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Chapter One

 


“Did you think you could just ignore me
forever?” a velvety voice asked from the seat next to him. That
voice … that voice had haunted his dreams for the past two years.
Calling to him. Waking him after whispering such pretty little
erotic promises.

Luke Gonzalez checked his rear and side-view
mirrors before changing lanes. He pressed the gas pedal and the
sports utility vehicle vibrated beneath his body with a throaty V-8
growl, speeding down I-287.

A heavy feminine sigh filled the air before
she shifted.

He watched the road, not her. But he was
very aware of her. Of every … single … movement she did in the
passenger seat of his Durango R/T. From the way each annoyed breath
pulled the white tee even tighter over perky breasts, to how the
sandy-red curls moved ever so gently against the cloth of her
shirt, almost as if the tendrils wanted to wrap around her curves,
too.

Too.

Fuck, why did he offer to drive her?

Ah, that’s right. He was heading home to see
his parents anyway and was a goddamn glutton for punishment. A
masochist for pain of the sweetest kind.

And the veterinary clinic was just down the
street from his parents’ house. That had been a surprise, her
relaying she was staying at the clinic. He thought she’d been
living at her mom’s. Apparently, she was splitting her time between
the two places.

Let us not forget, he was just a nice
fucking guy, too.

Too.

That damn word again.

The leather of the seat creaked as Hailey
Mason reached forward and turned up the volume on the stereo. Nancy
Sinatra’s sultry voice filled the cab with lyrics to “Bang
Bang.”

As she sat back, he felt her gaze but kept
his straight ahead. Ever the coward he was. Ever the freak with his
desire for this young woman who had been through enough.

Another heavy sigh from that seat before
Hailey’s voice wrapped around the lyrics with Nancy. He glanced at
her, then back at the road, taking the Exit 9 ramp to lead them
into Nyack, New York.

The words of the song came out of her almost
as if she’d forgotten he was in the car, low and beneath her
breath.

Hailey stared out the side window, almost as
if she’d given up on engaging with him. As if he could be so lucky.
She was only giving him a reprieve for now.

But he would pay attention to her voice all
day. Could listen to her talk, laugh, and sing. She sounded as if
her vocal cords had been wrapped in velvet and seasoned with the
perfect whiskey, that made men think of long summer nights wrapped
in sheets with erotic whispers and moans filling the air.

He knew. He was one of those men who thought
those things, too.

Too.

That fucking word.

Off the highway, he pulled onto Broadway and
rolled his window down, taking what felt like the first deep breath
since she’d gotten in his car. The scent of fading summer, dying
leaves, and barbeques filled his lungs. Still present was her—that
damnable fragrance he swore stayed with him even when he was
thousands of miles away. Chasing down the scum of the earth. Or
trying to lose himself between the thighs of some faceless woman.
Just so he could try to erase her from his thoughts. From his mind.
His lungs. From him.

Sugared plums and a deeper, softer scent of
roasted vanilla teased through the fresh air he’d inhaled. It had
to be a perfume or lotion she used, but for all his searching via
the Internet and once in a department store, he’d been unable to
find it. Why he wanted to track it down was beyond him. But it was
a compulsion he needed to fulfill.

He rubbed his hand over his mouth, then
blocked his nose from taking any more of her in, settling his elbow
on the window frame. Drawing to a stop at one of the few red lights
in town, he looked out the window, doing his best to continue to
ignore—yet not ignore—her.

The music lowered again.

“Luke,” she called.

The light changed, and he pressed the gas,
drove the remaining few blocks in silence, and saw an open spot
just outside the clinic. He made a mad dash to take the spot
although it was obvious no one else would need it. The clinic was
very closed today and he, very demented in his need to get away
from one Hailey Mason.

He slammed the truck in “park” but didn’t
move fast enough to exit the vehicle.

A palm landed on his thigh, startling him
out of his need to escape, from his darker hunger to just give into
this want for her, and from his own wild thoughts. He whipped
around, snagging her wrist in the process and holding it in the
air.

“The fuck?” he snarled, his face a mask of
disbelief that she actually touched him. Actually tempted the
unbearable beast within. Did she have no sense of
self-preservation?

Wide doe-brown eyes stared up at him in
shock. Her pink, kissable lips parted. He couldn’t help but wonder
if they felt as soft and moist as they looked.

“What?” he asked, punctuating the word.

Her eyes studied his face, roaming over his
features as if she couldn’t understand what was happening.

“Why are you … why are you ignoring me?” she
asked, and that damn velvet moved along his spine like a tease.

He tossed her hand back and leaned against
his door, as if he could get as far from her as possible. “What do
you want, Hailey?”

