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    Chapter One


    


    With her heart pounding and her chest tight with worry, Hannah Tennant knocked one last time, desperately hoping Will would just answer the door. Though they’d separated six months earlier, he was still one of her best friends and it wasn’t like him to stand her up, nor was it like him to not answer his phone.


    Sure, he’d been more distracted as of late…and more secretive. At first she’d blamed it on his job, knowing he was working hours that were crazier than usual. Then she’d blamed it on him moving out and their pending divorce.


    But now? Her gut told her something was wrong, and after her brother’s murder, she couldn’t help but worry. If nothing else, she and Will could have a good laugh over her paranoia. Besides, Will would understand after all she’d been through.


    Digging through her purse, she pulled out the spare key he’d given her. It wasn’t the home they’d shared when they were together, but rather a small cottage that he’d moved into after they split up, quietly nestled in the woods. He hadn’t wanted to disrupt her life by having her move out, even though she was the one who’d finally called it quits, needing to bring an end to something that had long felt like it was dying a slow death.


    Jiggling the key in the lock, it finally turned and she let herself in. “Will? It’s me… Are you home?”


    The moment she moved past the entry, adrenaline spiked through her system, sending her heart hammering as she took in the scene. The once neat room had been destroyed—lamps broken, furniture overturned, and…blood…so much blood… “Will!”


    She was reliving her nightmare, except that this time, it was Will instead of her brother, Ryan. With trembling hands, she pulled out her phone and managed to dial nine-one-one, trying to keep calm as she gave the emergency operator the address, her voice shaking as she stumbled over the words. Carefully, she moved through the house, still hoping to find her husband as she answered the operator’s questions.


    “No…he’s not here and the house is empty, from what I can tell. I don’t know where he is…but there’s blood and the place has been tossed. The police…” They were on their way, at least. “No, I haven’t touched anything—just the front door to let myself in.”


    She could hear the sirens in the distance, and went out onto the front porch to wait for them, unable to bear the sight of Will’s struggles and what was likely his blood. “They’re here now. Thank you.”


    Hannah barely remembered a thing about the next four hours as she was questioned and re-questioned by the police, forced to relive her nightmare as the worst memories of her life were dredged up, her barely healed wounds of her brother’s murder torn open once more. “No…Will’s a nice guy. He doesn’t have any enemies and he doesn’t have any bad habits—no gambling, no drugs, just the occasional drink. He’s just your typical computer geek. Sweet, smart… No, I don’t live here. We separated six months ago, but we’re still good friends. I still…love him.” Her eyes burned as she held back her tears, trying not to think the worst, and yet…how could she not?


    Detective Lambert jotted down something in his notepad and then flipped it shut. “We’ll check with local hospitals and the surrounding woods, on the off chance he tried to get away from the assailants on foot with the hopes of finding some cover there. We’ll also question the neighbors. See if any of them saw or heard anything. We don’t know the nature of the attack, or how your husband fared, but we’ll look into it. His car seems to be missing, so it’s possible he left. Went to get help, perhaps?”


    “But…there’s too much blood and his time’s running out if he’s been badly injured. His place—it’s been destroyed. Someone must have attacked him, and they must have taken his car too.” Was Lambert trying to tell her that just because there wasn’t a body, that they weren’t going to take it seriously? Her tears finally spilled over at the thought that they might not find him in time. “He could be dying somewhere—someone must have taken him. Please…you need to find him. He’s not the sort of guy to just take off, which means someone did this to him.”


    “We’re going to do everything we can, Ms. Tennant. In the meantime, if you can think of anything else, no matter how small a detail, please call me.” Lambert handed her his card and then with a look over at his partner, they left her and headed back into Will’s house, which was now roped off with crime-scene tape.


    When the tears slipped down her cheeks, she wiped them away with a shaky hand, her entire body fighting off the tremors that wanted to consume her. What had Will gotten himself into? She had to find him…especially if the cops weren’t going to make it a priority or take it seriously. Because she couldn’t shrug off the feeling that the worst had happened, and the thought of losing Will…


    Jake… She had to tell him what happened. He was one of their dearest friends, and maybe…maybe he’d know what to do. Maybe he’d heard from Will.


    Taking a ragged breath, she pulled out her phone and dialed his number, knowing that if anyone could help her, if anyone could see her through this, it’d be Jake.


    And yet the mere thought of Jake sent her worried heart racing to a different beat, a heart still carrying battle scars that refused to fully heal. And yet it was a beat she had long ignored—and would continue to do so if she had any hope of keeping her heart safe. Because Jake might be one of her dearest friends, but he’d also broken her heart.


    He picked up just as she was starting to lose hope, loud music thumping in the background. “Hannah?”


    The sound of his voice had her eyes stinging with tears. “Yeah… It’s me. Jake… I need you. Please…it’s Will. He’s missing. And his place…there was a fight…and there was blood.”


    “Are you okay? Are you safe?” There was such concern in his voice, she suddenly felt less alone just to know he cared.


    “I’m fine. But…I just don’t know what to do. I need you, Jake.” She hated that her voice cracked and her tears spilled over when she needed to stay strong—for Will’s sake.


    “I’ll be right there. I’ve got you, love.”


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    Chapter Two


    


    Jake had gotten Hannah’s call while at Emma and Quinn’s wedding, and had left immediately, pausing only to quickly pack a bag at his place and get changed out of the tux he’d been wearing. It had felt a little odd to see Emma get married, but truth be told, he couldn’t have been happier for his dear friend, and Quinn truly did make her happy, which was all Jake had ever wanted for her.


    Hannah… Fucking hell. His chest immediately filled with regret and heartache at the mere thought of her. He’d had eight years to mull over the biggest mistake of his life, and it hurt no less now, years later, to know he’d missed out on being with the love of his life. He’d tried to move past it, tried to get over her just like she’d managed to get over him by marrying Will, but eight years later he’d yet to find the sort of relationship he’d stupidly walked away from.


    Pushing aside his own issues, he thought of Hannah and what she must be going through, especially after her brother’s death four years ago. The thought of her going through this alone…he just couldn’t bear it.


    He’d always been fiercely protective of her, and now was no different, especially when whoever had done this to Will might come back and harm her. It had him wanting to steal her away, to keep her safe. And it also had him wondering if he and Hannah could ever start over. Because that thought, above all else, was a constant in his life.


    As for Will…fuck. What the hell had he gotten himself into? He wasn’t the sort of guy who got himself into trouble. He was always the one who took the safe road and the sure bet. It was why Hannah had fallen for Will after Jake had walked away from her, too worried that he couldn’t make her happy and give her all she deserved. Will had been there to help her pick up the pieces, and with him, she’d found happiness. For a little while anyway.


    Having left the wedding so late in the evening, it was nearly one in the morning by the time Jake got to Hannah’s home. She answered the door the moment he knocked, her eyes rimmed red from crying, and her copper curls disheveled. “Jake…”


    She paused for a long moment, clearly trying to fight back the wave of emotions she was battling, and then, as if losing the fight, she fell into his arms. Without a single thought, he held onto her, cradling her body to his as she wept against his chest, his cheek resting atop her head.


    It killed him that she was hurting, especially when there was so little he could do for her. He’d try to offer her what little comfort and protection he could, though it felt woefully inadequate in the face of what she truly needed. “Hush, love…we’ll find him. I promise.”


    Still holding onto her, he made sure to lock the door behind them, still worried that whoever had gone after Will might also come after Hannah. With a tight arm around her waist, Jake shifted her towards the sofa, already familiar with the layout, since it was the home she’d once shared with Will.


    Despite his feelings for Hannah, Jake still visited them regularly while they were married. But once Hannah and Will separated, Jake hadn’t trusted himself to be alone with her—not when she was finally single. He had never come between them when they’d been married, but knowing they’d split up… Well, he knew that their split would be enough to weaken his self-control, and he’d try to get back what he once had with Hannah—what he’d once been stupid enough to walk away from.


    He’d known it’d be a bad idea to pursue her so soon after her divorce, and he hadn’t wanted to ruin what little chance he might have to win her back. And then there was the fact that Will was one of his best friends, which only complicated matters further.


    So he’d stayed away from Hannah, as hard as that had been. Until now.


    Pursuing Hannah could easily be taken as a betrayal to their friendship. Although it wasn’t all that different than Will dating her after Jake had left her brokenhearted, Will at least had the decency to speak to him about it first. Not that Jake would get that opportunity if they didn’t find him.


    It’s not as though Jake hadn’t tried to move on. He had, to an extent, by falling for Emma, even if she could never think of him as anything but a friend. But maybe…maybe he’d fallen for Emma because she’d been a safe bet, and he knew there was little chance that she’d return his affections. And it was why one look at Hannah was enough to stoke the fire that still burned for her, reigniting a love that had never come close to being extinguished.


    With Hannah still in his arms, he sat them down on the large comfy sofa, leaving her tucked in at his side, as his heart raced to have her so close once again. He ran a soothing hand over her back as she cried, her head propped against his chest, making him wish he could erase her pain. It killed him to see her so upset, especially when she’d never been one for tears. “We can’t assume the worst, love. But you have my word, we’ll do all we can to find him.”


    With a ragged breath, she sat up out of his arms and took off her tortoiseshell frame glasses to wipe at her tears. Fucking hell…even when she was a wreck, she was still gorgeous, with her thick strawberry blonde hair and the galaxy of freckles that smattered her porcelain skin.


    She may have been his best friend’s wife, but long before that, she’d been the woman who’d stolen his heart. And he’d fucked it up. He’d pushed her away, too scared of the intensity between them and too worried that he wouldn’t be enough—too worried that he wouldn’t be good for her. And so he’d driven her into Will’s arms, only to realize how badly he’d fucked up once it was too late to win her back. Hannah had started a life with Will, and he’d respected that. What choice did he have when Will was his best friend?


    “I know I need to stay positive, but after what happened to Ryan and then seeing Will’s place…I just can’t stop thinking the worst. I don’t even know when the attack took place. And what if he’s still alive somewhere, bleeding out? What if he can’t get help and we’re not able to find him until it’s too late?”


    “You can’t give up hope, Hannah. We’ll go to the police station first thing in the morning and see if they’ve come across any new information for us to go on.” Yet Jake couldn’t shrug the feeling that this was all so odd. Will wasn’t the sort of guy who’d get himself into any sort of trouble. He was always the calm, levelheaded one. The one who was sensible, responsible, and thought things through. “Do you have any idea who may have wanted to hurt him? Or maybe there was something he got mixed up in?”


    She shook her head no, her aqua eyes darkening as her gaze slipped to her hands on her lap and she fidgeted with her glasses. “Honestly, I’m not sure. We still saw each other often enough, but lately…I don’t know. He seemed distracted—not that he’d talk to me about it. I hate to say it, but we’d grown apart these last few years. Ever since Ryan…”


    Jake knew just how hard her brother’s death had been on her, especially when Ryan had been the last bit of family that she’d had left. For her to have to relive something so awful…it was killing him that he couldn’t protect her from it all and spare her the hurt. They just had to get to Will before it was too late.


    “Was he working on any new projects? Hanging out with any new friends? Any changes to his schedule?” Though he and Will had been good friends, Jake’s schedule at the restaurant was crazy, and he, too, often missed out on what his friends were up to. And with Will married to Hannah, it wasn’t exactly easy to see them together.


    “No…not that I’m aware of, anyway.” She settled back against his chest, with a ragged sigh, the emotion in her voice killing him. “Some friend—some wife—I am. I don’t even know what he was working on.”


    “In your defense, you guys split up over six months ago. You don’t even live in the same town anymore. And it’s not like I’ve been any better about keeping in touch.” From the little Will had said, his split from Hannah had been amicable. They’d just wanted different things from life and had grown apart. Yet Hannah had said even less when he’d tried to speak to her about her impending divorce. He’d wanted to push, wanted to know if she wouldn’t discuss it because she still loved Will, but she had refused to elaborate.


    At the very least, Jake hadn’t been an active part of the reason they’d broken up. It’d been damn hard to stay away and not give in to his feelings for Hannah, but he had. He’d let their relationship play out, without interfering in any way. And if he did eventually try to pursue a new relationship with Hannah, he couldn’t be accused of having meddled in their marriage or sabotaged it in any way.


