shall we walk up the steps while we talk, and perhaps take a look at the monument?” The firm hold he had of her arm as he began to ascend the steps said he wasn’t taking no for an answer. “You really can’t visit Washington, DC, without seeing Lincoln’s memorial.”

“I’m not visiting Washington, I came here to look for my father.” Even through her clothing, his touch made Callie’s skin crawl, and she didn’t need Lijah’s growled warning of “I don’t have a clear shot if you stand too close to him” through the earpiece to attempt to free herself. “Let go of my arm, or I’ll start screaming.”

Stockton gave her a sideways glance between long thick blond lashes. “You seem a little upset, Miss Morgan?”

She wrenched her arm free and stepped away from him. “Of course I’m upset! You killed Michael Hammond and now my father too!” Her voice broke slightly on the latter, that loss so raw it still didn’t seem quite real.

He gave a quizzical smile. “I have to admit to being slightly puzzled as to why you would possibly think I might have done such a thing?”

“Possibly because I know you for the murdering bastard you really are?” she challenged with saccharine sweetness.

He gave a calm shake of his head. “I think you’re suffering from delusions, Miss Morgan. When I saw you at the White House last night, I vaguely recalled meeting you at the Hammond Gallery earlier this year, an evening that certainly ended in tragedy, and incidentally the only reason I agreed to this meeting today. But I’m slightly…disturbed by these wild accusations you’re now making. Have you tried seeking the help of a doctor, or possibly a psychiatrist? It’s obvious you’re suffering from some sort of post-traumatic stress, possibly as a result of Mr. Hammond’s death that evening?”

“The bastard knows you’re wired and that we’re listening and recording the conversation,” Lijah muttered disgustedly.

Callie didn’t give a damn what this man knew. She would get him to confess, if it was the last thing she did. And it quite possibly might be. “I’m not the one who needs psychiatric help. You are,” she scoffed. “What makes you behave this way, I wonder.” She looked him critically up and down. “A form of penis envy, maybe? Because your Daddy will always be the Big Ben of penises and you’ll only ever be in his shadow and known as the Puny Little Wiener?”

She heard a splutter of laughter over the earpiece followed by Lijah’s sharp bark of “Maintain silence!”

She had no idea where Lijah and his men were situated, and she had no intention of giving away their presence by looking. But that show of humor from one of Lijah’s men was somehow reassuring.

Richard Stockton’s eyes had frosted to that cold and merciless blue, even if the charming smile remained on his lips for anyone who might be watching them. “My father is a great man and a friend of the president of the United States. He’s a father to be proud of.”

“As was my own father,” Callie bit out between clenched teeth. “And I wonder how proud your father is going to be of you once he knows the truth?”

“The truth about what?” He was once again mockingly confident. “I’m Richard Stockton, son of Senator Stockton, and you’re obviously a mentally disturbed young woman. No doubt as a result of your having been present during your boyfriend’s murder six months ago. And did you say your father had also died recently?”

Her hands clenched into fists at her sides. “You know he did, because you killed him. And no one else but the police knew I was also at the gallery when Michael died. Except, of course, the person who murdered him in cold blood.”

“Good girl, Callie,” Lijah murmured approvingly.

“I really have no idea what you’re talking about, Miss Morgan.” Stockton gave a pitying shake of his head. “I’m sorry for your loss, of course, but I really don’t see how I can help you?”

Her chin rose. “I didn’t come here alone.”

“Neither did I,” he assured too softly to be picked up on the listening device strapped to her back. “In fact, I think right about now, my men will be quietly and efficiently eliminating yours.”

Callie gave a panicked look around the temple, where she imagined Lijah and his men must be hiding to watch the exchange.

“Concentrate, Callie.” Hearing the softness of Lijah’s voice in her ear again put an instant stop to her panic. “Whatever he’s saying to you, remember we’re here, and we have your back.”

She gave a barely perceptible nod—not the signal for Lijah to shoot, thank goodness—before turning back to Richard Stockton. “I don’t think so,” she came back scornfully. “I’m still curious as to why you did it—still do it? The robberies, the killing? Does it give you some sort of cheap thrill? A sexual high? What’s the problem, Richard?” She deliberately used his first name. “Are you having trouble getting it up nowadays?”

“How dare you!” A slight crack appeared in that smoothly confident veneer.

“Hit a nerve, did I?” she continued to taunt. “Is the big shadow Daddy casts making you impotent?” She gave a shrug as she saw the dangerous glitter in his eyes. “Must be difficult always knowing you’ll be second best,” she continued conversationally. “Your father seems to have to do everything else for you, so perhaps he might be willing to fuck your wife for you too if you ask him nicely?”

He half raised his hand as if to strike her, before taking a deep breath and bringing his fury back under control. “I’m afraid you really are very sick, Miss Morgan.” His confident smile now had a definite edge.

“Maybe he’s already fucking her?” Callie mused. “She is rather beautiful, and powerful men like your father tend to have high libidos. Might as well keep it in the family, and after forty years of marriage, your mother probably isn’t all that interested nowadays, so—”

“Leave my mother out of this!” Stockton’s fingers took a tight and bruising grip on her arm.

