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Chapter One
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I was deep down scared.

So deep down terrified, it was all I could do to hold my shit together without giving into the hysteria gnawing at my vitals as I crept out of the house.

Because, truthfully, creeping got on my nerves anyway, even when I wasn’t in a dire situation—the possibility of doing anything that might get me into trouble unnerved me.

Consequently, I’d spent days working up my courage to save myself.  

Because I knew, when I finally acknowledged that I was in trouble, that I was going to have to do it myself if it was done—save myself.

There was no one to race to my rescue and even attempting to contact someone whose job it was to save idiots like me, could, maybe, get me killed.

I didn’t want to believe that, but, unfortunately, I couldn’t convince myself that there was no possibility of it.

Luckily that did occur to me while I was mentally debating whether I should or shouldn’t try that route and whether I’d just look like an idiot crying wolf when it was discovered that there was nothing going on.

Or causing myself unnecessary grief in busting up the party I’d been thoroughly enjoying right up until ‘things’ began to click together in my brain in a disturbing way.

I wavered for a while.

Even after it became so blatantly obvious I’d gotten myself into the middle of a deadly, dangerous situation that even I—who practiced procrastination, self-deception, and sticking my head in the sand religiously—couldn’t convince myself any longer that I was just imagining that I’d planted my ass right in the middle of an illegal operation of some kind.

Sure Javier was wealthy—and also Hispanic.  They did things differently than regular people I was convinced. 

Different culture and so forth.

And the money ... well, you had to be careful these days carrying a hundred dollar bill in your pocket.  The danger, to yourself, went up exponentially from there depending on how rich you looked.

So it stood to reason Javier would have a security detail—highly visible—when he was an important business man.

A half a dozen security men wearing shoulder holsters with .357s didn’t really seem too excessive.

Except for that, Javier wasn’t really flashy about his wealth—to my mind.  

He did enjoy the finer things, but he didn’t live in a palatial mansion. It was a really big, very spacious home and beautifully furnished and decorated, but not ... ostentatious.  There was, almost literally, a mile of carefully maintained ‘yard’ around it—complete with swimming pool and tennis court.  But it looked like something that would, or could, belong to a high income/comfortably well off family, not someone who was staggeringly wealthy.

He had a nice car.

Well, a couple.

He wore nice suits.

They might have been designer—they certainly looked expensive—to me.

And he didn’t actually have a ‘slumming’ mode where he went around looking like a bum.  Even when he relaxed and dressed casual, it was still dressy.

He still bathed, shaved, combed his hair and brushed his teeth—so nothing thug-like about his appearance/personal habits. 

Honestly, even though I felt totally shallow about it, I was so impressed with his looks it took me a really long time to see past that.  Especially adding the nice home and car as cherries on top of good looking and well mannered ... courteous.  

Dream package.

But I was born into a family that suffered from optical rectumitous—shit outlook on life in general.  All that beautiful wrapped together should have made me more than a little skeptical.  It should have made me deeply suspicious right from the start.

And I suppose it did.

Until he turned the charm on me.

Despite the fact that I had had more than my fair share of life with control freaks already and certainly ought to have been able to spot one instantly.

But almost the moment he poured on the charm, I descended into moron mode—sank so deeply into it that I threw intelligence, common sense, education, and experience—all instincts for self-preservation—out the window.  My moral compass went as haywire as a compass set down on a powerful magnet. Javier.

Because I was a woman and, deep down, we all still believed in fairytale princes—wanted to desperately enough most any of us could convince ourselves we’d stumbled upon one—like magic.  A unicorn.  Or the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow.

Javier knocked it—good sense—out of me as soon he got completely comfortable with having me under his thumb and introduced me to his kink.  

Right after I moved in with him after working for him for just a handful of weeks.

He liked to watch.  He also liked to be watched while he fucked.

Three ways were right around the corner, I figured.

The discovery of that one thing woke me right up, brought me to the surface for a look around faster than I could spit—because I was a total prude and even regular sex, getting naked and hiking my legs in the air, made me so uncomfortable I had a hard time relaxing and enjoying it.  Kinky was just too far outside my comfort zone for me to ignore it, however hard I worked to.