    When she nestled deeper against him, Jake tightened his hold on her, doing his best to ignore his body’s reaction to having her back in his arms once more. It was the last thing she needed, and totally inappropriate given the circumstances, even if he found it near impossible to hold himself back from desperately wanting her.


    Needing to put an end to his growing arousal before he did something he’d regret, he gently shifted Hannah out of his arms. “Come on, little red. It’s really late, and we’ll likely have a long day ahead of us. Let’s get you to bed, yeah?”


    She sat up and nodded, her eyes shimmering with tears. “What if…what if the worst has happened, Jake? I know I need to stay positive, but the amount of blood…even if he’s still alive…his injuries could be fatal if he doesn’t get to a hospital. The thought that he’s out there all alone on such a cold night—or worse, that he’s with whoever did this to him. What if they’re hurting him? I just can’t bear the thought. And I keep seeing Ryan…the way I found him…”


    Jake cupped her cheek and brushed her tears away when they spilled over, her skin soft as silk. “Don’t, Hannah. Don’t do this to yourself. It might not even be Will’s blood. Let’s not think the worst when we don’t have a whole lot of facts to go on. Okay? Come morning, we may know a whole lot more than we do at the moment, and right now, the best thing for you is to get some rest. Come on. Let’s get you to bed.” Jake stood and pulled her up off the sofa when she gave a slight wobble as if the blood had rushed from her head and she’d gone light-headed.


    Catching her, he scooped her up in his arms, ignoring her protests. “I can walk, Jake.”


    “Sweetheart, you’re dead on your feet, and you’ve had a rough night.” He was already heading up the stairs with her as she wrapped her arms around his neck, holding onto him, as she finally settled her head against his shoulder.


    Heading to her room, he lowered her onto the bed and got ready to go when she grabbed his hand and looked up at him with shimmering eyes, and tears that threatened to spill down her cheeks. “Jake…”


    His heart pounded against his ribs as he tried to snuff out the hope that wanted to spark there, knowing it’d be too dangerous to let it come to life. He was already heading down a precarious road that could lead to disaster, and yet he was helpless to follow any path but the one he was on, knowing he’d denied his feelings for Hannah for far too long. “Do you want me to stay?”


    When she nodded, he steeled himself and slipped in by her side, letting her rest her head against his shoulder, the feel of her in his arms allowing a quiet peace to settle over him, as if he’d finally found a missing part of himself. And so he held her to him as she softly wept in his arms, until sleep finally took them into its darkness, their limbs tangled as one.


    ***


    Jake awoke with Hannah still asleep in his arms, his heart immediately thundering away as the length of her body rested against his, his cock springing to life and going hard. She was so beautiful with her red hair and freckles, and her lush curves. It was all he could do not to wake her by pressing his lips to hers, by nestling himself between her legs and covering every inch of her in kisses.


    He could remember the taste of her skin—the taste of her—could remember the sounds she’d make when he was claiming her as his, when he was pushing her from one orgasm to the next, and the way her body would quiver in his arms as she came. And he desperately wanted all those things once more.


    He’d lived without her for years, and though this might not be the ideal time to start a relationship, all he could do was try his best to patiently wait. Messing with her head would do neither of them any good, and pursuing her now would do just that, causing chaos and confusion. She already had enough to deal with, especially when Will was still missing and she was upset and vulnerable.


    Yet with her still fast asleep in his arms, he couldn’t help but take in the moment: the way her curves felt pressed against his body, the way her red hair tumbled over her shoulders—and how gorgeous, how peaceful she looked in her slumber. How right she looked in his arms, where she belonged…


    With one last look to sustain him, he carefully eased her out of his arms so as not to wake her, and then padded down the stairs to the kitchen. Though he’d been to the cute cottage plenty of times, it looked different now that it was just Hannah’s. She’d painted things a cheery butter yellow with a crisp white on the trim, and the space fit Hannah perfectly, with its mix of old details and modern touches, her pottery and artwork tucked into corners throughout the home. Though Hannah paid the bills doing graphic design work, her pottery and her drawings were what had always fascinated him.


    Poking around in her fridge and cabinets, Jake pulled out the ingredients he’d need to put something together for breakfast. He preheated the oven and peeled half a dozen apples, mixing them in with a loaf of day-old bread he’d cubed, and a good dose of cinnamon and brown sugar. He made a quick vanilla custard, poured the mixture over the bread, and set it in the oven to bake before getting a pot of coffee going.


    With breakfast underway, he grabbed his bag out of his car, dropped it off in the guest room he’d always used when visiting and hopped into the shower in the main bathroom. Realistically, his six-four frame was far too tall for Hannah’s shower setup, but the water was steaming hot and that was exactly what he needed if he had any hope of waking up.


    Running a soapy hand over his body, he propped his arms out on the cold tile wall so he could get his head under the spray, letting the water pour over him as his mind wandered to Will—and Hannah.


    Always Hannah…


    Fuck…the mere thought of her had him wrapping his hand around his cock and slipping his grip down over his hard length with a grunt of need and desperation.


    As one of the top chefs in New England and with more money than he knew what to do with, he’d been with his share of women. And yet none of them came close to having the sort of effect on him that Hannah did. Not by a mile, even if it’d been eight years since he’d last been with her, eight years since he’d had her naked body in his arms, responding to his every touch as he drew forth one orgasm after the next from her eager body.


    He could remember every little detail as if she were standing before him naked…long red hair cascading over her shoulders, perfectly pert breasts with dark rose areolas, freckles dancing over her porcelain skin, and her plump curves ripe for the taking.


    He stroked himself with a soapy hand, squeezing as he got to the head of his cock and slipping his thumb over the tip, before working back down his shaft with a groan and repeating it all over again. There was no way he should be jerking off in Hannah’s shower while she lay sleeping in the other room after bawling her eyes out over Will. And yet there he was, slowly working his cock through his tight grip as his hips thrust forward while his imagination had Hannah on her knees in front of him, sucking him off.


    He could picture it all too well…her lush pink lips wrapped around his cock as he fucked her pretty little mouth, her hair wrapped tight around his fist, holding her where he wanted her, where he needed her.


    Fuck…it was too much to bear and it was doing him in, his orgasm building at the base of his groin as his pace quickened and his grip tightened around his cock, stroking himself from his thick base to his swollen head. It was far too easy to imagine that it was Hannah who was making him come, who was swallowing his cum as he let loose with a grunt, his cock pulsing in its release as his orgasm crashed through him, her name on his lips once more—always her.


    Desperately wanting Hannah, his head was spinning with thoughts of her, spinning with memories of their time together, of what could be if only she let him back into her heart. He needed to find what they once had before he’d fucked it up by walking away—all because he thought she deserved so much more than he could give her, because he was too worried that his berating father was right about how he’d never amount to anything, and because he was too scared to think that he might someday turn into a bastard just like his father.


    And yet, Hannah had always meant everything to him. His one true love. But he’d been too young, too stupid and naïve to realize that he was the only one in control of his fate—not his asshole father. Leaving Hannah had been the biggest mistake of his life—and he’d be damned if he wouldn’t do everything in his power to get her back.


    Jake now knew he could make her happy and he could give her everything she could ever want—if only he could convince her that they needed to be more than just friends. And since he’d just eased a bit of the sexual tension that had been plaguing him since he first saw her last night, he might somehow manage to keep himself from pinning her against a wall and ravaging her. He hoped. Because truth be told, he was having a hard time reining in his need for her, despite the horrible circumstances.


    He finished showering and then, with a towel wrapped around his waist, he stepped out into the hall, turning towards the guest room, when he ran into Hannah. “Hey, I hope you don’t mind. I grabbed a shower.”


    She shook her head, her eyes still red and heavy with sleep and last night’s tears. “You know to make yourself at home. I’m just…I’m just glad you’re still here, Jake.”


    The images of her naked and kneeling before him as she sucked him off were still fresh in his mind, making him feel like such a fucking ass. It’s not that he wasn’t worried about Will—he was—and yet it still hadn’t been enough to keep him from jerking off to images of Hannah. “There’s coffee made, and the bread pudding should be nearly done baking. Let me get changed, and then once we grab a bite to eat, we can head to the police station. With luck they’ll have found Will or at the very least have more information on what happened or where Will might be.”


    “I honestly don’t know how I’d deal with all this if you weren’t here.” Her shoulders slumped, and though he wanted nothing more than to pull her into his arms and ease her pain, he couldn’t in his state of undress. He just didn’t trust himself not to do something stupid.


    “I promise, Hannah. We’ll find him.” He gave her hand a squeeze, though he doubted it did much to comfort her. “Grab something to eat, and I’ll be down in a minute.”


    “Thanks, Jake. For everything.” And then she slipped into his arms and hugged him, her cheek pressed to his naked chest as he held her close, sending his pulse rocketing.


    And fuck…he was such a goner. It’d be a goddamned miracle if he didn’t screw this up by pushing for too much, too soon. Because after holding back for what felt like an eternity, it seemed as though he couldn’t wait a second more.

  


  


  


  
    


    


    Chapter Three


    


    Hannah forced herself to eat, knowing that Jake had gone to the trouble to make breakfast for her. And it was absolutely amazing, with hints of cinnamon and nutmeg that mingled with vanilla and brown sugar that complemented the tartness of the apples. Yet, she still had no appetite, upset as she was. Her gut was still in knots, and after such a late night, her head was still swimming from the lack of sleep, leaving her feeling off-kilter.


    She managed another bite, swallowing hard to get it down. “It’s really good…”


    “But you’re too worried to eat.” He grabbed her hand and gave it a squeeze, his grip strong and comforting. She didn’t know what the hell she would have done had he not come by to help her. At the moment, it felt like Jake was the only thing keeping her from shattering to pieces. “It’s okay, Hannah. You don’t have to eat if you’re not able to. I know this is hard on you, especially after what happened to your brother.”


    She nodded, doing her best to push her worries aside. Instead, she distracted herself with Jake, unable to resist taking him in, which did little to calm her already racing heart.


    As tall and muscular as he was, he’d always had such a presence the moment he walked into any room, and when it came to Jake, she had never quite managed to ignore the effect he’d always had on her. With intense brown eyes that were flecked with gold, dark stubble, and sexily mussed-up hair that looked like he’d been running his hands through it, it was hard to look away—and even harder to ignore the immediate effect he had on her woefully neglected body. Though she knew he shouldn’t make her heart race, he did, and she was loathe to admit that he’d had that effect on her, even after things were over between them.


    Of course, she’d loved Will with all her heart, and she’d given her marriage her all—and yet in the end it hadn’t mattered. She’d been a wreck after Ryan’s death, and by the time she’d recovered, Will had become distant—too distant for them to find their way back to each other.


    Things only got worse with time. Will’s affections grew more and more infrequent, until she was left feeling completely alone, despite being married. She’d tried everything she could think of to get him back, to rekindle whatever passion they’d once had, but he’d only continued to push her away, making one excuse after the other.


    And it wasn’t just that he’d withdrawn physically. If it had been just that, she could have managed. But he’d also become emotionally unavailable, pushing her away, refusing to share his day with her, refusing to open up to her. By the end of their marriage, they barely spoke about anything but the mundane…groceries, bills, the house…and she’d felt as if she were walking on eggshells, worried she’d say the wrong thing and push him even further away. Yet, she’d still loved him, despite feeling like he’d rejected her.


    But for Will to no longer want her, especially after Jake had broken things off…it left her wondering if there was something inherently wrong with her, as if she somehow wasn’t good enough.


    She hated herself for the tears that stung her eyes. The last thing she needed to do was feel sorry for herself, especially when Will might be fighting for his life.


    Of course, leave it to Jake to notice that she was an emotional wreck. He may have ended things between them, but in a way, they’d never lost the special connection that had always existed between them.


    “Hey…” He pulled her into his strong arms and held her to him, though it only served to remind her that he, too, had walked away from her, that he’d broken her heart. And yet, she couldn’t pull away from him, her body melting into his as her tears rolled down her cheeks and his familiar scent of autumnal woods filled her head. “It’ll be okay, little red.”