“Oedipus complex much?” She ignored Lijah’s quietly growled “Don’t go too far, Callie.” “Wishing you could take Daddy’s place in their bed?” She gave a mocking chuckle. “How funny!” She was openly laughing at him now. “Daddy fucks your wife, and you want to fuck your own mother!”

“If you don’t shut your filthy mouth, I’m going to rip your tongue out and shove it down your throat!” Those pale eyes now gleamed with fury.

She arched a derisive brow. “I thought we had just established you don’t have the balls—” Callie broke off with a gasp as his hand moved to her throat, cutting off her air supply.

“I have the balls to snap your neck and end your life right here and now if I choose!” His hand tightened about her throat as his face came close to hers.

His breath was hot against her cheeks, his close proximity allowing Callie to see the full extent of the anger now gleaming fanatically in his eyes. A dangerous, insane anger she was responsible for slowly and deliberately tipping over the edge of reason.

“Is your boyfriend watching us?” he challenged her. “The Most Honorable Marquess of Stanford? Otherwise known as Lijah Smith! Are you watching and listening, Smith?” he added challengingly. “If so, this is for you!” His mouth came crashing down on Callie’s.

The nausea rose in Callie’s throat at the same time as Richard Stockton’s teeth bit down painfully on her bottom lip, so hard Callie felt and then tasted the metallic flow of blood into her mouth.

“Jesus Christ, I’m going to kill the bastard now!” Lijah’s voice rasped harshly over Callie’s earpiece.

No!

Obscene as this was to her, Callie wanted Richard Stockton to suffer, slowly, for what he’d done, and not be taken out by a merciful bullet from Lijah’s gun.

“Callie’s too close for a clean shot!” Jonas’s voice instantly warned.

Stockton finally wrenched his mouth away from hers to look down sneeringly into her pale face. “Was that man enough for you?”

Callie gave him a pitying glance. “There was nothing manly about shooting Michael when he was tied up and helpless. There was nothing manly about keeping my father a prisoner after you shot him.”

“You just never know when to stop, do you?” he bit out in disgust.

“Telling the truth about you? No, and I’ll never stop,” she assured him. “Not now. Not ever. I’ll tell anyone who wants to listen exactly who and what you are. I’ll never go away. Never. And even if people don’t believe me at first, eventually some of the mud will begin to stick. I wonder how Mummy and Daddy will feel when your future career in politics comes crashing down about your ears? Do you think they’ll continue to support you, claim you as their son, or for the sake of your father’s career, and his friendship with the president will they want to distance themselves from you and the stories circulating about you?”

“Jesus, Callie, stop!” Lijah muttered in her ear.

She couldn’t stop, not now. She needed this man to admit what he had done, and she no longer cared whether she lived long enough to see him suffer for it.

Stockton gave a weary shake of his head. “All you had to do was walk away six months ago and keep your mouth shut.”

“For my sins, I did keep my mouth shut—and you killed my father anyway!”

“Because he came snooping around asking questions.”

“So you admit you did kill him?”

He gave an unconcerned shrug. “It really doesn’t matter now, not when your boyfriend and associates will all soon be dead. I’ll then destroy the recording they’re no doubt making of this conversation.”

“Did you or did you not have my father killed?” Callie pressed fiercely.

“I didn’t even realize he was your father to start with. His passport said he was Paul Mitchell. Even after three days of my men working on him, he refused to tell us the truth.” His mouth turned back in a sneer. “But I found out who he was anyway, had one of my security detail look into who and what he was. I didn’t tell the idiot why I wanted to know, of course, just said it was a matter of national security. Amazing how that phrase can open so many doors to so much information.”

“I want you to say it!” Callie persisted forcefully. “Admit that you killed my father!”

He gave an unconcerned shrug. “I did warn you not to tell anyone what happened that night at the gallery, didn’t I? Told you I would kill your whole family and then start on your friends if you told anyone. I should just have killed you that night, along with your boyfriend,” he added disgustedly. “It would have saved me a whole lot of trouble.”

How could this man talk so calmly, so dismissively of taking Michael’s and her father’s lives? Because he really is insane, came the immediate answer.

It was said power corrupts, and it would seem that the son of one of the most powerful men in the United States, godson of the most powerful man in the United States, was totally corrupt, mentally as well as morally.

“Why didn’t you kill me?” Callie could barely talk now, her throat was so clogged with emotion.

“I’d never killed a woman before. At the time, I thought I was being merciful. After all, you hadn’t seen me.” Stockton gave another shrug. “A mistake on my part. I knew something was wrong when the man who turned out to be your father arrived in Washington a week ago, poking and prying and asking too many questions. It was far too much of a coincidence when you turned up at the White House last night too. I knew when you looked at me that you’d recognized me. Having met you again, seen the fire in you, I can’t help thinking it might be fun to fuck you before you die.” He studied her admiringly.

Callie recoiled from the lust she could see burning in his eyes. “You disgust me!”

“It isn’t necessary for you to like me,” Stockton scoffed. “In fact, I think I would prefer it if you fought a little.”

Before leaving the house earlier, Callie had taken Lijah’s small pistol and hidden it in her boot. Just in case, she had assured herself.

She had no doubt now that she would use it if or when the time and opportunity came. “Is that the only way you can get it up nowadays? By hurting a woman?”