Because I’d convinced myself by that point that Javier was my prince and I didn’t want to find any flaws.  He was going to save me from my ex-husband/stalker and the poverty I’d landed in when I escaped captivity the last time.

* * * *
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Jesse knew he was in trouble the minute he set eyes on Cait.  It was almost like Bambi had wandered in at the door.  She had the biggest, most vulnerable, innocent looking eyes he’d ever seen.

And, despite an obvious effort to dress down and minimize her assets, despite the fact that she’d been seriously short changed height-wise and wasn’t as big as a minute—from his six four viewpoint anyway—she was built like a porn queen.  That would’ve been enough by itself to blindside him—except the face that went with it was almost as devastating in the other direction entirely—looked so sweet and guileless it gave him a nearly instantaneous toothache ... in his balls.

He felt as if he’d caught a cannon ball mid-mass.  She purely knocked the breath out of him.

Fortunately, he was too frozen—like a hunter who’d just spotted prize game—to give himself away.

And Javier was too focused on his prize to notice anyone else’s reaction to her.

That realization redirected Jesse’s attention to Kane.

He looked stunned himself, but, as if he caught the faint movement of Jesse’s head, he blinked slowly, dragged his gaze from Cait with obvious effort, met his gaze for a long moment with a look that seemed ... almost challenging ... before he assumed a stony mask to hide his thoughts.

Jesse felt his own cool, emotionless mask slip.

He didn’t examine the thoughts or sentiments that prompted it—although he definitely got vibes that it wasn’t something that would be ‘healthy’ for him.

If there was ever a worse time to lose his focus, he couldn’t imagine it.

He thought he might just regret the decision to ‘play along’ with Javier’s weird predilections, however.

Not that he’d felt like, at the time, that there was actually a choice or he would have flatly refused.  He had declined to take part with as much grim determination as he dared, but he had a role to play and nobody ignored the boss’ orders if they wanted to live long and do well.  It could have led to something a lot more ... unpleasant if he’d refused to play, and he knew it, which was why he’d buckled.  But then again, he’d thought/expected it to be a one off—more in the nature of a test than a ‘reward’ as Javier had claimed and it had been early days to consider throwing in the towel.  It could just as easily become a dire situation in his current circumstances, though, possibly more dangerous if Javier was as smitten as he appeared to be.  

Of course, he didn’t know, now, that that wasn’t the case, but he had a bad feeling he was going to have a serious problem keeping is wits about him this time if the boss insisted ....

Maybe worse if he didn’t.

They weren’t playing the kind of game where the witless survived.

* * * *
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Feeling a little like he’d been kicked in the head when he finally managed to gather enough of his wits to realize he’d been staring at the woman like a starving dog, Kane sent Jesse a challenging stare and then looked away, struggling to maintain a façade of composed indifference while he wrestled with the dilemma the bastard had just thrown at him.

Not that he thought it was premeditated in any sense—something thought out to trip him up. Clearly Javier was salivating to get his hands on her himself

He hoped to fuck it wasn’t, because if it was he was made and, maybe, a dead man.

If it wasn’t, he still might be dead.

Because, unless he was very badly mistaken, Javier had just brought in a woman that was likely to get all of them dead.

Especially if she was as innocent as she looked.

Inwardly, he shrugged.  

And even more likely if she was as evil as the bastard that had brought her to the party.

There was no doubt about it.  They had been playing a dangerous game before she arrived.  And it had just gotten more complicated and more dangerous.

And the outcome was going to be way more unpredictable.

* * * *
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I had a bad feeling even as I slipped out of my room that fate was about to fuck me over—again.  But I’d waited and waited for an opportunity to make my escape and, as far as I could tell, Javier had finally handed me an opportunity.

He’d gone out—left the estate—to take care of some kind of business and he’d taken four of the security guards with him.

It unnerved her that he’d told her that, but he said he wanted to make sure she knew she had two men watching her and the house.

So she would be safe.

Hopefully it wasn’t an opportunity to hang myself.

But I knew I was just going to lose my nerve if I didn’t act when I had the chance and I might not get another one.

And beyond that, I was absolutely convinced by that time that the longer I hung around, the less chance that I was going to outlive my latest mistake.

It was the thought of not succeeding, of getting caught trying to escape, that worried me the most, because I hadn’t been able to think up a believable lie to cover my ass if I was caught and that meant Javier would be suspicious and watch me closer.