    His nickname for her had her burrowing deeper in his embrace, reminding her of the red capelet she used to wear in college, and a time when she’d been his—a time when life had been good and she had been happy. He’d called her little red ever since, even after she’d moved on and married Will.


    He pulled away enough to cup her face in his hands and wipe his thumbs over the tears on her cheeks, his touch doing things to her that she had no right to be feeling. “Do you want to go to the police station and see if they have any more news on Will?”


    He was so close. Close enough for her to feel the tickle of his breath on her skin, close enough for him to lean in and kiss her if he wanted to—which was why she should put some distance between them. Her heart was already in tatters and wouldn’t survive another blow—and yet she found herself unable to push him away.


    She did her best to focus on his question, and nodded in response. “I suppose speaking to the cops is our best bet. Though I swear they can’t be bothered unless there’s a body. I’m sorry to drag you into all of this. I just didn’t know who else to call or what to do.”


    He cupped her face in his hands, his gaze fierce. “I’d have been furious with you if you hadn’t called. No one should have to go through this sort of thing, let alone have to deal with it on their own, especially after all you’ve been through. I want to be here for you, Hannah. I want to be someone you can count on.”


    “Jake…” He was looking at her with such an intensity, she was unable to hold his gaze. And she knew what he was implying, the connection between them—the attraction—undeniable. Needing a distraction from the nearness of him, she played with the buttons on his flannel shirt, left hanging open over his t-shirt and jeans. Except it was doing little good when she could feel his muscular body as it pressed against hers, encompassing her in his strong arms, and enticing her to forget that he’d once walked away from her. “Jake…what are we doing here?”


    His hard chest rose and fell as he let out a sigh. “I know my timing sucks, but…fuck. If you think I don’t regret breaking things off between us, you’re wrong. It’s been my biggest regret—and it was a huge mistake. You’ve always meant everything to me.”


    Hurt, anger, her own regrets…they all churned into a volatile poison that coursed through her veins. “What the hell am I supposed to do with that, Jake? Do you think it was easy for me to get over you and move on? Well, it fucking wasn’t.”


    “And I respected that. I didn’t pursue you, even though I wanted to—even though I knew I’d made a huge mistake.” With his fingers tangled in her hair, he tipped her head back and forced her to look at him, to look into his intense, soul-bearing eyes, and listen to what he was saying. “I still love you, Hannah—and the truth is, I never stopped.”


    He captured her mouth in an all-consuming kiss that had her hands knotting in his shirt as his fingers tangled in her hair, his tongue clashing with hers and reminding her of what it was like to be on the receiving end of his affections. His grip in her hair tightened, pulling her head back to rake his teeth down her neck, sending a shiver of need through her body to awaken a passion and a need that had been ignored so long it’d gone dormant.


    Yet she couldn’t do this—even if she desperately wanted him.


    She put her hands on his chest and pushed him away, even as her body screamed for more. “Don’t, Jake. I can’t. Not when Will’s still missing and…not when you crushed me by leaving.”


    “I was young and stupid, Hannah. And I want another chance at making this work.” Still cupping her face in his hands, he brushed his thumb over her lips, sending her eyes fluttering closed as she leaned into his warm touch, a touch that held the promise of so much pleasure. “I won’t hurt you again, little red. You have my word.”


    “I can’t do this. I’m sorry. I need to focus on Will. On getting him back.” Even if Will was yet another man who’d broken her heart.


    Jake nodded with a sigh. “I know, love. And I swear we’ll do all we can to find him. But this is far from over. I was stupid enough to walk away from you once, but I won’t be doing it again. I love you, Hannah. I always have. And I’m not letting you go.”


    “Not letting me go? I was never the one to go, Jake. You—” She poked his chest. “You were the one who left.”


    “And for that, you don’t know how sorry I am.”


    ***


    Jake insisted on driving, and in the mood she was in, she was happy to let him. That kiss had torn open all her wounds and heartache—and yet it’d also made her feel more alive than she had in years. Stupid hormones. It didn’t help that she’d been single for over six months, and even before that, Will hadn’t touched her in well over a year, not to mention any sex prior to even that had been a scarce occurrence.


    Jake gave her hand a squeeze, ignoring the scolding glare she tossed him—not that her traitorous body was in any rush to escape the warm comfort of his touch. “Hopefully the cops have some new information. And while we’re there, we can find out when they might allow you back into Will’s place. There might be something there the cops missed—something they wouldn’t know about or something that might look odd to you that they didn’t pick up on.”


    It was a good idea. She knew that. But the thought of seeing all that blood again had her chest tightening. “I know you’re right, but having to go back there…I just don’t know if I can bear it, Jake. I’ll go speak with the cops, but I can’t go to Will’s house.”


    “Then we’ll start with the cops and hopefully they’ll have answers for us.”


    ***


    They didn’t.


    “I’m sorry, Ms. Tennant. The blood is his. We know that much. But there’s no evidence of anyone else’s blood, and nothing pointing to a forced entry.” Detective Lambert gave her a look of pity, like she was worrying over a man who wanted to disappear, who’d staged an escape from a life he no longer wanted—a man who’d likely been lying straight to her face. “We don’t know that he didn’t do this to himself. Maybe he got drunk and hurt himself. He could be sleeping it off somewhere, and when he finally comes to, he’ll do so with a killer headache.”


    “What about all the blood?” Hannah couldn’t believe it. She refused to think this was all Will’s doing. It was completely unlike him. “He wouldn’t do this to me. He wouldn’t leave me worrying, especially not after what happened to my brother.”


    Lambert sat forward, his brows drawn together. “And what exactly did happen to your brother?”


    She felt the blood drain from her face as she swallowed hard against the lump in her throat. Jake gave her hand a squeeze and she was eternally grateful that he was there by her side. “He was murdered.”


    Lambert’s gaze flicked to her hand, still linked with Jake’s, and she knew what he must be thinking, given that she was technically still married. “And the perpetrators? Could your brother’s murder and your husband’s attack be related?”


    “The cops never found out who did it. As for the attacks being related, I doubt it. My brother’s murder was four years ago, and Ryan had been a journalist, whereas Will’s a programmer. Other than me, they had no one else in common.” It was too far a leap, especially when so much time had passed.


    “We’ll continue looking for your husband, and we’ll be in touch if we find anything.” His gaze then shifted to Jake, taking him in with a suspicious glint as his eyes wandered from Jake to her and then back again. “I’m sorry—Jake Foley, was it? And your relationship to Mr. and Mrs. Tennant?”


    “I’m a family friend—to them both.” Jake shifted closer to her, as if wanting to protect her from Lambert and his scrutiny. “And I’ll second what Hannah said about Will. He wouldn’t just disappear like that, and he sure as hell wouldn’t leave Hannah to worry.”


    “As I said, we’ll keep looking, and if anything new turns up we’ll let you know.” Lambert shifted some papers around on his desk, essentially dismissing them.


    “His home—when will you be done with your investigation?” She knew Jake was right, and as much as she hated the thought of having to face that blood, she couldn’t chance missing a clue that might help find Will.


    “We’ll be wrapping up with his home this afternoon. In the meantime, if you hear from your husband, I’d appreciate it if you could give us a call or have him contact us.”


    With a hand on the small of her back, Jake walked her towards the doors as she tried to rein in her emotions. By the time they stepped out into the cold March air, her eyes were stinging and she felt as if she might be ill, any hope of finding Will alive stolen away on a bitter winter wind.


    “I can’t believe they’re not going to do anything to try to find him. How can they not take it seriously when there was all that blood, and it was clear there’d been a struggle?” It was like a knife to her heart, her tears barely contained as she fought to keep them back. Despite all their problems, Will had been her husband for five years, and her best friend for another three while they dated—and she couldn’t shake the feeling that she’d just lost him. The tears slipped down her cheeks, her heart aching, for she knew the reality of the matter if Will was severely injured. “They’re never going to find him in time.”


    Jake pulled her into his arms—and she let him, damn it. She didn’t have the energy or the will to push him away, and at that moment, he was the only thing keeping her sane. As she took one deep breath after another, his familiar scent calmed her, even though she knew there was no way she should be taking comfort in his arms, especially when she now knew his feelings for her extended beyond that of simple friendship.


    Standing there as he held her to him, she found it impossible to pull out of his embrace. Not when the comfort and safety of his arms felt like the only way to push back some of her grief. And yet…there was so much more between them, even if she refused to acknowledge it.


    “Hannah…we can’t give up hope.” Jake brushed the hair from her eyes, lines creasing his brow in worry. “He’ll either turn up or we’ll find him. But it’s not too late. You can’t let yourself go down that road.”


    “I just don’t know what to think anymore. That cop all but implied that Will did this all on purpose.” Which was insane. He would never put her through that. “We need to find him, Jake. Especially if the cops aren’t going to bother to.”


    Jake cupped the back of her neck, his thumb brushing her cheek as his other arm slipped down her back, his touch like a magic she couldn’t ignore. “Do you know of any place he might go to if he were in danger? Anyone he would turn to?”


    “I thought he’d turn to me if he were in trouble—or you. But he hasn’t. And now? I don’t know. The only thing that might make sense is that he didn’t want to put us in danger. Maybe that’s why he didn’t contact either of us.” She supposed that was better than thinking he didn’t care enough, though he could have at least called so she wouldn’t worry. Or was he too injured too call? Was someone keeping him from getting in touch with her? And if he was in danger, would he contact her or would he also worry that his phone was being traced? She didn’t know what to think anymore. “His grandmother…she had a small cabin up in the mountains. He never sold it after she passed away since he didn’t need the money, and he liked having it as a place to escape to. We’ve gone up there every summer, so it would definitely be on his radar as a place to get away to.”


    “Well, that’s something, right?” With an encouraging smile, Jake let her slip free of his embrace and opened the car door for her, before hopping into the driver’s seat. “Is it far from here?”


    “About two hours north, though I suppose we should take a look at his place first, if the cops are nearly done going through it. The keys to the cabin will be gone if he headed up that way.” She let out a weary sigh filled with frustration, as she seat-belted herself in. “I swear, if Will is still alive—if he’s okay—and he hasn’t bothered to call me, I’m going to murder him myself.”


    “I’d hope he’d have enough sense to contact you, but…you know what he’s like. Though he’s never been one to get himself into any trouble, he hasn’t always approached things in a logical manner.” With a shake of his head, Jake pulled out of the parking lot and headed to her home just a town away as she tried to work her way through all the possibilities.


    “Do you think his disappearance might be related to his work or to my brother’s murder?” Doing her best to set aside her emotions, she tried to recall if Will had mentioned anything about the jobs he was working. Though nothing came to mind, she supposed it was possible his disappearance was related to his job. He was always working computer security for various companies, so it was possible he’d stumbled on something he shouldn’t have seen.


    As for her brother’s murder, she just didn’t see how there could be any sort of connection, given that Ryan had been a journalist and his murder had occurred four years ago. Somehow, it seemed a bit far-fetched to her, unless there was information she was unaware of.


    “I don’t know how any of this is related, but right now, I’m more worried about you and keeping you safe. You’re my priority, Hannah.” Once at her home, Jake shrugged out of his jacket and followed her into the living room. Leaning against the arm of the sofa, he stretched his long legs out in front of him as he took her in, his look wavering between contemplation and frustration. “We’ll have more to go on once we can take a look at his home and then check on the cabin.”


    Although she certainly didn’t want to do this on her own, she knew Jake was a busy man. But she was also wondering if it might be best to put some distance between them. Since he’d showed up last night, she was finding it harder and harder not to turn to him for comfort, and most dangerously, affection. And though it felt right, she wasn’t sure it was that good an idea. “Jake…I really appreciate you dropping everything to come out here and help me out, but I know you’ve got work to deal with. I don’t want to cause you any problems.”


    He shook his head no, and waved away her worries, before casually shifting against the sofa, making it impossible for her to ignore just how tall and ruggedly handsome he was, with his thick, dark hair and sexy stubble, and most of all, those gorgeous eyes of his, nearly gold like a wolf’s. “You’re more important than work, as is finding Will. Besides, I have the next several days off, and we’re currently running with a full staff, since I was transitioning away from the restaurant I’ve been working in, so I can do my own thing. I just need to make a few phone calls, but I don’t want you worrying about me.”