She shivered but brushed it off. He watched
as she physically shook herself out of whatever had caused that
questionable reaction. He wanted to ask what it was, but refrained
from doing so. There was no fucking need to figure her out. No need
to understand what made her tick, what she craved.

No. All he needed was to keep her at arm’s
length.

He took a deep breath, and her scent filled
his lungs.

Damn it. Maybe farther than an arm’s
length.

“What do you want?” he asked, the question
coming out like a growl.

“Can we just talk? I feel like I haven’t
seen you in forever.”

She was correct. He’d made sure of it. And
this here? He had to shut it down. Now. “I don’t want to talk. Not
to you. Not now. Not later. This needs to stop.”

Her lower lip quivered, drawing his
attention. The damn piece of flesh looked bitable as hell. He
clamped down on his need and ground his back molars together. Pain
pulsed through his jaw.

“Did you get my letters?” she asked. He felt
as if she’d trailed the softest of silk over his back with her
voice reaching out and touching him like it was a physical
caress.

“Damn it, Hailey, take the hint. I don’t
want to hurt you. We’re never having this conversation.”

She reached out as if to touch him again and
alarms screamed through his head. No way could this happen. “Fuck
this,” he muttered, then shook his head and exited his truck as if
the hounds of hell were after him.

Not a bad comparison, too, because if she’d
actually contacted him again, there was no guarantee he wouldn’t
have allowed it, then taken his fair share of her, too.

Too.

Fuck.

The passenger door slammed as he rounded the
engine, his attention roaming up and down the sidewalk, the clinic.
Anything but her. He was half-afraid she’d see the weakness in his
eyes if he connected with her gaze. See his dark hunger he couldn’t
shake. For her. Her touch. Her voice.

Just her.

He was completely fucked in the head with
all things related to one Hailey Mason, this soon-to-be 21-year-old
woman who’d been through hell and back in her already short
life.

Just as he hit the sidewalk, she spoke up,
her voice lashing out at him with a venom he’d never heard before.
“You can stay outside. I’ll be a few minutes.”

He leaned against the side of his truck, the
dark metallic charcoal color of it one that always got him
compliments. Not necessarily a flashy vehicle, but she definitely
got attention. Was beautiful, too. Just like the damnable woman
standing before him.

Too.

“Stay right here,” she repeated, turning and
stomping to the front door.

“Must be wonderful to deal with training and
working with dogs all day. It’s rubbing off on your communication
skills there, Hailey.”

She tossed a dark look over her shoulder,
keys in the door’s lock. Her hair streamed down her back in a mass
of thick desert tendrils, strong and healthy. He bet it’d feel the
same tangled up in his fingers.

“If you’re going to act like a dog, I’ll
treat you like one.” With that parting shot, she pushed open the
door and strolled inside the clinic as if she couldn’t be bothered
with him anymore.

He barked out a laugh and admired the way
she moved through the front office. Hips swaying, dipping down to
say hello to Dumbass, the tight curve of her rear tempting him.

“Fuck!” he punched out, turning his
attention away. His entire body strummed as if set to a higher
frequency, desire racing through his veins. He could take her.
Right here. Right now. Bend her over the counter and sink between
her thighs without a care if anyone saw them. She’d allow it, too.
Of that, he had no doubt.

Her letters had told him as much.

Fuck. Her letters.

His body wound up even tighter thinking over
her words.

Screamed for relief.

He spun away from temptation and looked out
across the street, at the darkened shops closed for the day. Cars
passed lazily, driving small-town speed limits. Couples walked with
each other or their dogs. The occasional person jogged past.

Just life going on as normal in this little
village less than an hour north of New York City.

What must have been ten minutes later, he
had his body under control and could think through the lust
clouding his brain. Getting mixed up with Hailey was an option he
couldn’t consider. There were multiple different reasons for his
decision and promises he’d made to himself and others. He couldn’t
go back on them, no matter how much he wanted to and no matter how
much she obviously wanted him to.

He’d hoped he was stronger and could be in
her presence again after two years of being away, but obviously,
that was a lie. This couldn’t happen again. He’d make sure of it.
Yet another promise. He would have to make it a point to never be
alone with Hailey Mason again.

“Well, if it isn’t Lucas Gonzalez as I live
and breathe,” a smoky voice said from his left.

He turned to find Sheila Cocklin walking up
as if the sidewalk was her runway, hips swaying, long legs eating
up the path before her.

He’d had an on-and-off thing with her over
the years. Always a fun time and a woman who expected nothing more
than what he could offer, which was just a few hours of his time in
bed and a handful of orgasms.