His mouth thinned. “I’m going to enjoy strangling you as I fuck you. You might even come before you die. I’ve heard that asphyxiation creates an amazing sexual high.” He gave a taunting laugh.

“Okay, that’s enough!”

Callie stumbled as Richard Stockton was pulled roughly away from her by a blazingly furious Lijah, the other man falling down like a felled tree after Lijah’s fist swung up and hit him squarely on the jaw.

“Take Miss Morgan and leave with your men, Mr. Smith. You may safely leave me to deal with this situation from now on.”

Callie gave a gasp of recognition as she looked past Lijah and saw Senator Stockton standing alone just feet away, his face tinged with gray. A small crowd of tourists was being held out of hearing distance by several men in dark glasses and suits, along with the four men from Grayson Security.

Had the senator been here all the time? Had he been listening as she used those foul taunts to goad Richard Stockton into the anger she’d hoped would break through his veneer of arrogant confidence and reveal the murderer he truly was?

The sorrow and disgust on the senator’s face as he looked down at his son said that he had.

Lijah was breathing hard, fists still clenched at his sides as he stood over the unconscious man and fought against the urge to kill him with his bare hands.

For having terrified Callie into silence all these months with his threats.

For murdering two men that he knew of, one of them like a father to him.

But most of all for daring to touch Callie.

He wanted to kill the bastard. Rip him apart one limb at a time. For touching Callie. For kissing Callie. For daring to threaten her.

“Lijah?”

Callie’s voice, her hand placed gently on his arm, pulled him back from the edge of the murderous anger that would make him no better than the man lying on the ground.

“He isn’t worth it,” she cajoled softly.

Lijah turned narrowed eyes on the senator. “You got the rest of them?”

“Already in police custody,” the older man confirmed.

Lijah looked down at Richard Stockton. “This piece of garbage goes away, and he stays away.” It was a statement, not a question.

“Yes,” the older man confirmed gruffly. “I give you my word on it. Everything you told me—everything you said this morning, it all checked out,” he acknowledged shakily. “Richard’s hunting lodge where he had that poor man held prisoner. His house in Texas had a hidden room in the basement where he kept the things he’s stolen.” He closed his eyes briefly before continuing. “I promise you that everything will be returned to its rightful owners, and that—that Richard will be dealt with appropriately.”

“I want him locked up and the key thrown away,” Lijah insisted. “Anything less, and I have enough evidence to finish him myself.”

“You have my word,” the senator said again heavily.

Lijah continued to look at the older man through narrowed lids for several long seconds, before giving an abrupt nod. “Good enough.” He turned back to Callie. “Let’s go home, hmm?”

Callie had no idea if by home Lijah meant England or Lucien Wynter’s estate.

It didn’t really matter which, as long as she was with Lijah.




“I paid the senator a call at his office this morning and told him everything, and advised that he have all of his son’s properties thoroughly searched,” Lijah revealed grimly as he and Callie sat together in the sitting room at Lucien Wynter’s Washington home.

Callie had been white-faced and on the edge of collapse by the time they arrived back at the house, Lijah quickly dismissing his men before taking Callie inside and pouring them both a large brandy.

“I also made a call to the private number he gave me once I knew the meeting place and time,” he continued softly. “The senator then arranged for his own private security detail to deal with his son’s thugs, and in exchange I provided him with an earpiece so he could listen in on your conversation with his son.”

“You might have told me that’s where you disappeared to this morning. That Senator Stockton now knew everything.” She gave a shake of her head. “I would never have said any of those things if I’d known the senator was actually listening in!”

“Which is exactly why I didn’t tell you.” Lijah had made himself comfortable in the chair opposite where she once again sat on the couch.

They had driven back to the estate in separate cars. Lijah hadn’t then, and still didn’t, trust himself to be close to her, not when the rage was still churning inside him. It was the sort of rage that could only be assuaged by physically claiming her, and he knew he wouldn’t, couldn’t be gentle. He wanted to bury his cock so deep inside Callie, she would be able to feel him there for days afterward, and the last thing Lijah wanted to do was hurt her when she had already been through so much. Keeping his distance was the safest option, for both of them.

“The senator wasn’t inclined to believe me at first.” Lijah grimaced. “Not until I showed him your father’s folder of research, along with the fact that Peter had been shot and killed right here in Washington two days ago. There was also your own recognition of Stockton at the White House. Even so, I still don’t think he believed me completely. But there’s no way he can deny the evidence he found in Richard’s homes, and the vile words he heard come out of his son’s mouth tonight.”

Callie gave a pained wince. “What happens now?”

Lijah sighed heavily. “I believe a psychiatrist will find that Richard Stockton has psychopathic tendencies rather than an Oedipus complex.” He gave her a pointed glance. “With any luck, he’ll spend the rest of his life in a secure facility confined in a straitjacket. It will all be hushed up, of course. I’m sure the official story will be that Richard has had a mental breakdown and been confined to a nursing home for his own safety. I don’t care how the senator spins it, as long as he ensures his son is locked away and never comes out.” He looked at her searchingly. “Are you happy with that, or would you rather I pushed for him to go to trial?”

“No,” Callie sighed. “I don’t believe the whole family needs to suffer, or—or the American presidency be tainted by association. Besides, I’d rather he lived and was locked away for the rest of his miserable life.”