    “I didn’t realize you were in between jobs.” Some friend she was.


    She felt bad that she’d let their crazy schedules get in the way of their friendship. Although with her impending divorce and her feelings for Jake, she had figured it’d be for the best if she kept some distance between them, knowing he’d be too hard to resist. She had never been one to cheat, so being around Jake when she’d been with Will had been fine, since her love for Will pushed aside any feelings she’d had for Jake. But once she and Will had separated, she knew Jake would be too great a temptation.


    “Yeah…a few years ago I got a sizeable inheritance from my great-uncle. I invested it wisely and continue to get a rather nice return on it, so I’ve decided to do my own thing, though I’ve yet to figure out exactly what that is.” He gave her a bit of a shrug, and tossed her a smile that made her want to forget all her worries and her heartache, made her want to not overthink the feelings she still had for him. “At this point, I really don’t need to work if I don’t want to, but I love cooking—and I was working with a really good friend of mine, so it was fun. But now…she just got married, and I guess I want to venture on my own.”


    “Well, I hope it all works out for you, Jake. You deserve to be happy.” And she truly meant it. Despite their past, despite her heartache, Jake had always been there for her, just like he was now, setting aside his life to help her through this nightmare.


    He shook his head with a sigh of frustration and then twined his fingers with hers. “Then give me another chance, Hannah. Because you’re the only one who can make me happy. I know that now. And I refuse to let you walk away from what’s between us. I can’t let you go, love. Not when I know we belong together.”


    She wanted to argue with him, to tell him he was wrong, but how could she really deny it? “Jake…you know I care about you, but my divorce hasn’t even been finalized. And frankly, I still have a lot of issues to work through from my marriage.”


    He frowned at her, his bright brown eyes darkening to night. “Hannah…what the hell happened with the two of you? I know it’s none of my business, but…”


    She shrugged, not sure she could rehash the details of how and why her marriage fell apart, and yet at the same time, she felt like she needed to get it all off her chest. She really hadn’t spoken to anyone about the details of her separation, but Jake…he’d always been the one she confided in, even after he broke her heart.


    “We ended up wanting different things, I guess. I was hoping we’d eventually start a family, but Will…he decided that kids would just be too big of a hassle—which was not what we’d discussed when it’d come up in conversation before we got married. And then after what happened to Ryan…I don’t know…I had to work through that, but by the time I did, I think he’d moved on, to an extent.” The tears stung her eyes again, but this time, for an entirely different reason. “He was distant—emotionally, physically—and…I think he just stopped finding me attractive, I guess.”


    With his jaw clenched, Jake’s hands tightened into fists, so he looked ready to punch something. “What the fuck do you mean, Hannah?”


    She groaned. This was the last thing she wanted to discuss in detail, especially when it still hurt like hell. But she knew Jake, and it was unlikely he’d let it go, though she’d be damned if she could hold his gaze, his brown eyes too intense.


    “What I mean is that…I wasn’t enough for him, and…shit…” Tears sprung to her eyes.


    “Don’t fucking tell me he cheated on you.” Jake looked ready to find Will, just so he could tear him limb from limb.


    “No. He didn’t. But he also did everything he could to avoid me physically. He hadn’t touched me in the last year that we were together, and even before that, things were...well, they weren’t great. And it wasn’t as if I didn’t try to keep him interested. I’d…I’d have done anything he wanted to try if it’d bring him back to me. Anything. I was desperate, Jake. But…he was always too tired, too busy, too...uninterested. I was willing to lose myself to make it work, and he couldn’t even be bothered.” She swiped at her tears, her memories and the hurt flooding her head and her heart, her feelings of inadequacy slamming into her and making her feel unattractive and unwanted once more. “The funny thing is you hear of all these women who are annoyed at their husbands for always wanting sex and they have to constantly make excuses to fend them off. And me? Well, I could have showed up naked wearing nothing but a red bow, and he still wouldn’t have touched me.”


    With a shake of his head, he cupped her face in his hand. “Then he was nothing but a fucking idiot, Hannah. What the hell was he thinking?”


    “I can’t put all the blame on him, though…especially since I feel like I was the one who sidelined our marriage when Ryan passed. And I swear…I tried to make things right between us. But no matter what I tried, he wasn’t interested. He just didn’t want me, Jake. And by the end, there was no point to being married. He was long gone, even if he was a touch away. We were like two strangers living under the same roof.” She swallowed past the lump in her throat and blinked back her tears, years of hurt and heartache raging once more.


    “Fuck, Hannah…I’m so sorry you had to go through that. But trust me when I tell you that whatever Will’s problem, it was all on him. Because you’re amazing…smart, sweet, caring. And you’re fucking gorgeous. You’ve always been. And the fact that he made you feel anything less than that makes me want to hurt him.” He brushed her tears away, his gaze slipping over her face. “I know he was my friend, but he didn’t deserve you.”


    She scoffed with a shake of her head, her tears now refusing to slow. “How can you say that, when you walked away from me too?”


    “I did—but only because I loved you too much. You deserved so much more than I could give you, and things were so intense between us.” His brow furrowed as he brushed the tears from her cheeks. “I was stupid and a fucking asshole for breaking your heart. But it was never because you weren’t good enough. It was because I didn’t deserve you.”


    Hannah didn’t know what to think or how to feel. How could Jake—smoking hot bad boy chef, who could probably have nearly any woman he wanted—think that he wasn’t good enough for her? He was standing there telling her that she was gorgeous, when she hadn’t even been able to get her husband to touch her.


    And then, before she could dwell on it any further, his fingers were tangling in her hair and he was hauling her body against his as he claimed her mouth in a kiss that set her very soul on fire, like a torch thrown into dry brush, the passion between them engulfing her in an inferno. She leaned into him as his tongue bullied its way past her lips, claiming her in a way no other man had ever done, his hard length too difficult to ignore as his arm slipped down her back to hold her tightly to him.


    Her head was spinning, and she wanted him down to the marrow of her bones. But Will…


    Feeling guilty about kissing Jake when Will was still missing, she somehow found the strength to pull away from their kiss. Yet with his muscular body still pressed against hers, she wasn’t sure she’d be able to resist him for long, despite her guilt over Will. “Jake…”


    “If you’re expecting me to apologize for kissing you, I can tell you right now, it’s not going to happen, since I don’t regret it one bit. And just so you get it through that gorgeous head of yours, it wasn’t the first kiss, and it sure as hell won’t be the last.” His hands slipped down her back to grasp her hips while he nuzzled her, making her wish he’d kiss her again, despite her heartache, despite their history, despite Will. “Fucking hell, Hannah… Please, don’t push me away. Not when you’re my every thought.”


    She wanted to groan. Though things were over with Will, and had been long before they’d separated, she was still married to him, and Jake was Will’s best friend—not to mention, Will might be lying in a pool of his own blood, even as they kissed. She shrugged out of his arms, even as the absence of his touch left her longing for him. “I’m sorry, Jake. But I can’t do this. I need to find Will.”


    Jake nodded—but the determined look in his eyes had her breath catching. “We’ll find him, and then we’re going to finally sort out this thing between us. Because I’m not letting you go, Hannah, and I will make you realize that we’re meant to be together.”

  


  


  


  
    


    


    Chapter Four


    


    Jake was damned if he was going to feel bad about kissing Hannah. Truth was, he didn’t regret it one bit. Especially not after she’d told him about her relationship with Will and why they’d split up. It pissed him off to no end that Will hadn’t appreciated Hannah when she was downright amazing. The fact that he had her thinking that she was unattractive, that she wasn’t enough for him, left him absolutely fucking furious.


    Will might be one of his best friends, and he might be missing and in grave danger, but it didn’t change the fact that he was an asshole for treating Hannah the way he had. And the thought that she’d been miserable with Will…


    All this time, Jake had kept his distance, after fucking things up between him and Hannah, because he thought she was happy. That had been his one consolation, even though it killed him to not be with her. He’d been respectful of Hannah’s relationship with Will, thinking that at the very least, Will would treat her right, that he’d love her, and care for her. To think that she’d been unhappy for so long, that Will made her doubt herself, that he’d killed her self-esteem, fucking pissed him off to no end—especially when Jake knew firsthand what it was like to take that sort of mental beating.


    Jake’s timing might not be great, nor highly appropriate, but at this point, he didn’t care. He’d held back from kissing her, pursuing her, for eight goddamned years, and in that moment, he could no longer stay away. Not after her confession. After hearing the way Will had treated her, Jake didn’t give a fuck if his friend’s feelings were hurt, or if Will felt betrayed.


    Knowing she was still dealing with so many emotions, he resisted the urge to haul her to him for a replay of that kiss, letting out a sigh of frustration as his stubborn streak kicked in. “I know you’re worried about Will—and I swear we’ll do all we can to find him—but this thing between us is far from over, Hannah. I’ll give you whatever time you need, but I’m not letting you go. I made that mistake once already, and I won’t be repeating it. Am I making myself clear?”


    “Jake…” She let out a ragged breath, looking away from him. “I don’t even know what to think…”


    Fuck it. “If you don’t know what to think, then I’m going to make damn sure I give you something to contemplate.”


    He was on her like a wolf taking down its prey, pulling her into his arms as his mouth claimed hers in a hungry kiss, hauling her body to him as his cock went rock hard, desperate to take her right there, bent over the arm of her sofa. His tongue found hers—teasing, tasting, promising—as she went soft and willing, her curves molding to his body, giving in to what was between them—but only for a moment more.


    She turned away from him, even if she didn’t pull out of her arms. “Jake…you know I care for you. But I’m just not sure I can do this right now. I’m sorry.”


    He pulled a deep breath into his lungs to steady himself, his head bent to hers as he breathed in her scent. “Don’t be sorry, love. I’ll still be here waiting for you when you’re ready.”


    ***


    Jake hated that Hannah had to go through this, but if they had any hope of finding Will, then they had to go through his home and figure out if anything was missing or seemed off, now that the police had given them the okay to go through there.


    “This is horrible…you’d think they’d have cleaned the blood or something.” Hannah turned away from the red stains, squeezing her eyes shut as Jake pulled her into his arms, though her body still remained tense, making him worry about her.


    Truth was, it was bad, especially when she’d been the one who had found her brother murdered. Those sorts of memories never went away, always waiting to spring back to life and remind you of your nightmare. And now that they knew this was Will’s blood, it only made this harder for her, removing any hope that he wasn’t injured in the altercation. “I’ll make a few phone calls and have a company come in to clean this all up. I don’t want you worrying about it, okay? But if we have any hope of finding Will, then we need to figure out who was after him or at the very least, where he might have gone.”


    “I’ll look for the keys to the cabin. He always left them hanging in the mudroom.” She headed towards the back of the house past the kitchen, leaving him to follow.


    Wandering through Will’s home, it was hard for Jake not to think about all the times they’d all hung out together during happier times. He tried to recall if there had been any signs he might have missed that Hannah was unhappy or that her marriage to Will had been in trouble, but couldn’t remember anything standing out. More recently, they’d seemed a bit distant with each other, but he thought it was due to Ryan’s death. And Hannah had always been so happy to see him when he visited that he hadn’t ever noticed things weren’t well between her and Will.


    “The key…it’s not here. Do you think that means he took it and headed up there?” Though her brow was still creased with worry, her eyes looked so hopeful—and fuck, but that sparked his jealous streak to life.


    “I suppose we should head up there. Make sure he’s actually there, and he doesn’t need medical help.” Though if Will was there, and had left Hannah worrying about him, without so much as a call or email, Jake was going to be fucking pissed off that Will had put her through that. “While we’re here, though, you should have a look around on the off chance you notice something else that could lead us to him.”


    She nodded and did just that, moving from one room to the next, though she was still careful not to touch anything unless she had to. “Other than his computer and laptop, which the cops took, nothing seems glaringly obvious.”


    “Then let’s head to the cabin, yeah? At the very least we’ll be able to check that off our list.” Jake was worried about her—not just because of Will, but because of that kiss earlier.