“Hey, Sheila,” he murmured as she leaned up
and kissed his jaw. Her signature scent of jasmine perfume filled
his space and muted the sugared plums of Hailey. The deeper scent
of vanilla still clung to him, though, as it always did. Refusing
to be dismissed. Refusing to let go.

Sheila stepped back with a smile, but stayed
close, one of her hands on his arm. Her body turned to fully engage
with him. She was putting out the vibe, seeing if he was
interested.

Out of the corner of his eye, something
caught his attention. Hailey stared at him through the glass front
of the clinic, her face a mask of heartbreak and beauty.

He had to shut it down. Had to do what he
did best, which was push her away.

Dumbass jumped up with two paws on the
counter next to Hailey, drawing her attention. She gave the dog a
sad kind of smile and rubbed the top of his head before turning
away from Luke.

“Been a while since we’ve hung out,” Sheila
said, curving her body toward him in a friendly bump.

“That it has,” he replied. His attention was
half on their conversation, half on watching what occurred inside
the vet clinic. Dumbass lumbered behind Hailey as she moved about,
walking between rooms. Her mouth moved, so he expected she talked
to the hero German shepherd who’d saved his brother’s life less
than a year ago.

DA trotted along with her, tail wagging,
ears perky, totally in tune with the gorgeous woman keeping him
company. She occasionally turned and let her hand linger against
the dog’s fur or rubbed the top of his head. Dumbass seemed to eat
it up, wanted more. Continued to stay right beside her as if he
couldn’t wait for the next piece he’d get.

Luke could totally relate to that dog. Damn
near almost wished he could trade places with the canine.

There were times he wanted to stay beside
her, let her talk, sing, just breathe, as long as he was within her
presence. And he craved it much like he would expect someone who
was addicted to drugs or alcohol, with a need roaming through his
veins to try to take as much of her in as he possibly could.

Which is why he needed to kill whatever this
was, whatever hope Hailey carried in her eyes for him … for
them.

Hailey turned to give Dumbass one more pet
before she headed for the clinic door, her eyes on him. He thinned
his lips and scanned the area quickly to make sure it was safe for
Hailey before he turned his attention back to Sheila.

Leaning his hip against his truck, he
captured a stray piece of her waist-length strawberry-blonde hair
and gave a playful tug. Blue eyes that matched the sky on a bright
summer day twinkled up at him.

“Maybe we need to change that,” he said. He
laid a hand on her small waist, let his thumb brush against the
bottom of a heavy breast.

Sheila’s lips parted with an anticipated
breath. He could see it in how her eyes darkened, how her mouth
quivered. Color splashed her cheeks.

“Just name the time and place, stud.”

His body tightened with the same
anticipation. This was exactly what he needed. To lose himself
between the thighs of an old friend, one who wouldn’t expect things
from him. One that would help him forget, if only for a little bit.
Or maybe Sheila could become more for him. They could become more
for each other. This dance they’d been doing for years had to be
leading somewhere…

He tightened his grip on her hip and drew
her closer. She bit her lip and held a playful smile. Yeah, maybe
it was time he thought about something long term. Sheila was an
exceptional woman, successful, funny, adventurous. She checked all
the right boxes. She was also everything he wanted under the sheets
in the bedroom.

So, why hadn’t he moved on to something more
permanent before now?

The thrill of a ringtone interrupted his
musing and drew his attention over to Hailey. She’d turned from the
clinic door, and her flat stare held him immobile as she brought
her cell phone up to her ear.

There were several moments in his life he
could mark as periods that had shifted him on his axis:

-The murder of his birth parents

-His adoption into the Gonzalez family

-The first time he’d caught a touchdown
under the stadium lights at his high school

-Graduating the Academy to become a US
Marshal

-The moment he’d found Hailey in that club
after she’d been trafficked

He was about to add one more to that
list.

The feeling of anticipation melted away as
he watched Hailey freeze, her eyes drop from his, and color drain
from her face. Every muscle in her body locked tight before she
turned away.

What the fuck?

“One sec, Shell,” he said, pulling away. He
scanned the sidewalk quickly before reaching Hailey. Wind pushed
down the building and playfully wrapped its breeze in the long red
strands, sending them flying in the air. He’d never been jealous of
the wind until that fucking moment.

Just as he reached her, she turned to him,
pushing her cell back into her pocket. A forced smile sat on her
pale face as she met his eyes.

“What’s going on?” he asked, studying her
body language but still monitoring the surrounding area.

She shook her head and brushed past him,
heading toward his truck. “Nothing at all.”

His blood pressure spiked at the lie. He
grabbed her wrist and spun her around. “Don’t walk away from me.
Who was that on the phone?”