Lijah perfectly understood Callie’s feelings. He felt the same way himself every time he thought of Stockton’s threat to fuck and kill her. “Could I have my pistol back now…?”

She looked at him sharply. “You knew I’d taken it?”

“Oh yes.” Lijah had been relieved to know Callie had taken a weapon to defend herself, at the same time as he had hoped she wouldn’t need to use it.

Callie slipped the pistol from her boot and placed it on the coffee table before taking a sip of the brandy in an effort to thaw some of the ice inside her. “Do you trust Senator Stockton not to go back on his word?” Her last sight of Richard Stockton had been as he was being taken away by his father’s secret service detail, fully conscious and vehemently protesting his innocence.

“Yes,” Lijah grated. “And if he does, I still have Peter’s research, plus the recording of your conversation tonight with his son.”

She gave a pained frown. “You may have just made yourself an enemy and a target. This is Washington, after all.”

“And I have to trust that the senator is an honorable man.” Lijah shrugged. “There are still some left in the world, I believe.”

Callie had firsthand knowledge of that. Lijah was an honorable man. Her father had been an honorable man. The men who worked at Grayson Security were all honorable men.

And her question as to “what happens now” hadn’t only been in regard to Richard Stockton’s future.

She also wanted to know what happened in the future between herself and Lijah?

Did they fly back to England together and then return to their separate lives?

Or would Lijah want to see her again once they were back in England?

As she wanted to see him again.


Chapter 18

Two months later

“Thank you so much, I hope you enjoy your purchase.” Callie gave a warm smile as the last customer of the day left her small art gallery. She shut and then locked the door behind them before turning the CLOSED sign outward and letting down the blind.

“Art gallery” was probably a slight exaggeration for the space where she displayed the paintings of local Cornish artists and hopefully managed to sell a few of them too, for a small commission.

She had opened the gallery three weeks ago, having spent the first month after returning to England and then Cornwall dealing with her father’s funeral arrangements and the paperwork involved in settling his estate. Dair Grayson, as the other executor, had helped with that, after flying in to a private airfield nearby, along with his pregnant wife, the day after Callie’s return from Washington. It hadn’t taken her long to realize that the deep love the Graysons shared was the reason Dair had stepped back from the day-to-day involvement with Grayson Security. As Lijah put it, “tamed and loving it.”

Callie had enjoyed the couple’s visit. She’d also kept and now lived at the house in Cornwall, the first real home she and her father had shared.

The small local church had been full to bursting at her father’s funeral a week later. Lots of people Peter had befriended in the village had been present, along with hundreds of the men he had trained during his years in the military.

With one noticeable exception.

Lijah.

Callie had searched the church for him that day, and again at the local village hall where she had invited the other mourners to join her for drinks and refreshment after the service.

All to no avail; Lijah wasn’t there.

Her disappointment had been tinged with anger. That he could have allowed his avoidance of her to induce a show of such a total lack of respect for the man he had claimed to have so much affection for.

The same avoidance of her company Lijah had shown from the moment they stepped aboard the jet flying them back to England the day after that encounter with Richard Stockton. Lijah had gone straight through to the cockpit to take the controls, and he hadn’t appeared again before Callie had been whisked away in the car waiting on the tarmac to drive her back to Cornwall.

Even so, Callie had been sure she would see him again at her father’s funeral.

His nonappearance at the service and afterward was the final slap in the face she had needed to tell her that she really had just been a part of a “mission with benefits” to Lijah, and this was his way of driving home that fact.

Her pride certainly hadn’t allowed her to ask Dair Grayson about him, or Kat Grayson either, despite the fact the two women had become firm friends during the Graysons’ stay in Cornwall. The couple’s baby daughter had been born just two weeks ago, and Callie had sent them a present and card to wish them all well. She had received an invitation to go and visit them in Venice, any time, in return. Maybe she would take them up on the offer in the spring.

With time, Callie had come to accept the advent of Lijah Smith into her life had been as brief and wondrous as a comet, shining brightly as it rushed across the sky for the blink of an eye before fading away into the darkness, never to be seen again in her lifetime.

And then she had gotten on with her life.

The fear that had held her paralyzed for so long had disappeared with the incarceration of Richard Stockton.

Lijah had been right to trust the senator, the older man having kept his word. There had been a press release just days after that confrontation at the Lincoln Memorial. In it, Senator Stockton had announced that his son, Richard, had suffered a serious mental breakdown, and now resided in a private nursing home “for the foreseeable future.” He had also announced his own retirement from politics, stating he “wished to spend more time with his family.”

That last part had been totally unexpected, but in retrospect, perhaps it was the only course for the senator to take? If the truth about his son ever came out, then Jacob Stockton’s political career would be over anyway, and he might just take the presidency with him. Far better to circumvent such an occurrence by retiring from public life.

The announcement had finally freed Callie to look around for something to do with the rest of her own life.

She still had no inclination to go back to London and take up her old career, so when she chanced to see the TO LET sign outside this shop in the local town one day, she had come up with the idea she could still sell art, even if she no longer wished to restore it. That life still held too many memories for her, and ones she would rather forget if she was to move on as she wanted.