    She hadn’t pushed him away afterwards, but he could tell that she was overthinking things, and knew it was hard for her not to feel guilty, given the circumstances. And he’d feel guilty too—if it hadn’t been for the way Will had made her feel when they’d still been married. He understood people growing apart and wanting different things from life, but what he couldn’t understand was making Hannah feel like she wasn’t enough. That was inexcusable, and it pissed him off.


    “You don’t have to come with me, Jake. It’s a bit of a haul and it’s already getting late. And if the key’s missing, then Will is likely the one who took it, which means there’s a good chance he’s up there.” She bit her bottom lip and shifted towards the door when he grabbed her hand, not ready to let her put any distance between them, though he did pull her out of the house and towards his car.


    “Look, I know this is hard on you—but I’m not letting you run off and deal with this on your own, especially when there’s likely someone dangerous still on the loose.” There was no way he was letting her walk into a risky situation like that. No fucking way. “I’m coming with you, and it’s not up for debate. We’ll drive up now, and if it gets to be too late to drive back, I’m sure we can get a room nearby.”


    “Jake… With everything that’s going on, and given our past…I don’t want you getting the wrong idea. I just can’t deal with yet another uncertainty—and whatever’s between us is exactly that.” Her eyes shimmered with a storm of emotions, but when she started to turn away, Jake tightened his hold on her hand.


    “Listen to me, Hannah. There is no uncertainty about the way I feel about you. There never was, even when I made a mistake by ending things. And I know our timing could be better, love. But I don’t regret that kiss—and there’s no way I’m giving you up.” Not after so many years of wanting her, after so many regrets. It wasn’t like he hadn’t tried to move on. And he had to an extent. But seeing her again—especially when she was no longer with Will—had only served to remind him of why he’d fallen for her to begin with. “I’ve always wanted you, always cared for you—always loved you. And though I want to find Will and hope with all my heart that he’s okay, it doesn’t change how I feel about you. I respected your marriage, but that’s over now, so if you think I’m going to feel guilty for wanting you, you can guess again.”


    “Jake…I’m just not in a good place right now. And the last thing I want to do is hurt you—or get my heart broken again.” And yet, when he pulled her into his arms, she didn’t fight him.


    “You have my word, Hannah. I swear it on my life, I won’t hurt you again. Not ever. And I’m a patient man. I’m happy to let you set the pace. Because I’m not going anywhere.” Now that he’d been with her once more, he couldn’t bear the thought of a life without her. She was his everything. Of that, there was no doubt.

  


  


  


  
    


    


    Chapter Five


    


    They were already heading north to Will’s cabin, with Jake in the driver’s seat, as Hannah tried to un-jumble her mix of emotions. She just couldn’t get her thoughts or her heart to slow. Not from the moment Jake first kissed her. She should have put a stop to it right then and there. But she hadn’t. And now her body, heart, and mind were all at war with each other, wanting more—so much more.


    It was hard to ignore the effect he had on her, as if her body recalled with perfect clarity what it was like to be on the receiving end of Jake’s attentions. She knew all too well what it was like, and knew it would be…well, it would be nothing short of mind-blowing, especially when she hadn’t had sex in close to a year and a half—and who knows how long it was before that.


    And now? There was an intensity in Jake that felt all-consuming, as if she alone could sustain him and he’d never wanted anything more. After years of feeling like she wasn’t good enough, after being starved of affection, she was finding it damn hard not to give in to her feelings for Jake.


    Jake was nothing like Will. Though they were both sweet and considerate lovers, Will lacked any real passion. And then once she and Will fell into the rut of being together, what little passion had existed at the start of their relationship had fizzled to nonexistence, no matter how hard she tried to keep it going.


    It was her marriage to Will—and the lack of any love life—that made her realize that she liked sex. She liked having that physical and emotional connection to someone she cared about deeply. And it wasn’t until Will started to push her away and deny her any sort of physical relationship that she realized just how important sex was. Without it, she felt alone, unattractive, and unwanted. Coupled with him being emotionally distant, and she found it downright soul crushing.


    But hooking up with Jake… She knew it’d be amazing, and the emotional connection she felt to him fed her soul after being starved of that sort of affection. Yet he’d already broken her heart once. Could she really trust him not to repeat it all again?


    And crap…but she felt so incredibly guilty for wanting Jake, even though her marriage was over. Because she did want him, despite everything. Despite Will missing. She wanted him desperately, even if that might not be the wisest idea.


    “You’re awfully quiet, Hannah.” Jake reached out and gave her hand a squeeze, tossing her a quick look before focusing on the road again. “And I know you well enough to say with certainty that you’re overthinking things.”


    She wanted to groan. “How can I not? It’s not that I don’t want you, Jake. And though I’d trust you with my life, the truth is, I’m not sure I can trust you with my heart.”


    “Hannah…I was young and stupid, and I didn’t think I’d be any good for you. It’s why I walked away from you—from us. I thought you deserved better—and you still do.” His brow furrowed as he frowned, his eyes still on the road ahead, and damn but it made her want to reach over and smooth his brow and ease some of his pain. “It’s just that I now know what it’s like to live without you, and it’s not something I can bear any more.”


    She and Jake had been together for six months, and those months together had been amazing. Which was exactly the reason why it caught her off guard when they got back from winter break and things completely dissolved between them.


    She’d often wondered if something had happened to him while he was back at home with his family, though he’d never wanted to discuss their breakup. Which only made matters worse, leaving her to wonder if it was her or something she’d done—or if he’d met someone else.


    “You blindsided me, Jake. How could you think I’d be happier without you, when our time together was the happiest I’d ever been? I just don’t get it.” And it wasn’t as though he’d given her anything but some lame excuse.


    “I truly am sorry. But I made you happy once, and I know I can make you happy again. And sweetheart…I won’t let you push me away. I’m not taking no for an answer.” Tossing her a smoldering look that had her squirming in her seat, he let his hand slip along her thigh. It was all she could do to resist arching her hips towards his touch and letting her legs fall open to give him access to whatever he wanted. “You’ve been through a lot these last few years, but this thing between us doesn’t need to be complicated, Hannah. I just want to make you happy—and I want to make you forget your problems, your pain. Are you really going to deny me, when I just want to give you pleasure? And sweetheart…if it’s been as long as you said, then let me do this for you. Let me remind you what it’s like to be worshipped.”


    His words danced around her head. Between her overactive imagination and his hand still on her thigh, he was making it impossible for her not to want him, especially when his touch was making her clit throb, swollen and heavy with need. He was frying her brain cells, so she could do nothing but wish his hand would keep wandering, on the off chance he’d give her one of the mind-blowing orgasms she knew he was capable of.


    Because he was right. So right. The last few years had left her miserable and broken, feeling nothing like the woman she’d once been. Towards the end of her marriage, things had been so incredibly difficult—but the truth was, she knew it hadn’t been any easier for Will.


    She knew Will felt guilty about not wanting her, despite the fact that he still loved her. He’d tried to get over whatever issues he was having, but in the end, how could he force something that was no longer there for him?


    Will…she was still so worried about him. And their marriage might be over, but along with Jake, he was still one of her dearest friends.


    “Let me be here for you. Let me give you everything that you’ve been missing. I want to make you happy, keep you safe. Because you’re my everything.” And she believed him. In her heart, she knew he’d always be there for her, and he’d keep her safe. He’d do all he could to see her through this mess—and anything else life threw her way. When Jake cupped her cheek, she couldn’t resist turning in to his touch. “I still love you, Hannah.”


    “I know you do.” And the truth was she loved him too. With a weary sigh, she nestled herself against him as he wrapped his arm around her shoulder, dividing his attention between her and the road. “You know you’ve always meant the world to me, Jake. But…I don’t know. I suppose I don’t want to overthink what’s between us. Can you do that for me?”


    He kissed her forehead, and held her tightly to him. “Whatever it takes to make you happy, love.”

  


  


  


  
    


    


    Chapter Six


    


    By the time Jake pulled down the drive to the small woodland cottage, it was already dark, and the flurries they’d run into as their elevation increased had now turned into a steady snow that was falling faster than he was comfortable with. It might be a late season storm, but it didn’t make it any less dangerous, if it continued accumulating at this rate.


    Luckily, Hannah’s mood seemed to have turned around to an extent, and though she still looked worried about Will, he felt like she’d managed to push back some of the hurt she was carrying in her heart. He’d kept the conversation light, but he’d also kept her close, refusing to let go of her, the physical contact between them so desperately needed.


    Though the headlights on his SUV only illuminated part of the driveway, Will’s car wasn’t parked anywhere obvious. And it was clear that Jake wasn’t the only one who noticed it. “Maybe he parked in the garage over there.”


    “Yeah. Maybe.” The worry in her voice killed him. Hannah unbuckled her seatbelt, ready to storm the place when he put his hand on her arm.


    “Wait, Hannah. It might not be safe. Stay here. I’ll come back for you once it’s all clear. Okay?” It was likely fine, but he refused to take chances with her life.


    “I’m coming with you. Besides, it’s not like you know where the spare key is kept.” She kissed him quickly before pushing the car door open and stepping out into the night, not even bothering to wait for him.


    Cursing out loud, Jake followed after her, the snow whipping around him and crunching underfoot as he joined her, trying to see if there was any evidence of someone inside, while she dug into one of the planters on the front porch. From what he could see, there weren’t any other tracks in the snow, so if someone was in the house, they’d have had to arrive before the snow started to fall.


    She held up a key and gave him a victorious smile. “Got it.”


    With a scolding glare, he put out his hand for the key, closing his fingers around it once she gave it up. “I swear I’m going to paddle that fine ass of yours, Hannah.”


    “Such promises, Jake…” She flicked her eyebrows up at him teasingly, and though she was being flirty, he knew it was just another way for her to mask her worry.


    He pulled her to him and kissed her forehead. “It’ll be okay, love. Even if he’s not here, we’ll find him. We’ll do all we can to get to Will before it’s too late. I swear it.”


    She nodded, her bravado and good humor melting away in the face of her fears. “I really hope so, Jake.”


    With a gentle hand, he tucked her behind him, and then unlocked the door, stepping into the home. It seemed abandoned, and when Hannah flicked on the lights, he didn’t protest. He handed her his car keys. “Stay here. If anything happens, if I tell you to run, you do it—without hesitation. Get to my car, and get the hell out of here. Am I clear?”


    “Just be careful, okay?” And then she threw her arms around his neck and kissed him, her lips lingering on his in her worry.


    Finally… Hope filled his chest, as he held her close, desperate to let his lips linger on hers. It took all he had to turn away from her to do a walk-through, though small as the cabin was, it didn’t take him long. In the end, it was just the two of them. “I’m sorry, love. Will’s not here.”


    The disappointment in her face and the worry in her eyes left him wanting to protect her—and had him fighting back his jealous streak. Which was ridiculous, given the circumstances. He was a total asshole for even thinking of Will as a threat to what he had with Hannah when Will could be dead.


    When her eyes shimmered with tears, he felt like an even bigger ass. “Where is he, Jake? He hasn’t called, hasn’t shown up or left me any sort of note…I just can’t stop thinking the worst has happened.”


    Wrapping his arms around her, he pulled her body to his and nestled her in under his chin as he held her tightly to him. “I wish I had answers for you, Hannah, but we can’t give up hope. All we can do is keep looking for him. Maybe you could leave him a message here in case he shows up?”


    “It’s not like he’s given me a whole lot of options.” Her frustration was palpable, and he couldn’t blame her, given the circumstances.


    When she pulled out of his arms, he felt her absence as if he’d lost a part of himself. He followed her into the kitchen where she found a pencil and pad of paper, and scrawled Will a quick note, leaving it on the kitchen table.


    Running a hand through her thick hair, she turned back to him, her shoulders slumped. “I suppose we should go. The snow’s really starting to come down now, and the nearest hotel is still some time away, from what I remember.”


    “Maybe we should stay here until the storm blows over. The last thing I want to do is drive us into a ditch.” His SUV had all-wheel drive, but the roads had yet to get plowed and salted, and it wasn’t worth the risk. Not when Hannah was with him.


    “I can’t, Jake.” Hannah looked around the kitchen with a sigh. “Spending the night here would just be too much to bear. We used to come here every summer—except for this last year since…you know.”