Twin eyebrows shot up her forehead,
wrinkling the skin there. She ripped her wrist from his grasp.
“Excuse you, but what business is it of yours?”

“Hailey,” he started, stepping up to her.
His heavy black boots seemed large compared to her small, dainty
sandals. He’d never paid attention to the difference before. And it
seemed strange to do so now. He shook his head.

“No,” she snapped. “You don’t get to
‘Hailey’ me on this. You don’t get to ask these questions.” She
turned to look at Sheila, then back at him, her expression
incredulous. “You cannot be serious right now.”

“Ummm,” Sheila said.

“No.” Hailey held up a hand, and Luke took a
deep breath through his nose to try to bring down the temper of the
beast rising within.

“I’m going to ask one more time,” he said,
trying for patience. Something had obviously happened. Someone had
spooked her enough to cause that kind of reaction. There was no
question … he needed to find out who and what. “Who was that on the
phone?”

“Fuck off, Luke. I’ll walk home.”

Choked laughter sounded from Sheila, and he
shot her a quelling look.

“Hailey,” he barked as she started walking
down the street.

“Should I be aware of something, Luke? I
don’t want to get in the middle of anything…”

He shook his head. “She’s like a kid sister.
But I need to make sure she gets home okay. Call you later?” he
asked, his gaze jumping between the two women.

“Of course, handsome.” Sheila smiled. “Go do
your thing. It’s sexy when you get all protective.”

He grinned and shook his head again, lifted
a hand in goodbye for Sheila, then jogged up the sidewalk after
Hailey, who hadn’t gone too far.

He caught up to her at the end of the block
as she waited for the crosswalk. “Hailey,” he said again, trying to
get her attention.

She turned her bright gaze up to meet
his.

He froze at the look on her face. Tears
pooled in her eyes, hovering at the rim and about to spill over.
Her face had regained its color, but her expression was awash in
pure misery and heartbreak.

Shit.

“A kid sister, huh?” she asked, her voice
watery.

Shit.

Her small fist lifted and rubbed across her
chest as if she were in pain. He could feel the waves of grief
pulsing out of her, and all around them the sounds of life ceasing
to exist. He took it back, the earlier moment that defined a sudden
change in his life. Because this was fast replacing it. He bit down
on his desire to comfort her, take her within his arms and promise
her the world. That life could not exist for them. Ever.

“What do you want from me, Hailey?” he
asked, his voice a harsh whisper.

Her teary gaze held his. “Everything,” she
whispered back.

His body strained. It strained against his
control, leaning toward her before he caught it. “I can’t,” he
said, the words fighting to come out.

She pressed her lips together as the tears
fell over the rims of her eyes and down her cheeks. Then she turned
and walked away.

He forced himself to stay right where he was
and not follow. But he watched. He watched her until he couldn’t
see her anymore.


Chapter Two

 


*Received letter at US Marshal’s office,
Southern District of New York:

Luke,

I hope this letter finds you well,
otherwise, all these calls and Internet searches I made would have
been for nothing.

You’ve been gone a month. No goodbye, no
calls, no nothing. Just completely walked away as quickly as you
entered. But I’m having a difficult time forgetting you or even …
not thinking of you.

I know you said you aren’t a knight, but to
me you were … and more.

That night you all found me. There’s
something I haven’t told anyone. I feel shame to even admit it now,
but if anyone would understand what I’m thinking, what was going on
in my head … and if anyone would need to hear these words, it’d be
you.

I had given up any hope. Any hope of going
home. Of being free. Of being happy.

I still sometimes wonder if I’ll ever get
there even as I lie in my bed writing this letter to you. I feel as
though my life has split and two different Haileys are living their
lives on some parallel line. One happy and free, able to live her
life and love, laugh, grow to be this successful woman.

The other Hailey is wandering aimlessly,
questioning who she is and whether this is the life for her. Making
problematic choices and chasing after someone who makes her feel
safe.

But she can’t quite catch that person … or
the feeling.

I am that other Hailey.

Don’t feel sad for me. I don’t. Maybe I’ll
rise above, like Mom says, and show the world what a strong woman I
can be. How independent I’ve become.

Or maybe I won’t.

Ugh—that turned dark. But see, you’re the
only one I can say these things to because I know you’d understand.
You wouldn’t judge me. You’d allow me to just be until I figured
out where to go, who to be.

I still think of you all the time…

I swear I can still feel your breath against
my lips.

I want to talk to you.