Once she’d secured the lease, she’d spent an intense week and a half making it the Morgan Art Gallery. She’d had a workman knock the three small rooms into one, with the permission of the owner, followed by the painting and organizing the hanging of the artwork herself, before her grand opening three weeks ago. Again, that was a slight exaggeration. About twenty local people had turned up, and at the moment, she barely made enough to pay the rent and eat.

She accepted she was never going to get rich from running her little gallery, but she would happily settle for the calm she now felt inside herself in regard to her life. She missed her father so much, and knew that she always would. But she was also coming round to acceptance of his death, knew the past was over and couldn’t be changed. The future was totally unknown—

She turned with a frown as a knock sounded on the locked door. It was after five thirty, which was her closing time, but she wasn’t going to turn away a customer just because it was two minutes after closing time—

Oh God!

Callie had pulled the blind slightly aside to see if she knew the person outside, quickly dropping it back into place again to lean back against the door, legs trembling and her thoughts racing.

Lijah stood on the other side of this door.

The very last person Callie had ever expected to see again, after two months—eight weeks, four days, and six hours to be precise, but who was counting!—of neither sight nor sound of him.

She had taken in everything about him in that single glance. Large as life, still wearing that disreputable Stetson, stubble darkening his jaw, and he was wearing a black short-sleeved shirt, faded jeans, and those scuffed cowboy boots.

Her heart was beating a wild tattoo in her chest as she wondered what she should do. She could hardly leave Lijah standing out there on the pavement, at the same time as she didn’t want to reopen a wound that had barely begun to heal—

It hadn’t healed at all. Callie just refused to allow her unreturned love for Lijah to affect the life she was now trying to build for herself.

He’s standing outside.

Another knock sounded on the door, accompanied by, “I know you’re in there, Callie.”

In just seconds, all the anger Callie had been suppressing for so many weeks bubbled up to the surface in a red haze that threatened to blind her.

He knows I’m in here!

Of course she was in here. This was her gallery. Her life. A life Lijah had walked out of two months ago without so much as a second glance.

Now he had just walked back into it as if he had a perfect right to do so. As if he hadn’t just disappeared off the face of the earth for all this time.

Callie spun sharply round to turn the lock and wrench the door open. “What the hell do you want?”

Not quite the greeting Lijah had been hoping for!

But as Callie looked achingly beautiful in a short fitted black skirt and red blouse, her hair loose about her shoulders, with that angry flush in her cheeks and the furious glitter in her eyes, he decided he would take it.

He hooked his thumbs into the pockets of his jeans as he gave a hard grin. “Hello to you too, Callie.”

“Hello?” she echoed incredulously. “Hello?” she repeated more forcefully. “After all this time, that’s all you have to say to me?”

No, it wasn’t all Lijah had to say to her, but until Callie calmed down, it was all he felt safe saying. “Well, you have to admit it’s slightly more polite than your own greeting to me.”

“I don’t have to admit anything to you, you—you—” She seemed completely at a loss for words.

He winced. “You seem a little…tense?”

She gave a disgusted snort. “You always were the master of the understatement!”

Lijah studied her through narrowed lids. Callie was thinner in the face than when he had last seen her, in the body too. She looked lean and fit, as if she had been working out. Or working hard. It must have taken a lot of hard work to get this gallery up and operational in so short a time.

He had spent a couple of days in Venice with Dair and Kat and their new baby daughter before coming here. Knew from Dair that Callie was doing okay, that she had opened up this gallery in the last month and was slowly putting her life back together.

That she was getting along just fine without him.

He gave a shrug. “Would you like to finish locking up here and go and grab a coffee together somewhere? Or something?” he added wryly as Callie gave another one of those scornful snorts.

She eyed him impatiently. “This is a small Cornish town, not London or New York, and the coffee shops all close at five thirty.”

“Fair enough.” He nodded. “You don’t have coffee at your house?” he added hopefully.

“Yes, I have coffee at my house—” Callie broke off the angry outburst to glare up at him. “What do you want, Lijah? It’s been two months—”

“Eight weeks, four days, six hours, and”—he glanced at his wrist watch—“seventeen minutes. But who’s counting?” He looked at her challengingly.

Callie froze at learning Lijah knew exactly to the minute how long it was since he had let her walk off that plane without so much as a good-bye. Even she didn’t have the time marked down that precisely.

Some of the tension left her shoulders. “Why are you here, Lijah?” She sighed. “Why now?”

“Because I couldn’t come before.”

“Why not?”

“We need that coffee and somewhere quiet to sit and talk, and then I’ll tell you exactly where I’ve been all this time.”

Callie was tempted, so tempted. Just seeing Lijah again, being with him, talking to him—arguing with him!—had brought all the love she felt for him flooding back into her heart.

But.

She’d come back from Washington determined to put her life back together, to honor the sacrifice her father had made and start living again, as he would have wished her to. She’d done it too, by opening the gallery and occasionally going out for lunch with people who had been friends of her father’s. She was also decorating parts of the house at the weekends. Letting Lijah back in now, if only briefly, would rip all that normality away from her, and Callie wasn’t sure she had the emotional strength to pick the pieces up and start all over again.

“I don’t think so.” She shook her head sadly.

“Look—”

“No, you look.” Callie straightened determinedly. “Look around you, and you’ll see for yourself I’ve put my life back together. I have the gallery now. Friends. You’re a painful reminder of the past, and a complication I don’t want or need.”