    Which meant this place held all sorts of memories for her. So much for trying to ease her worries. “Not a problem, little red. My SUV can handle the snow. We’ll manage it just fine.”


    She let out a sigh and then gave him a small smile as he pulled her to him and she slipped her arms around his waist. “Thanks, Jake. They should be keeping the highways pretty clear, and I think there’s a hotel about twenty minutes south of here, right off the exit.”


    “Sounds good.” He brushed the hair from her eyes and then unable to resist, gave her a sweet kiss. “Are you ready to go?”


    She looked around the cabin one last time, as if she were gathering all her memories of the place, knowing it might be the last time she’d ever see it again, and then nodded. “Yeah…I’m ready.”


    Jake focused on the road, though Hannah was far too quiet for his liking. And by the time they got to the hotel, he knew there was a good chance she’d be thinking the worst. He couldn’t imagine how hard this must be on her, yet what if they didn’t find Will? What if they ran out of places to look, and clues to follow? He knew it’d tear her up.


    They pulled off the highway, and just as Hannah said, the hotel was right there, sparing them from having to navigate the unplowed roads. Jake got them the nicest suite available, knowing it’d at the very least have a pullout sofa, so he’d have a place to sleep, but he’d still be close enough should she need him. Not that it was going to be easy to stay on the sofa, knowing she was mere feet away. He was having one hell of a time keeping his hands off her and letting her set the pace when a mere look from her had his cock going constantly—insistently—hard, and refusing to be ignored.


    Slipping the keycard into the lock on the door, he stepped aside to let Hannah in, taking a deep breath and readying himself to be a gentleman. She set her bag down in a corner and then took in their suite. “Wow, Jake. A simple room would have been just fine.”


    He had to admit, it was pretty damn impressive, looking more like a luxurious apartment than a hotel room, no doubt designed to cater to the wealthy skiers who vacationed in the area. There was a wall of windows that he was sure looked upon gorgeous mountain views, though it was already dark out, the snow storm hiding the night sky of moon and stars.


    He didn’t have much occasion to stay in hotels, since his schedule at the restaurant was crazy. But now that he’d be stepping away from working with Emma at her restaurant to do his own thing, he’d like nothing more than to get a bit of traveling in, especially since he could now afford to do it right.


    “It’s just one night, Hannah. Not a big deal. Though I’d love nothing more than to spoil you on a daily basis.” He thought of what it’d be like to travel the world with Hannah at his side, and couldn’t think of anything more perfect. Not that she’d agree to it. Not yet, anyway.


    “I don’t need to be spoiled, Jake. Although if there’s a giant tub in that bathroom, I’m going to kiss you.” The worried look in her eyes faded as she gave him a smile.


    “Fuck, Hannah, I’d remodel your entire house if it meant you’d keep kissing me.” He pulled her into his arms and nuzzled her before brushing her lips in a lingering kiss, forcing himself to bring it to an end.


    “Aren’t you jumping the gun? I haven’t even checked the bath yet.” She gave him a teasing look and pulled out of his arms, so she could wander around, peeking in the rooms—because there were indeed two, and the master bath was downright spectacular.


    “Wow…I think I might deserve more than just a kiss for a tub like that.” With the ski slopes so close, the hotel was a luxurious getaway with a mountain lodge feel, and that extended to the bath, which was done up beautifully with stone, glass, wood, and copper, and even had a cozy little stone fireplace. Best of all, the tub was deep and jetted, and big enough to comfortably fit two. “Little red, we might have to share.”


    She looked at him and said nothing for a little while, as if mulling things over in her head. And given the circumstances and their past history, she had plenty to think about.


    “I might be willing to share.” Sidling up to him, she slipped her arms around his waist and pressed her lips to his neck, his cock aching to have her as it pressed against the constraining fabric of his jeans. “Especially since I just want a few hours where I don’t have to think and worry about things.”


    “I’m happy to distract you. Whatever it is you want—whatever you need…” He bit back a groan as she trailed kisses down his throat, scraping her teeth against his skin as he reached down and cupped her ass, pulling her body to his, his erection trapped firmly between them, and impossible to hide from her. Not that he wanted to. She should know just the sort of effect she was having on him. “I swear, Hannah, keep that up, and I’ll only be able to think of one way of distracting you.”


    She let out a needy moan, going liquid in his arms. “Good. ’Cause I don’t want to think about anything else right now. And after feeling so miserable, so down about myself for so very long, I need this, Jake.”


    Her words nearly killed him, especially when he knew she was referring to how Will had made her feel.


    “Fuck, Hannah…say no more.” When he cupped her face and covered her mouth in a hard kiss, she clung to him, her tongue finding his in a heated dance as her hands fisted his shirt, holding onto him, her body supple and willing in his arms.


    Grabbing her ass, he picked her up off her feet so her legs hooked over his hips as he pinned her to the nearest wall, not wanting to give that pretty little head of hers enough time to start second-guessing herself. Knowing what she’d been through with her marriage, he was desperate to make her feel like the most beautiful woman in the world, and to erase the hurt and pain she’d been through, the feeling that she hadn’t been good enough. And he was starting right then and there.


    With her back braced against the wall, he trailed his kisses from her lips, down her jawline to her neck as he cupped her pert breasts. They filled his palm perfectly, his thumb teasing her nipples and running lazy circles over them as he feasted on her neck. His head filled with her needy little whimpers, spurring him on to take her, to claim her as his once more, so he could try to erase the damage Will had left on her soul.


    Because he knew what it was like to never be good enough, to feel like you weren’t wanted, like you were a disappointment and would never measure up. And he wouldn’t have her feeling that way—not ever again.


    He let her legs slip down to the floor as he knelt before her, pushing her soft sweater up so he could trail kisses over the curves of her belly, before grabbing the edge of her jeans and yanking them down. Slipping her shoes off, he freed her legs of whatever clothing was standing in his way, and then nipped at her thighs, nudging her legs apart so he could taste her. And fucking hell…she tasted so sweet.


    Hooking her leg over his shoulder to open her up to him, he sucked on her clit and fucked her with his tongue, loving how she tilted her hips towards him and buried her hands in his hair, tugging him to her. “Jake…it’s been so long…so long since anyone touched me…”


    He ran his finger against her wet slit, slipping it deep inside her before adding a second, thrusting into her slowly, as he continued to nip and suck at her clit, teasing her until she was writhing in his arms, thrusting her hips towards him as her body tightened around his fingers. Increasing his pace, he curled his fingers deep inside her, knowing she was teetering on the edge. And bloody hell, he wanted her to come harder than she’d ever come before. With two fingers deep inside her, he pressed another against her ass, her tight opening already slick with her juices.


    She gasped in surprise and her hips bucked against his mouth, and then she was coming, crying out as she crumpled into his arms, quivering as he continued to lap at her juices. Pulling her to him, he covered her mouth with his, his cock aching to have her and so fucking turned on to know she could taste herself on his lips.


    Never had he wanted anyone more than he wanted her in that moment. Scooping her into his arms, he got to his feet and carried her into the bedroom, as she buried her face in the crook of his neck, nipping at his skin, so he could think of nothing but taking her rough and hard.


    Lowering her onto the bed, he pulled off his t-shirt while she helped rid him of his jeans and briefs, and he then stripped her of her sweater and bra, so they were finally naked. And fuck…she was such a sight. “You’re so gorgeous, Hannah, it makes my head spin.”


    He groaned and went even harder when she blushed and looked shy. But then he was cupping her face in his hands and tilting her head up so he could kiss her, hoping to erase any unease or guilt she might be feeling.


    When she wrapped her fingers around his hard cock, he groaned into her mouth and deepened their kiss, his tongue clashing with hers as she stroked him, his self-control slipping until he could only think of taking her. All other thoughts evaporated when his need for her engulfed him in an inferno, and he nestled himself between her legs and sunk right into her sweet cunt, burying himself to the hilt.


    “Hannah, you feel so good.” And then he realized that he’d sunk into her bare, just like when they’d been in a relationship before. “Fuck...I’m sorry.”


    He started to pull out, knowing he should have used a condom, or at the very least discussed it with her, when she tightened her legs around him. “Don’t be. It’s fine—and I’m okay with it if you are.”


    Pulling him to her, she nipped her way up his neck until she was kissing him, her hips thrusting towards him, until he could think of nothing else but taking her. She was so tight and so wet for him—and her words, the trust she showed him, nearly did him in, making him want her all the more. For years, he’d been living with his memories of this—of his body linked with hers, of her in his arms, of his cock buried deep inside her—and he couldn’t quite believe this was now his reality once more. He swore he was never letting her go.


    Lowering his body to hers, he thrust into her, her body tight around his hard cock, as he rocked his hips forward and pulled her pert pink nipple into his mouth, sucking on it and teasing it with a flick of his tongue. He couldn’t keep his pace from quickening, wishing he could take things slow, but finding he had no self-control when it came to her.


    She was just so perfect, her body so responsive… He took her hard, pounding into her with each thrust as she wrapped her legs around his hips, spurring him on to take her deeper, faster, knowing exactly how she liked it. Her fingers dug into his back as she lost control, biting his shoulder so the flicker of pain melted to pleasure. Kissing her hard, his tongue bullied hers until she was coming in his arms and he was swallowing her needy cries, his own orgasm racing through him. He let loose with a grunt, his cock pulsing deep inside her as he came, his heart hammering against his chest with her name on his lips.


    Still holding her to him, he rolled onto his back, keeping her cradled against him, their limbs in a naked tangle. “You’re so fucking gorgeous, Hannah…and that was…”


    She let out a ragged breath and tightened her hold on him, a smile on her lips. “Amazing.”

  


  


  


  
    


    


    Chapter Seven


    


    With the tub filled and a fire going, Hannah watched as Jake turned his back to her, giving her the most perfect view of his muscular back, tattooed shoulders and arms, and his amazing ass, before it disappeared into the water. He shifted to face her, offering her his hand to help her into the tub.


    Taking his hand, she slipped into the hot water, immediately sinking in by his side with a sigh of contentment. It had been years since she felt this positive about herself, and after being with Jake, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d been so happy, despite her guilt. Though she was still worried about Will, she knew there was little she could do until she got back home—and at this point, not only did she need the distraction, but she needed to feel good about herself, the last few years having taken an emotional toll.


    The water was steaming hot, and with the jets going as she settled into Jake’s arms, it felt as if the stress that had knotted her shoulders was finally starting to ease. “Jake…thanks for this. For everything.”


    “Anytime, love.” He kissed her temple and pulled her to him. “Although, as soon as we’re done soaking in this giant tub, I’m ordering us room service or taking you to the diner across the street. I’m getting hungry, and if I’m not fed, I’m liable to find things I want more than food—and right now, that list starts and ends with you.”


    His words sent her heart skittering inside her chest. To know that he wanted her, that he still had feelings for her, left her wondering if she might be able to find happiness again. And yet how could she not feel guilty about it?


    “How is it you’re still single, Jake?” He might do a good job pretending to be a bad boy, but he was so sweet, so gorgeous, so perfect. She just couldn’t believe someone hadn’t snapped him up.


    He shrugged, but his gold eyes darkened to deep brown as he shifted her in his arms. “Would you believe me if I told you that I never quite got over you? It’s not that I didn’t try to move on. I did. But somehow it never quite worked out. Either I wasn’t interested, or they weren’t.”


    Of course, Hannah wanted to believe that he’d never gotten over her, and yet it was hard not to question it when he’d been the one to break things off between them. So then why had he done it? He’d mentioned that she’d be better off without him, but she couldn’t believe that. It sounded like nothing more than a lame-ass excuse.


    “I need to know what happened between us…you know…to make you break up with me. Because it was something, Jake. We’d been so happy—or at the very least, I was. But you came back from winter break and things…they were just different. You were distant and then it was over, and you never gave me any sort of explanation. But, I swear, if we have any hope of making this work, I need to know why.” It was the only way to keep herself from worrying that he’d break her heart again. Because even though it was amazing to be back in his arms, she was truly worried that Jake just couldn’t deal with a long-term relationship.