Hailey


Chapter Three

 


Hailey leaned into the mirror over her
bathroom sink and carefully applied the deep-red lip liner. Once
this was done, she’d add the matching lipstick shade, slide into
the midi-length skintight black-lace dress, grab her ankle boots
with the four-inch heels, and head out for the underground
club.

Nerves swirled in her belly as she thought
over what tonight could bring. Or not.

That was the problem, she didn’t know. Only
knew that she had to be where they said when they called, which
wasn’t too often, but this is what she’d signed up for: to
infiltrate underground sex clubs looking for human trafficking.

If her mother or Dwayne knew, they’d most
likely lock her in her room, toss bars over the window, then throw
away the key. They were so protective, sometimes overly so where it
felt as if she were being smothered. She was trying to find the
ring that had taken her, or any ring for that matter for there were
hundreds operating in the United States, and this was just a way
for her to get her independence back. To feel as though she was
strong enough to take charge in her life. That she could be good,
too. And that she could help those who were like the 17-year-old
self of her past.

She’d taken lessons from a few of the guys
on Chris’s team to help with self-defense. Had wanted to feel able
to protect herself going forward. Everyone had gotten involved,
helping and teaching her new moves. Even Dwayne. She never wanted
to feel helpless again.

The now almost 21-year-old stepped back
after zipping up the side of the dress and took in her reflection
in the full-body mirror.

She’d been blessed with her mother’s genes.
Combined with staying active throughout high school and college
with running and weight-training required by softball, she had a
toned body, a flat stomach, but curves that made her feel very
feminine. The black dress highlighted it, and with it being sheer
lace, there was no doubt men would look upon her tonight and think
everything she hoped they would. Of sex and sinful, dirty acts
designed to bring them to their knees.

With a small smile at her reflection and one
last deep breath for the nerves swirling in her stomach, she turned
away, grabbed her black clutch and matching knee-length trench
coat, and headed out of her room.

The rest of the house was dark, which she
was grateful for. Every Sunday night, there was a family dinner at
the Gonzalez residence, but tonight it was because everyone was at
the hospital welcoming Sam’s new baby into the fold. She was the
only one not in attendance as they’d asked her to check in on the
animals at the clinic, which she’d already done. And would do again
first thing in the morning.

Before she slipped out of the house, she set
the alarm inside the door, then quickly left and crossed the
driveway to her very practical black Subaru Outback her mom had
gifted her for her birthday last year. Her last car had been on the
verge of sputtering out, literally, and the new vehicle was a nice
surprise. One she sometimes felt she didn’t quite deserve.
Especially with the secrets she kept.

She felt a moment’s hesitation as she got
into her car and started it up. That maybe she wasn’t doing what
she should be doing. But that moment came and went, like it always
did, as she pushed it down and away with controlled breaths, using
her stomach. A technique her therapist had taught her after she’d
been rescued. A way to work through the anxiety.

The roads were next to bare as she headed
through town and toward I-287 eastbound. The club she was heading
to was situated on the coast of southern Connecticut, about a
half-hour to forty-minute drive from Nyack without traffic.

She drove smoothly through the sleepy
village and jumped on the highway, feeling her nerves gathering at
her nape with every passing mile. Lights on the highway flashed
behind her, drawing her attention. But she couldn’t tell the make
of any vehicle behind her.

“They’re all at the hospital. Just chill,”
she murmured. She reached over to turn on some music, hoping to cut
through the tension in the air with some good jams. “Prisoner” by
The Weekend filled the vehicle, and she pressed down on the gas to
speed up as the lit bridge came into view.

The car’s engine revved as she sped up the
ramp for the Governor Cuomo bridge, and lights filled the cabin.
She continued driving forward when something out of the corner of
her eye caught her attention. A man was riding next to her in a
sedan the color of her mom’s rose garden, his attention switching
between the road and her. Handsome, if a little too out of her age
range, he smiled at her and gave a jaunty wave.

She laughed and waved back, feeling good
about the interaction. Feeling sexy and strong. Something she
hadn’t felt for quite some time. Totally the dress and the
lipstick, no doubt. But she hoped eventually her confidence would
return to feel this way always. To get her power back.

To remember who she used to be and who’d
she’d wanted to become.

About twenty-five minutes later, she pulled
down the darkened street where the club, Phucked, was located and
parked beneath a streetlamp that gave off a yellow gaze of
illumination. Nerves swirled in her belly once again as she checked
to make sure her lipstick was still on point and her hair in order,
fresh with big curls and lots of volume.

She hit her pulse points with a quick spritz
of her perfume, then grabbed her clutch and exited the vehicle. The
night sounds out here in a city much different from her little
village seemed as if she were on another planet. Long gone were the
throaty calls of frogs and the singing of crickets trying to warn
of the temperature. Instead, she heard the rumble of car engines
and stereos. Of people living atop one another, of being involved
in this thing called life.