Lijah felt as if she’d just punched him in the gut, that pain radiating and blossoming outward until it consumed all of him. Callie couldn’t have been any blunter than that, could she? He was a complication. A painful reminder of the heartache of losing Michael and her father.

What had he expected?

That Callie would welcome him back with open arms.

He knew her better than that. When she’d come to Grayson security that first day, he had quickly come to realize she was the most stubborn and independent woman he had ever met. She had only become more so these past two months.

Lijah wasn’t proud of the fact that he had been running scared when he let her walk away after flying them both back from Washington. Oh, he had told himself he was prioritizing, that he had one last kidnapper to find and deal with. When the truth was he had been running away from Callie. From what she made him feel.

Well, he’d found his kidnapper, ensured Alejandro need never fear him again, and then he’d had weeks in which to sit and think about Callie. About the way the two of them had been together in Washington, despite the circumstances.

About what it meant to miss someone.

And, God, had he missed Callie.

She was the first thing he thought of when he woke up every morning, the last thing he thought of at night when his body was so hard and aching for her, he couldn’t sleep. He’d tried taking care of that problem himself a couple of times, but it just left him feeling more aching and hollow than ever. He didn’t have any interest in any other woman either, so that had been a nonstarter.

Two months of hell and one conversation with Dair and Kat Grayson later, Lijah had known exactly what he had to do.

And he was too fucking late.

Whatever Callie had been starting to feel for him in Washington was now gone. Maybe it had never really existed, but had just been, as he had suspected it might be, nothing more than a much-needed closeness to another human being in a world that was otherwise chaotic and falling apart.

“I appreciate your honesty.” He nodded abruptly. “I’m sorry I bothered you. I— Have a good life, Callie.” He gave a wry tip of his Stetson before turning and walking away.

Callie stood in the doorway of the gallery watching Lijah leave, knowing she would never see him again, that— “Why are you limping?” She ran the short distance separating them before grabbing hold of his arm and spinning him round to face her, her grip tightening as it took him a few seconds to regain his balance. “What’s wrong with your leg?” She looked down critically at the leg he favored when he walked.

“It’s nothing—”

“Don’t lie to me!” She glared in warning. “Don’t you dare lie to me, Lijah Smith!” she repeated fiercely. “I’ve taken more than enough bullshit from you, and I’m not taking any more.”

He looked taken aback at her vehemence. “I’ve never lied to you.”

“Except by omission. Several times.” Her jaw tightened. “Now tell me what’s wrong with your leg?”

“I was shot—”

Callie drew in a sharp gasp of air. “When?”

He shrugged. “About thirty-six hours after I sat in the cockpit of the plane and watched you leave after we arrived back from Washington.”

Callie’s hand dropped away from his arm as if she had been burned. Lijah had been shot and she hadn’t even known about it!

But how could she have known?

Why would anyone think to tell her?

Even the Graysons, who had stayed with her for that week, wouldn’t have known how much she would want to know if Lijah had been shot. Mainly because Callie hadn’t said a single word about him the whole time they stayed with her.

There had been no one else to tell her.

Except Lijah himself.

Her eyes narrowed. “Is this the reason you weren’t at my father’s funeral?”

The blood was visibly pounding at his temple. “Yes.”

“Why didn’t you let me know?” She frowned. “Why, Lijah?”

“What was the point? You had enough to deal with already, the funeral and paperwork involved, without my adding to it.”

She sighed her impatience. “I could have come and visited you, at least.”

He gave a grimace. “I was shot in the knee and confined to bed for a couple of weeks, then I had to undergo even more weeks of intensive physio.”

 “Which means you had plenty of time to pick up the phone and call me.” Callie wasn’t letting him off the hook that easily. “So why didn’t you? Would it have hurt you to make just one phone call?”

A nerve pulsed in his jaw. “Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because at the time, I wasn’t sure I was going to be able to walk again!”

Callie stepped back at his vehemence to look up at him searchingly. Lijah stared straight back at her, not attempting to hide anything from her. The weeks of pain he had suffered after being shot. The struggle he’d had to get back up onto his feet again. A struggle he’d been determined to win. A fight he had won, even if it had left him with a temporary limp. Callie had no doubt that this man’s will was so strong he would only accept that limp as ever being temporary.

She saw something else in those dark indigo eyes, something elusive, something she was almost afraid to put a name to, just in case she was wrong. In case it was wishful thinking on her part.

She drew in a calming breath. “You’re right, we need that coffee and somewhere quiet to talk. If you could give me a minute to collect my bag and lock up?”

Lijah hadn’t even known he was holding his breath until his lungs suddenly reinflated, at the same time as some of the tension also eased from his shoulders. The two of them talking might not change anything, but at least he would get to spend a bit more time with Callie. He might even be able to persuade her into not actually hating him.

“Go ahead.” He nodded. “I’m not going anywhere.”

She quirked a teasing brow. “No mission you have to run off to— Sorry.” She winced. “That was in really bad taste.”

“It is what it is.” He shrugged. “I’m confined to a desk for a few more months yet. After that, I’m not sure what I’m going to do.”

“That sounds—intriguing?”