    Jake’s gaze shifted as he frowned, his body stiffening, even though he continued to hold her in his arms. “I don’t see why it matters, Hannah. That was years ago. It’s taken me a long time to move past that part of life and find the person I truly am, and I’m not going to dig up a part of my life I’d rather forget.”


    Hannah was taken aback. She hadn’t expected him to have experienced anything so serious when he’d never mentioned any problems at all. It left her wondering what he’d been through, though she didn’t have a clue as to what that could be. And fuck…it hurt that he hadn’t trusted her with it at the time. Question was, would he open up to her now?


    “Look, I don’t know what you’ve had to deal with. And I honestly can’t even begin to imagine, but the fact that it contributed to our breakup, and yet you still don’t trust me enough to tell me, makes me wonder if I’m not setting myself up for heartache again. I’m not trying to pry, Jake, but…fuck. It’s not like we haven’t known each other a decade.”


    “Hannah, I love you, with all my heart, but I can’t go there because it’s going to do nothing but piss me off.” He shook his head in frustration, but then let out a sigh and shifted to face her, his gaze pleading with her to understand. “It’d be different if there was a point to telling you, but there isn’t. It’s just family crap, so please, I’m asking you to drop it. I want to focus on you—on us—and I don’t want to ruin it just because my father was an asshole.”


    She nodded and slipped back into his arms, holding him close. He may not have told her what the problem had been, but he’d given her enough information to ease some of her fears, at least. She knew that dealing with family could be difficult, and could understand not wanting to rehash issues that were personal. It wasn’t that he’d cheated on her, or found someone else he’d rather be with, and yet, it still didn’t make sense. Why end things then? He certainly wasn’t the sort to break things off because his parents didn’t approve—and it wasn’t as if they’d even met her.


    Jake stole a kiss, letting his lips linger as his hands slipped down her back to grip her ass and pull her to him. “I don’t want you worrying, love. I swear, I’ll take care of you. I won’t hurt you again.”


    “Promise? Because you could so easily crush my heart, Jake. And I can’t go through that again.” Not with everything else she’d had to deal with over the last few years.


    “You have my word, Hannah.” He brushed his lips against hers in a sweetly intense kiss that quickly deepened to so much more. Cradling her to him, her worries quickly vanished as he did a thorough job of distracting her, her body coming alive once more under his touch.


    By the time she managed to pull away, her breathing was heavy, and every nerve in her body was desperate for more. She was still making up for lost time, and a sex life that had been nonexistent for far too long.


    He was asking for her trust—asking for a leap of faith. And she had to take it, knowing she’d live to regret it if she didn’t. “I believe you, Jake. And I’m willing to give this another try if you are.”


    “I’d like nothing more, little red.”


    ***


    Come morning, the sun was shining off the snow in a brilliance of sparkling light, and after spending the night in Jake’s arms, the day felt full of possibilities. And that was exactly the feeling she needed to hold onto if she had any hope of staying positive as they continued their search for Will.


    The roads had been cleared, and with Jake at the wheel, they were making good time. Having left first thing in the morning, she knew they’d be back early enough to have a full day of searching ahead of them. Not that she knew where else to look. “Maybe the police uncovered more clues—or even better, maybe Will’s finally shown up.”


    Not that Will had called her, despite all the messages she’d left him.


    “I hope so, love. I know you’ve been worried sick over him.” Jake glanced in her direction before returning his attention to the road, taking her hand in his and giving it a squeeze. “I’m just happy to see you’re looking more positive about things. It’s been killing me to see you so upset and to know there’s nothing I can do to make things better for you.”


    “Are you kidding?” Hannah shook her head in disbelief. How could he think he hadn’t made this easier on her? “You’ve been amazing, Jake. Not only did you drop everything to help me find Will, but you’ve made me happier than I’ve been in years.”


    Her marriage may have only just ended, but it felt like it’d been sliding into darkness for a hell of a lot longer. And now? The heavy weight around her heart had finally been lifted.


    “I’m just glad I can be there for you, Hannah. Because you’re all that matters, love. You’re my everything, and I want nothing but to make you happy. I know you’ve been through a rough few years, but whatever you were going through, however Will made you feel, it’s over now. I swear I’ll do all I can to make things right between us. And now that you’re mine, I’m never fucking letting you go. Do you hear me?” The intensity and conviction in his voice left no doubt in her mind that he meant every word, and with that, whatever worries she may have had about pursuing something with Jake evaporated in a breath of relief.


    With her heart racing and aching with the love she felt for Jake, she leaned over and kissed his cheek, lingering for a moment more with his body hard and warm against her chest. “I love you, Jake. I think I have for a long time.”


    “And I never stopped, little red. I only ever wanted what was best for you, and I was hoping Will, of all people, would have been the one to treat you right. I get that you’re worried about him—and I am, too—but I swear, if we find him, I’m liable to put my fist through his face for treating you the way he did.” Reaching over, he cupped her neck and brushed her cheek with his thumb, tossing her a glance before returning his eyes to the road. “It fucking kills me to think that he made you feel unworthy and unwanted. He was nothing but a goddamned fool.”


    “Please…don’t, Jake. I don’t want to dwell on the past. Not anymore. I want what’s between us to have a shot, and that means moving forward.” Which was why she needed to find Will. Until this mess got sorted, she wouldn’t be able to start fresh with Jake.


    “As long as you’re moving forward with me at your side. And if you need me to distract you from everything, you know I’m more than happy to oblige you.” His large hand slowly slipped up her thigh, the warmth of it felt through the thin fabric of her leggings, making her breath catch as he neared her sex, her hips shifting as if of their own volition.


    “Jake…” It was a halfhearted attempt at a protest, and they both knew it. Because the truth was she desperately wanted him, even if she still felt guilty about it.


    “I love it when you say my name like that—and I like it even more when you’re screaming it.” Jake’s fingers pressed against her clit, her leggings and lace panties the only thing between her and his touch. “Slip them off, Hannah. I want easy access to that sweet cunt of yours.”


    She groaned, knowing just how wet he’d find her, especially after using that c-word in a way that was so fucking hot. And the command in his voice…she’d kneel at his feet if he asked it of her using that deep velvety voice of his. So she did as he asked, lifting her hips up out of the seat so she could shimmy her leggings down past her hips, hooking her lacy boy briefs along for the ride and kicking off her shearling boots so she could discard her clothing.


    “That’s a good girl.” He tossed her a mischievous look that lit up his eyes like the sun was setting behind them.


    If he’d wanted to distract her from her worries, then he was doing a damn fine job of it. His hand slipped up her thigh, her legs falling to the side to give him easy access, his fingers slipping against her clit only enough to tease her and make her squirm, making her desperate for more.


    Her hips tilted against his hand—when he pulled it away. “Jake…”


    His lips kicked up in a sultry smile, making her clit throb and ache with need, his absence too greatly felt. “Maybe you should take over so I can focus on the road. Wouldn’t want to get into an accident.”


    “No…you can’t do that to me—and I don’t even quite understand how you got me to this state of undress.” Yet, the way Jake made her feel—like she was beautiful, like she was a sexual creature who deserved to be desired—had her thinking that she’d do just about anything to ride the high he gave her from simply wanting her. And so she was now contemplating getting herself off, half naked in his car as he divided his attention between watching her and driving them home.


    “I don’t quite understand it either, little red. And yet there you are, ready to stroke your clit and finger your pussy.” His fingers slipped against her slit once more, dipping in just enough to find the proof he was likely looking for. “See? You’re so fucking wet at the mere thought of obeying me. Now do it, sweetheart…come for me…let me watch you pleasure yourself, all while you imagine me taking you again.”


    She wanted to curse him and tell him he was mistaken, and yet she couldn’t when it was nothing but the truth.


    He covered her hand with his and slipped them down between her legs, pushing her fingers past her slick lips and working them over her swollen clit and deep inside her. Her head fell back against the seat as her hips rocked against her hand and her pace quickened, his hand now gone, though in her mind’s eye, he was still the one who was touching her, stroking her, finger fucking her.


    And when he spoke, his voice was like velvet as he urged her on. “You’re so fucking gorgeous, Hannah…and you have me so turned on, I’m going to ravage you the first moment I can. I’m going to make you come so hard, you won’t be capable of anything but screaming my name and then I’m going to keep fucking you until your knees are so weak, you can’t even stand. I want you to crave my touch, little red.”


    “I already do…” She was already so close, and his words only added to her need, her pace quickening as her fingers dipped deep inside her, curling against that soft spot deep inside her, as her hips pressed against her palm, adding pressure and friction against her clit. The energy was building deep inside her, as he continued telling her what he was going to do to her, how he was going to fuck her, take her every way he could think of, until she felt him in the marrow of his bones. That he’d make sure she knew how it’d feel to be so completely loved and needed by another, that every part of her body and soul would know his touch, his love, and just how much he needed her.


    It was more than she could handle, his words pushing her off that knife’s edge so she cried out, her body quivering as her orgasm crashed over her like a summer storm, his name on her lips, and her fingers still deep inside her.


    “Sweet, sweet girl…” Jake gently brushed the hair from her face as she tried to slow her breathing. “I can’t remember ever seeing anything more erotic than you getting yourself off just now. You have me so fucking hard.”


    Unable to resist, and not quite sure when she’d gotten so bold, she slipped her wet fingers over his lips, letting him suck them clean before she reached down and stroked his cock, hard and huge as it strained against his jeans. She wanted more of him, desperate to make up for the years that they were apart, especially when she missed having this sort of sexual connection with another person. It reminded her of what she’d been missing out on for far too long.


    And maybe Jake was right…maybe he could make her happy once more. Maybe he could erase the hurt she carried in her heart.


    She tugged at his jeans and got the button undone, before pulling the zipper down and freeing his cock from the fabric it was trapped under. And fucking hell, he was always so magnificent…long and thick, with the slightest curve, as if designed to hit her G-spot, and a bulging vein that snaked along his length to feed the beast. “It always was pretty damn impressive, Jake—and now is no different.”


    She just couldn’t help herself. Wrapping her fingers around his generous girth, she stroked him, squeezing and twisting her hand as she worked her way up and down his long shaft, loving that she could make his breath catch. But she wanted more.


    Moving her seatbelt out of the way, she shifted around and leaned over, still stroking him as she ran her tongue up his length and along the slit of his cock, his salty taste on her tongue urging her on and making her want more. It’d been so long…practically a year and a half since she’d had any sort of sex that didn’t require batteries. Was it any wonder why he could talk her into getting naked at the drop of a hat?


    Slipping her hand up and down his shaft, she wrapped her lips around the head of his cock and sucked him, flicking him with her tongue as she took more with each pass, doing her best to take all of him. When he groaned and buried his hand in her hair, thrusting up into her mouth, she couldn’t help but quicken her pace and take him deeper, moaning against his shaft, sucking him, teasing him, until she knew he was close.


    “Fuck, Hannah…that’s so good…so fucking good…” His fingers tightened in her hair as he fucked her mouth, and she loved that his voice was deep and ragged with need, loved that she could have that sort of effect on him—that he wanted her—all while he watched her take him, dividing his attention between her and the road. “I’m going to come, Hannah…fuck…”


    She could have pulled away if she wanted to, but she wanted him so badly, wanted everything he had to give her. And then he was coming with a grunt, his cock pulsing in her mouth as he shot his hot cum down her throat and she greedily swallowed it, finally pulling free of him so she could lick him clean and tuck him back into his jeans.


    “Hannah…you didn’t have to blow me, but…that was fucking amazing.” He scooped the back of her neck and pulled her to him for a lingering kiss.


    “You make it sound like I was doing it out of obligation, when the truth is…I wanted to. I liked it, Jake.” Feeling content, and happier than she’d been in a long time, she rested her head against his shoulder as he put an arm around her, holding her to him as he continued driving down the highway.


    And with Jake at her side, wrapped in the secure comfort of his strong arms, she suddenly felt like everything would be okay.

  


  


  


  
    


    


    Chapter Eight


    


    After a quick phone call from Detective Lambert asking them to come in, Jake sat by Hannah’s side while they listened to Detective Lambert go over some new information that they were able to extract off one of Will’s computers. “Did you know your husband had two other aliases he was going under?”