The scent of the ocean was strong here, too,
filling the air with sulfur and seaweed only known to those who
lived near the beach. Perhaps she’d try to find it before she went
home. Maybe watch the sunrise. It’d been so long since she’d had
some time at the beach. Last she could remember going was before
she’d been taken.

With her mind made up, she hurried across
the darkened street and pulled her coat tighter. She felt eyes on
her, knowing most likely the bouncers by the front door of the club
were watching to make sure she made it inside. Either them or her
handler, one of the two. The sounds of her heels echoed off the
pavement and surrounding brick buildings.

She skirted her way around a dirty puddle
with more than one cigarette butt floating about, then quickly made
her way to the front. A tall, dark-skinned, handsome man with a
killer smile held the door open for her as she went inside.

The back of her neck prickled once again,
and she rubbed away the sensation with a scratch of her jacket
against the skin there, then handed over her trench to the waiting
coat check.

The walls and adjourning hall were painted a
deep midnight blue and held up small orbital balls lit from within,
giving the feel of a magical fairy wonderland, in her opinion. She
always felt as if she transformed herself as she walked down that
hall and into the club. As if she knew whatever was about to occur
would be kept secret and only happen in her own story.

As if that could ever be the case, though.
Not with what she was looking to do. And not with who else would be
inside this club.

Bass pumped through the walls as she walked
down some painted black steps and entered the first room. A bar
lined the length of the wall at her left where three tenders worked
to fill drinks as fast as possible. They all wore black dress
shirts and black pants, as did every employee who worked in the
club. The only other thing that made them stand out from others who
may have decided to dress in all black, like her, was the singular
teal-blue ribbon wrapped around their arms.

She’d only seen that ribbon change colors
once, months ago. It’d been red then, and that night had been one
where she’d gotten as close to a suspected trafficker as she’d ever
been. Rumor had it that same trafficker would be here tonight.

She scanned the room as she walked up to the
bar, finding a few of the velvet-lined benches with tables filled
and the dance floor holding a handful of couples. Still early
yet.

Dark wooden doors at the back were lit
within shadows and the bouncers stationed outside controlled entry
to more deviously wicked areas. She’d work her way back there as
the night went on.

Obviously, there were still eyes on her as
she felt she was being watched again. She discreetly looked over
her shoulder for whoever it was but didn’t see anyone paying overt
attention. Brock, her handler, had to be around and just not making
contact yet. Not unusual. He normally didn’t do so unless he needed
to pass on a message or direct her to someone quickly.

She settled in at the bar, crossed her legs,
then gave an order for a seltzer and cranberry. The bartender gave
her a sexy smile but went to work on her drink.

“Bad Man” by Esterly switched over on the
speakers and seemed to fill the air as if it were fighting for
space against oxygen. She scooped up the drink as soon as it was
set down before her, then did another scan, looking for anything
out of place. For anyone who may be working the area. For what
she’d come here to do.

She never found it in this part of the club.
Never discovered those who preyed on others in such a public
setting. No, that was always left for the next area, where dirty
deeds were promised and delivered. Where her own unfulfilled
cravings became a feast she wanted to devour.

Nerves swirled in her stomach again, and her
skin broke out in a light sweat. She shook her head at herself,
didn’t know why she always tried to push through the night without
help. Pointless. Every damn time, she found herself reaching for a
little assistance to loosen up and work past the nerves.

She tapped the counter to grab the
bartender’s attention again, then ordered a double of her favorite
Jameson Orange whiskey. The guy didn’t question her age, just went
right to work on filling her drink. There was no reason for him to
question it. According to this club, she was 22, not 20 years old
on the verge of a birthday.

Either way, she didn’t feel guilt with being
so close to the legal limit to drink. Not with what she was about
to do and the fight she was working toward in protecting those who
couldn’t fight for themselves. This guy here probably turned more
than one blind eye to the activities that occurred. So, no, she
didn’t feel any guilt at all.

Instead, she slipped a little pill out of
the cloth bag inside her clutch, popped it in her mouth, then drank
it down with a full dose of the tumbler. She set the glass down
with a heavy thud to catch the bartender’s raised brows. “Want
another?” he asked.

Warmth rolled down her throat and into her
stomach with a physical sensation that was quickly becoming an
addiction. She considered his question, felt the swirl of nerves
again, and nodded.

He quickly gave her another double of
Jameson, then moved down the bar to another customer.