“Not really. I’m thirty-five years old and—how does the saying go? I’m getting too old for this shit.” Lijah gave a heartfelt grimace. He hadn’t spent all his time in Venice just visiting with Dair and Kat and admiring their baby daughter. He’d also had some serious conversations with Dair about the future.

Callie gave a husky laugh. “My father used to say once a warrior always a warrior.”

“He was probably right.” Lijah really had no idea what he was going to do with the rest of his life if he left Grayson Security.

He couldn’t exactly see himself selling the warehouse and buying a little house in suburbia somewhere, growing tomatoes. Any more than he could see himself continuing to work for Grayson Security indefinitely either. He almost hadn’t made it out this last time, was lucky to have gotten away with just a bullet in the knee. Dair had suggested he think about writing a book based on some of the missions he’d been on the last seventeen years—with the names changed to protect the guilty as well as the innocent—and the idea did have a certain merit.

“You could always write a book— What?” Callie questioned ruefully as Lijah gave her a quizzical look.

“Nothing,” he assured her dryly. “Lock up and let’s get out of here.” The drive down here had taken its toll on his knee, and standing for any length of time was just adding to the problem.




Callie kept glancing in her rearview mirror on the drive back to her house, to reassure herself that she wasn’t imagining things. That Lijah really was following in the car behind.

Each time she looked, there he was, driving his black SUV and looking so dark and vital, it made her heart leap.

Letting her know she had been fooling herself all these weeks. Lying to herself. Because she was as much in love with Lijah now as she had been two months ago.

Just seeing him again, talking to him, she felt more alive than she had since they’d parted.

Which meant her heart was going to be broken again when he said good-bye.

Except he hadn’t said good-bye last time, she reminded herself. He just hadn’t been around for all this time. Because he had been shot.

Every time she thought about that, she felt sick.

Her father had been injured several times during his army career, invariably by a bullet wound, and each time she had been grateful it hadn’t been worse. A bullet in the knee could have resulted in Lijah being crippled for life.

Callie’s hands tightly gripped the steering wheel as she realized she could have lost him completely and not even known about it.

Not true. She would have known if Lijah was dead, because a part of her would have died with him.

“It’s a work in progress,” she told him ruefully once she had let the two of them into the house and they had to step round pots of paint and a stepladder in the hallway to reach the kitchen. “Dad owned this house for years but spent very little time here until this past year,” she explained as she prepared the coffee machine. “I decided it was time to give everywhere a coat of paint.” It also ensured her evenings and weekends were kept too busy for her to think too much.

Lijah had followed her into the kitchen and now sat at the scarred wooden table in the middle of the room, an obvious look of relief on his face as he took the weight off his injured knee.

“Are you sure you should be driving yet?” Callie eyed him frowningly.

“I was going stir-crazy sitting at home all day. Besides, it was time,” he added enigmatically.

Callie turned away from the intensity of his gaze to busy herself taking mugs out of the cupboard. The last thing she wanted to do was make a fool of herself by reading things into Lijah’s comment that just weren’t there.

She eyed him warily once she had poured their coffee and sat opposite him at the table.

Lijah stood restlessly to limp over to the window. “This house has great views of the coastline.”

Yes, it did, and that rugged wildness was the reason her father had bought the house so many years ago in readiness for his retirement. A retirement he hadn’t had time to enjoy.

Callie took the opportunity to drink in her fill of Lijah while he had his back toward her. He had removed his Stetson and left it in the hallway on their way through. His hair was longer but just as dark and silky. His shoulders were wide, waist tapered, and those jeans did an amazing job of outlining the muscled curve of his ass.

He still took her breath away.

“You’re staring at my ass, Callie.”

Her first instinct was to deny it. Her second was, why the hell should she? Lijah had invited himself to Cornwall, and if she took advantage of that by ogling him, then that was just too bad. “It’s a very fine ass,” she said dryly.

He turned to lean back against the kitchen sink, a wry smile curving his sculpted mouth. “Shouldn’t that be my line?”

“Should it?” Callie came back guardedly.

Lijah sighed deeply. “I’m sorry. For the way I behaved when we came back from Washington.”

“Never apologize, it’s a sign—”

“Are you going to keep reminding me of that comment for the rest of my life?” he groaned self-disgustedly.

Callie very much doubted she would know him for the rest of his life. “No doubt you had your reasons for behaving that way.” She shrugged.

He looked at her searchingly before speaking. “I thought I did at the time.”

“And now?”

He pushed away from leaning against the sink. “I’ve been questioning myself for the last two months as to what the hell I was doing!”

“You said you had a job to do,” Callie reminded.

He nodded. “The morning you came to Grayson Security, I had just returned from rescuing a six-year-old boy from the men who had kidnapped him and were holding him for ransom. One of those men escaped. Alejandro—the boy—was terrified that man would come back and take him again. I needed to find the last kidnapper and reassure Alejandro that would never happen.”

“And did you?” She had absolutely no illusions as to how Lijah had ensured that, and that the other man had deserved what he had gotten. Or that the case had become so personal to Lijah because of his own childhood. 

“Not before he got a round off into my knee.” He grimaced.

“And Alejandro?”

“Now sleeps without nightmares.”

Unlike Lijah. Because no one had slain his demon for him. “Then you did what needed to be done,” Callie assured huskily.