Or have me watched closer.

Assuming I was in any shape to need watching.
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Chapter Two
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There’d been some sneaking involved in escaping my ex—but it was nothing like my current situation.  In that case, he’d gone out of town to a meet and greet with other commercial construction contractors and I’d just taken advantage of his absence to collect my things—mostly my kids and their things—and leave.

I’d thought it was a seriously dingy thing to do when I first discovered that he’d canceled all of my credit cards—both of them—and cleaned out my bank account—the household account that I used to buy groceries and pay bills—mostly his bills.

Because I’d written a check to pay three months rent on a place for me and the boys and promptly lost it because the check didn’t clear.

He told me he’d take me back if I came right back.

I wasn’t even almost tempted.

Because I’d been with him long enough to discover just how vindictive he was if he decided somebody had screwed him over.

I’d been pretty miserable before.  

I didn’t want to know what he would do to ‘punish’ me if I let him get his hands on me.

But then I didn’t really understand sociopaths.  My first husband, Thomas, was a good ole’ boy—sweet and good natured in his absentminded way.  He might, and actually did, forget about me and the needs of me and the boys, but he didn’t go out of his way to do mean things.  He was a throwback—a male chauvinist—expected me to know my place as a woman was subservient to him, but he was nothing like Bubba.

We’d married right out of high school when we were both still pretty much kids, but as annoying as I often found his male arrogance and bigotry, I doubt I ever would have left him.

I was devastated when he was killed in a hunting accident, but I had our boys to think about and he hadn’t left much to take care of them.  And I couldn’t get a job making enough money to support us with no more than a high school diploma.  

I’d thought when Bubba swept me off my feet and courted my boys, that I’d found my white knight.

Hoped—because I was struggling and we were barely getting by.

Nope.

I hadn’t fallen in love with him, but I was trying to be practical and we needed what he was offering—what I thought he was offering—and I thought I could at least be content.

The boys actively disliked him inside of the first year and it seemed to be mutual.  I managed to struggle through another six years of refereeing and trying to make the family ‘work’.  

Because I’d let Bubba convince me to be a housewife and mother. 

Just like I had Thomas.

Because he’d (Bubba had) separated me from my dead end job by moving three times in the first three years we were married.

And also from my few friends and even scarcer family.

Because he wanted full control over me.  

Which was unfortunate for me—that I began to really dislike him just about the time I realized he’d boxed me into a corner.  I had my boys to take care of.  If it had been just me, I would’ve slept in my car just to escape.  

I couldn’t do that to them.

I did do that to them, though, because Bubba pulled the rug out from under me.

He’d always watched every dime I spent and made sure I couldn’t squirrel away anything significant in the way of mad money.  I did spend time trying.  But then the situation had boiled over and I bailed with the boys thinking I’d just have to borrow from the bankcards to get by until I could get on my feet.

That was a resounding no.

So me and the boys slept in the car for a while until I managed to talk my mother into letting the boys ‘visit’ with her while I worked on getting us a place.

She was more inclined to take Bubba’s side in the ‘disagreement’—because he’d been working on her sympathies while I was living out of my car—so she said there wasn’t enough room for me.  She did take the boys, though, and that was a relief.

And that was how I landed in Javier’s lap.

I ran out of options and he convinced me he was the White Knight I’d been looking for—hired me as a personal assistant to keep track of his appointments.

Shortly behind that—less than a month—he convinced me that it would work better—be more convenient for him—if I stayed at his place—not that difficult (to convince me) since I was still living in my car and it was a scary address.

And I’d already developed a serious crush on him—at first sight.

And in the first week, he’d coaxed me into his bed.

I gave myself a mental kick when I thought about that absolutely stupid ‘decision’.

Not that it actually was a decision.

Shrugging the thoughts off, I searched the immediate area outside my room closely and then moved to the unsecured window I’d discovered and checked it.

Thankfully, no one seemed to have noticed the wire to the motion detector had been broken.

Not that I was crazy about going out of the window, but I just didn’t think I could manage to sneak out past the umpteen cameras downstairs.  Particularly when the house was dark and I had no idea of where the cameras were—or if all of them were visible or some were hidden.

Thrusting my last minute jitters from my mind, I opened the window very carefully
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