Tiny prickles of unease landed on the back
of her neck again, as if she were being watched. And if it were
Brock, she’d have to make sure he understood just what role he
played in her life and shut down the lecture he’d most likely
give.

He always wanted her sober and clearheaded.
She had told him time and time again she was fine. And the alcohol
helped her do what needed to be done. Loosen up. Turn into a vixen,
a sexy siren out here to lure the Big Bad Wolf from hiding. It was
the only way she could think of to grab attention.

There was one time he tried to pull her from
the op after discovering her drinking. She made sure he knew she’d
come back without him being aware, that he couldn’t stop her from
doing what she did, and to remember how he’d discovered her doing
this to begin with. Because she didn’t always have a handler for
the retribution she sought. For her own little investigation. That
had been all her.

She needed Brock, though, for the
intelligence he brought. Saved her a lot of time in trying to
search through these clubs for the ringleaders. So, for now, she’d
play nice.

Shaking off the feeling of being watched,
she swiveled in her chair and slid off with her drink, then walked
toward the dance floor. Here, one could find dark wood tables and
curved benches pushed against the walls. The benches were soft to
the touch and covered in a dark velvet that matched the color of
the walls. They’d also been situated to remain in the shadows with
only minimal light, giving those who decided to sit there the
optimum privacy.

One could do many things at those tables.
She’d had her fair share of seeing some of it. Had gotten close a
time or two to being invited, only to have Brock step in and steer
her in another direction.

Speaking of Brock…

She paused at one dark pillar and leaned
against it to take a small sip of her whiskey. Scanning the area,
she searched for his dark head among the occupants. He always
seemed to blend into the crowd as if he’d been made to be a shadow.
Tonight was no different, as she couldn’t seem to pinpoint his
location.

She rolled so her back was fully against the
pillar and drew one heel to lay flat against it so her knee bent
up. The fabric of her dress strained against the movement, but it
did what she intended. Allowed her to view the entire crowd with no
one at her back. And started to draw attention.

She found those heated stares and took her
time meeting each one, giving no indication she was interested or
not. Instead, she licked her lips, drew more attention, and
searched. Did her job.

“Prisoner” by Raphael Lake started flowing
through the speakers, filling the air as her body became a liquid.
She licked her lips and felt the heated stares increase. A vibe
flowed through the air, pushing against her, daring her to
continue. She could never back down from a dare.

Bass pumped as if phantom fingers working
their way over her skin. Enticing her. Teasing. She rolled her body
as she stood there, eyed the dance floor, and considered moving.
She’d be able to see more, look at the tables, then once enough
time had passed, perhaps follow a few to the next area.

Decision made, she tossed back the contents
of her glass and dropped it to a table as she headed out to the
dance floor. Her legs felt sure beneath her but her entire body
buzzed with such a warm, languid feeling she second-guessed that
second glass of whiskey.

Couples and solitary individuals ground
against one another, moved to the beat of the music, and some even
mimicked acts usually only seen behind bedroom doors.

She slowly moved to the beat, not siding up
with another, just letting the music take her where it wanted.
Movement from the corner of her eye caught her attention, and she
looked over, her gaze snagging on someone with familiar features.
She slid behind another couple and looked over again, trying to
reign her excitement and keep hidden.

She knew this guy, recognized him from
somewhere. Somewhere when she’d been taken. What was his name?

The song transitioned smoothly to “I See
Red” by Everybody Loves an Outlaw. She loved this song, often sang
it when she was out on her runs or cleaning her car. A euphoric
feeling roamed through her, intense and all too consuming.

She roamed closer to the table the guy was
at. His name was on the tip of her tongue, just hovering out of
reach.

But her hands … she let them linger over her
breasts, her hips, as she continued to move to the song. The guy
glanced at her, but looked away. For the split-moment his eyes had
made contact, she froze.

Trevor…

Warning bells started screaming through her
head. She knew she recognized him. He’d been involved in her
kidnapping. He was one of the men who’d taken her to the ringleader
before they’d pumped her full of heroin.

Shit…

She stepped back, but her heel wobbled,
causing her to slam into a couple next to her.

“Hey!” the guy snapped.

“You okay?” the girl asked.

She apologized to both and righted herself.
Then checked over at the table where the guy had been once more,
even though the urge to run was a constant alarm ringing in her
head. Just as her gaze lifted, it connected with him. His eyes
flared, spine went straight, and his brows cut down in a vee.

“Shit,” she said, then turned and took a
step to flee.

Instead of running, though, she froze and
met the swirling silver angry gaze of Lucas Gonzalez.