“Yes.” He ran a hand through the thickness of his hair.

“Have you seen anyone from your family since you got back?”

How did she do that? How did she just know? “My Aunt Katherine did exactly what I thought she would do and let them know she’d seen me.” Lijah shrugged. “I had…a conversation with my father. He now knows the title dies when he does.”

“You don’t want it?”

He shook his head. “I don’t want any part of it or him.”

Callie nodded. “I’m glad.”

“You are?” Lijah frowned.

“Lijah, I know—guessed, from the things you said in your nightmare that night, that your father beat you when you were a child, and no one did anything to stop it. That’s unforgiveable.”

It was something Lijah could put behind him but never forgive or forget. It had shaped the man he had become, the man he was, to the extent he had let Callie walk away from him. “Callie, is it too late for us to start again?” He looked at her anxiously.

Her heart leapt at the same time as she warned herself to be cautious and not see something in Lijah’s words that just wasn’t there. “Start what again?”

“Whatever the hell you want us to start again! Sorry.” He gave a pained frown at his vehemence. “Friends. Lovers.” He hesitated before adding, “Whatever.”

Caution, Callie, she warned again. “You said we weren’t friends and never could be,” she reminded him.

“I speak a lot of bullshit, remember?”

She smiled ruefully. “I think any of the things you mentioned are going to be difficult for us to be when you live in London and I live here.”

“But you aren’t opposed to it on principle?”

She gave him a quizzical glance. “What is this, Lijah, a business proposition?”

“No, I—” He sighed, running his hand through his hair again. “I’m no fucking good at this!” he muttered self-disgustedly. “I don’t want to be your friend. Or your lover. Well, I do. I want to be both those things. But I also want—” Infuriatingly, he broke off again.

“Lijah, if you don’t soon spit out whatever it is you want to say, I may just have to kick you in the other kneecap!”

Lijah had no idea how Callie did it, but she managed to make him laugh at the most inappropriate of times. “That’s going to make things a little difficult,” he drawled once he’d sobered, “when I only have the one good knee to get down on.”

A look of shock came over Callie’s face. “Why— What— I don’t—” That shock deepened when Lijah crossed the room and went down on that one good knee before taking her hand in his.

“Caroline Morgan—Callie, will you do me the honor of considering one day becoming my wife?” Lijah spoke the words before he lost his nerve. “I know I have a screwed-up background, and that I’m a result of that screw-up,” he continued in a rush. “I was expelled from Eton for drinking whisky and having a girl in my room—”

“Aged?”

“Sixteen,” he admitted with a wince. “I’m bad tempered. I have zero tolerance for idiots. I have no idea what I’m going to do for work for the rest of my life. But in my favor, I do have enough money not to have to worry about that,” he added hastily. “I can learn to control the temper. The tolerance maybe not so much,” he acknowledged with a grimace. “But I could try.”

“And?”

“And?” he repeated uncertainly.

“Didn’t you miss something out of this charming list of your possibly-considering-marrying-you-one-day attributes?” Callie’s heart was beating so hard, she felt as if it was going to explode through her skin.

Lijah had asked her to marry him. Correction, to considering marrying him “one day.”

“You don’t intend taking any more of my bullshit? We’re physically so compatible, I’m hard now just thinking about touching you again? Wanting you day and night is driving me insane? I’ve missed you every minute of every day since I last saw you? I don’t want to live without you for another minute, let alone another day?” Each successive statement was becoming huskier and more intense.

“And?” All Callie wanted to do was throw herself into his arms and tell him she felt all those things for him too. She wanted to do that, but she needed something more from him first.

The frown cleared from his brow. “And I love you with every breath I take, every beat of my heart, every thought I have, everything that I am or will ever be.”

“At last!” Callie choked emotionally as she slid down from the chair to kneel before him on the kitchen floor, her hands gently cupping his face as she looked up at him. “I love you too, Lijah. With every single breath I take, every beat of my heart, every thought I have or will ever have, everything that I am or will ever be. I love you! So very, very much, my darling Lijah.”

His arms moved about her as he hugged her into him fiercely, his face buried against her throat and his shoulders shaking with emotion. “You claimed my heart in just a few days, Callie, and I’ve missed you so much. Missed holding you, kissing you, making love to you. My life has been so empty these past two months without you in it. So fucking empty!” He raised his head to look at her, dark lashes wet with emotion. “I never want to be apart from you ever again. Not even for a day. Want you to be my family. To have children with you. To grow old with you. Do you think you’ll be able to cope with my loving you that much?”

Lijah had so much love to give, so much love he had never been allowed to give.

Callie wanted it all.

She wanted to be his family. To give him children. To grow old with him.

She smiled up at him tearfully. “As long as you promise to never ever stay away from me again out of a sense of honor and chivalry. That is what you were doing after you were shot, isn’t it? Staying away in case you couldn’t walk again?”

“You deserve better than a crippled mess—”

“I deserve you, Lijah. All of you. No matter what happens in the future. In sickness and in health. For richer or for poorer.”

Humor lightened his eyes. “Are you going to agree to leave the ‘obey’ in the marriage service too?”

“Absolutely—not!” she added dryly as he began to smile. “Now kiss me and make love to me before I die from wanting you!”

“Yes, ma’am.”

And he did.
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