Chapter Four

 


Luke whipped out a hand and curled it around
Hailey’s bicep, then yanked her roughly against him. A second too
late, he realized his mistake as soft curves pressed to him. He
almost groaned at the perfect feel of her, as if a puzzle piece had
clicked into place with her body against his.

Twin mounds pressed to his chest, and he
swore through his shirt and her dress, he could feel the peaks of
her nipples brushing against him.

The thought of such occurring, of finally
giving into this intense craving for her, and ignoring all the
reasons he shouldn’t, caused his gut to surge with heat. One so
sudden and intense, giving a joyous feeling sweeping through him,
he almost gave in. Instead, he remembered where they were, why they
were here, him having followed her, and he lashed out, replacing
every bit of desire in his system with anger.

“I should bend you over my fucking knee,
Hailey,” he growled in her ear, then pulled her from the dance
floor.

She followed behind for a few steps, not
that she had a choice. But he expected some sort of fight from her,
so he wasn’t entirely surprised when she jolted in his hold, then
tripped seemingly over air. He turned and caught her before she
could fall, pulling the length of her body to his. Again, a rush of
desire swamped him, making him cross his eyes.

“Fuck,” he exclaimed, then set her arm’s
length away, but kept his hold on her. “Would you watch where
you’re walking?”

She blinked lazily up at him and swayed. Her
expression took a few seconds to catch up, almost as if her brain
was running slow, then her brows cut down in a sharp vee that
caused another interesting reaction in his groin.

Damn it.

“Wha-what are you doing here?” she slurred,
swaying again.

Alarm skittered briefly through his veins.
“The fuck?” He pulled her aside and out of the way of people
exiting the dance floor, then pushed her against a pillar she’d
been leaning on earlier. She blinked slowly up at him and her brows
lowered even more, so her entire face was one big pout.

“Wouldcha knock that off? Don like it when
you pull me around. You’re makin’ me dizz … dizzy.”

As she spoke, bells rang in his head,
causing him to tense even further. He’d seen her drinking
something, but he hadn’t known what. And it’d taken him a bit to
get inside the club, so he had no idea if she’d been slipped
anything, done anything else. He cupped her chin and stepped up
close. The lights under this pillar were soft, but enough to see
her eyes tracking him entirely too slow.

“You take something, Hails?”

She smiled at him. Her face changed from a
pout of youth to a woman of breathtaking beauty. He could live
every second of his life seeing her smile.

Her hips moved then, seeming to roll with
her body as if she were rocking back and forth. Instead of going
anywhere, they landed against his and he grunted, clamped down on
one slender hip bone to hold her in place.

“I may have had a drink or two.”

He went to glare at the bartenders who most
likely served someone underage. Not that he was surprised, but
Hailey caught his face with a palm on his cheek, turning him back
to her.

“Relax. I have an identification that says
I’m a little over a year older than I am. Though,” she said,
allowing her smile to widen, “I probably shouldn’t be admitting
that to a big bad federal agent, huh?”

Her nose wrinkled and fuck him, it was
entirely too cute.

Relaxing a little and enjoying a different
side of Hailey, one that seemed to be having fun, he leaned in
closer. “You drunk then?”

She lifted the hand she had held at his
cheek and moved her thumb and pointy finger about an inch apart.
“Maybe a little. I didn’t think it’d hit me that fast.”

A bit of irritation bled through his
relaxation. “What are you doing here by yourself, Hails?”

Her gaze moved over his shoulder as if she
was thinking of her response. That only irritated him as he could
tell she was trying to come up with a lie. “The truth,” he
said.

She took in a deep breath, which only pushed
the tops of her breasts against her dress. Something he fought—and
failed—to notice.

“Can’t I go out to the club?” she asked with
a fake innocence that had his spine stiffening.

He leaned in and her eyes went wide. “This
is not just some club. You know this as I do. I’m really debating
bending you over my knee.” He pushed out a harsh breath. “Stop with
the innocent, ‘I’m trying to have fun’, act. It’s bullshit. What
are you doing here?”

Her gaze narrowed, and fuck him, she squared
her shoulders off against him as if she were going
head-to-head.

“I know exactly what kind of club this is.
Doesn’t make my answer any different from what I gave you. Who’s to
say I don’t want to go to the club … by myself?” She lifted one eye
in challenge.

And damn it, he wanted to answer that
challenge. “Numb” by Max Jury started thumping through the
speakers, pushing the pounding bass through his veins. He leaned in
closer until his cheek brushed hers, his lips at her ear. One of
his hands went to the pillar beside her head, the other stayed on
her hip. He started playing with her hair, light touches designed
to get her attention.

He wanted to see her reaction. See if what
she spoke was true. No way had she come out all this way, wearing
something that caused his
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