    “What?” Hannah shook her head no, her freckles standing out against her skin as she blanched in shock. “No. Are you sure? I’m sorry, but that’s really not like him at all. He’s not a secretive guy. There’s no reason for him to be. He wouldn’t need aliases—not for the sort of life he led.”


    “The names Mark Adams and Karl Linden don’t mean anything to you?” Langdon’s eyes held Hannah’s as if he were some sort of human lie-detector, looking at every little nuance in her facial expression to determine if she was telling him the truth.


    “No. I’ve never heard of either name.” The strain in her voice was killing Jake, and it was all he could do to resist the urge to pull her into his arms and comfort her. “What was he doing with the aliases?”


    “I’m afraid we’re not at liberty to discuss that information at this moment.” Lambert let out a sigh, and flipped closed the folder with Will’s information. “I know this can’t be easy on you, but I need to ask you a few more questions. You said you separated approximately six months ago, is that correct?” When she nodded, he continued. “I need to know why.”


    Jake’s anger simmered through his veins, knowing how painful the end of her relationship with Will had been, leaving him desperate to protect her from that hurt. “Is that really necessary, given how personal a matter it is?”


    Hannah put a hand on his arm as if to thank him, but also to let him know that it was okay. Unable to resist, he covered her hand with hers, hoping it’d offer her some comfort to know she wasn’t alone in this. “We grew apart and wanted different things, like children.”


    Jake had always wanted a family, and yet it hadn’t really been on his radar since he’d done little but drift from one woman to the next. Hell, other than Hannah, he hadn’t even dated anyone longer than a month or two, so settling down and starting a family was the last thing on his mind. But he knew it was something Hannah wanted, and now that he had her back in his life, settling down suddenly seemed a lot less distant. He hadn’t given marriage and children a whole lot of thought, but if it was with Hannah, then he wanted it all.


    Lambert looked to their hands, but continued with his questions. “So it is possible that he got involved in something in the last six months that you may not be aware of.”


    “Yeah, I suppose so, except that it’s not like Will.” Hannah shifted her gaze from Lambert to him, as if pleading with them to believe her. “Unless it had something to do with work. Do you think that could be it?”


    “We’ll see if we can figure out who he was working for, though it’d be highly unusual for him to use an alias if his work was legitimate.” Lambert got to his feet, essentially calling the interview to an end. “I’m sorry you have to go through this. Again, if you think of anything or if he contacts you, please give me a call.”


    By the time they got to his car, Jake could feel her frustration pouring off her in waves. “Hannah, I’m sure there’s a logical explanation.” Though he was damned if he knew what it was.


    “You know what? I don’t care at this point, since I clearly didn’t know him one bit.” And yet the hurt in her voice, the tears shimmering in her eyes, told a different story.


    Jake grabbed her hand and pulled her to a stop, cupping her face in his hand and brushing his thumb across her cheek. “You know you don’t mean that, love. You’re hurt—and with just cause. But we will get to the bottom of this, if for no other reason than to give you some closure so you can move on with your life. And I’ll be right there with you, Hannah. I’ve got you—and I’m not going to let you get hurt again.”


    She squeezed her eyes shut for a long moment before opening them, though the pain he saw there had him wanting to murder Will. “Can you take me home? Please?”


    “Yeah, love. Of course.” Jake didn’t know what the hell Will had gotten himself into, but it was becoming clear that the person they thought they knew may not have existed. Either that or Will had changed drastically since Hannah moved out.


    Pulling out of the police station, Jake headed towards Hannah’s home as he continued to mull things over. Six months wasn’t a whole lot of time for someone to change so much about themselves and the life they were leading, which left him wondering if some of the distance Will had been putting between him and Hannah had been more than just his lack of interest.


    Problem was, the only one who currently had all the answers was Will—and he was still missing.


    The Rykers… Though the cops were trying to find Will—he hoped—their resources and interest in the matter were limited, since they were still dealing with other cases, and technically, no crime had been committed.


    Yet, Gabe’s fiancée, Hadley, had her own security firm, and Michael, the senior Ryker, worked for the FBI. If Jake could enlist their help, then they may very well be able to give Hannah more answers and even find Will, if they got lucky.


    Back at Hannah’s, Jake followed her into the house, hoping she’d agree to let him call Hadley and Michael for help. “I have a few friends who might be able to help us track Will down. It’s probably still a long shot, but it could be worth a try. What do you think?”


    “It can’t hurt. Because at this point, I need to find him. I need to know what the hell’s going on.” She wrapped her arms around herself as if suddenly chilled. “I feel like I don’t even know the man I was married to.”


    “I’ll make the call. See if they have time to meet with us today. Because it’s killing me to see you hurting, Hannah. I need to make it stop.” And he needed to have a fresh start with her, but that wasn’t going to happen if they didn’t know whether Will was alive or dead.


    He called Gabe and was relieved to hear that Hadley could meet with them close to dinner time and then from there, they’d hopefully be able to meet up with Gabe’s father, Michael. “It’s an hour and a half to Portmore, though we’ll still have a few hours to kill. If you want, we can head there now, and hang out at my place until it’s time to go, since she said she might be able to meet with us a bit earlier, if she managed to wrap up ahead of schedule.”


    “Let’s do that then. Because the sooner we can find him, the better.” The hurt and worry in her eyes had Jake pulling her to him. And he knew of one surefire way to fix that.


    “We’ll go—but first I’m going to ravage you, little red. I’m going to fuck you until your muscles quiver and your bones turn liquid. And then, I’m going to fuck you some more, just for good measure. Do you have a problem with that?” Not bothering to wait, he was already yanking her sweater up over her head and flicking the clasp on her bra to free her gorgeous breasts.


    Her answer came in the form of a hard kiss as her hands tugged at the button and zipper of his jeans, her desperate need mirroring his own. And fuck but he’d never wanted—needed—her more, especially when she grabbed his cock with an eager touch, stroking him as he deepened their kiss. His tongue bullied hers, his fingers knotting in her hair as his other hand grabbed her ass to pull her to him, his hard cock trapped between them, searching her out, desperate to be buried inside her.


    She broke away to strip off the rest of her clothing as he ditched the rest of his, and then, too impatient to wait any longer, he spun her around and shifted her onto the sofa, bending her forward against the soft back. Grabbing her hips, he slid into her tight heat in one go, burying himself fully, as his head spun with his need for her.


    “Fuck, Hannah…you feel so good.” He swore, sinking into her made him feel complete, like she was home, his very heart, and without her, he’d never truly find happiness.


    Thrusting into her, he took her slow and hard, grabbing her hips as he drove into her, her curves soft in his grip. He tilted his hips in an undulating motion, so each thrust hit new depths, while grazing that tender bundle of nerves. And with each thrust, she pushed back to meet him, to take him deeper and increase their pace as her body tightened around his cock, squeezing him to push him closer to the edge.


    The tension was building inside him, his orgasm close, as he did his best to prolong their coupling and make it last. Grabbing her long, thick hair into a ponytail, he wrapped it around his fist and hauled her head back so he could kiss her, all while he continued to pound into her, grinding his hips against her ass as his balls slammed into her swollen clit.


    “Jake…I’m going to come.” She bit back a moan as he took her hard, and then, when he bit her neck, it was enough to push her over the edge, so she cried out and quivered in his arms, her body tense and trembling as he continued to claim her as his own.


    And yet he was far from through with her. Slipping free of her tight cunt, he ignored her protests and sat down beside her, pulling her to him so she straddled his lap. “This time when you come, I want to see that gorgeous face of yours.”


    Guiding her hips, he pulled her down onto his length, loving the gasp that escaped her red lips, her chest rising and falling with each breath as if in temptation. Unable to resist, he sucked her pert nipple into his mouth as her back arched against the arm he’d wrapped around her waist as if in offering, begging him for more. He flicked his tongue at her nipple, feeling it harden and pebble at his attentions, while he cupped her other breast in his hand, loving the heavy weight of it in his palm as he circled and teased her nipple with his thumb.


    Her hips rocked along his length as she tangled her fingers in his hair, tugging it as she pulled him closer, the flicker of pain and her need for him urging him on. He bit her nipple and thrust up into her, quickening their pace as he held her to him with one hand on her back and the other cupping her ass so he could grind into her.


    He was so close to coming when his mouth found hers once more, his tongue clashing with hers as she raked her nails down his back, pulling him even closer to her, her pace now frantic. And then she was coming as he swallowed her cries with his kiss and let his own orgasm crash through him, his cock pulsing deep inside her to mark her as his, his heart racing as his head spun with the fact that she was in his arms once more. “I love you, Hannah. Fuck…I’m never letting you go.”


    “Good…because I love you too, Jake. And I honestly don’t know that I ever stopped.”


    The sound of someone clapping sent Jake spinning as he held Hannah to him protectively. Will—standing there in the kitchen doorway, looking ready to murder him. “I’d thank you for protecting my wife, but it’s hard to be so generous when you just finished fucking her.”


    Fucking hell.


    Jake grabbed the throw off the sofa, and wrapped it around Hannah as his heart hammered inside his chest from the jolt of adrenaline pumping through it. And fuck, but he felt both territorial of Hannah, and even a little guilty for being with her without discussing it with Will first, especially when he’d just caught them naked. Though that wouldn’t have been the case if Will had just knocked instead of letting himself into her home.


    “Will…we were so worried about you.” The guilt and worry in her voice killed him.


    Jake understood that Will and Hannah had been together a long time, but Hannah was now his, and he’d be damned if he was giving her up. Why the hell did he still have a key to her place anyway?


    “Yeah…that’s obvious. And thanks for that little bit of insight that you were still in love with Jake while we were married—not that it comes as a huge surprise.” Will shifted his glare from Hannah to Jake, and with a shake of his head, he turned, ready to head towards the kitchen. “If you could get dressed, I’d appreciate it. Or should I just go?”


    “No. Just give us a second.” Hannah waited until they were alone and then turned to him. “I’m so sorry about that. I let him keep the key, in case I needed him to check on my place when I went out of town on business.”


    It was hard to ignore how fast she’d said no when Will suggested he could leave, but Jake had to believe that it was more about Will finally turning up, rather than her wanting him back. Pushing aside his jealousy, he brushed the hair from her eyes and stole a kiss, knowing this was hard on her, and not wanting to make matters worse. “Are you okay?”


    “I’m relieved that he’s safe, but…” She shrugged, and looked away, resting her head against his shoulder as he held her to him. “I feel so guilty, Jake.”


    “Don’t, Hannah. You have no reason to be.” He kissed the top of her head, wishing this could be easy for her. And yet he knew that just wasn’t going to happen given the circumstances. They were in the middle of a complicated fucking mess, and things were only going to get worse now that Will was back. “Let’s get dressed, and we’ll deal with this together, okay? But we have nothing to feel guilty about. We’ve spent the last few days searching for him, when he clearly could have picked up the phone. Not to mention, you separated half a year ago. It’s not like you were cheating on him.”


    “I know.” And yet she still looked like her guilt was tearing her up inside.


    Slipping off Jake’s lap, Hannah quickly gathered her clothes from where they’d been tossed haphazardly on the floor, and got dressed as Jake followed suit, leaving him to wonder how things could so easily go to hell. He was on edge now, not sure how things were going to go down.


    At the very least, Will could give them answers to their questions and they could stop looking for him. And despite everything, Will was still one of his best friends, and it was good to know that he was still alive.


    With Hannah at his side, Jake walked into the kitchen and hung back as Hannah broke away from him and threw her arms around Will’s neck as Will held her close, burying his head in the crook of her neck. “I thought you were dead. We tried to find you, worried that you were in trouble, that you were hurt, but you were nowhere to be found. I couldn’t stop worrying that the worst had happened. All that blood… Are you injured?”


    Will cupped her face, his touch lingering, before he kissed her forehead, making Jake want to yank her out of Will’s arms. “I’m sorry that you were worried, baby girl. I wanted to call you and let you know I was all right, but I couldn’t risk it.”


    Jake grit his teeth to keep from pummeling Will, especially when he’d yet to let Hannah go, and he looked like he had no intention of doing so. “I hate to interrupt this little reunion, but you need to fill us in on what the fuck happened to you—and whether or not it’s safe that you’re here. The last thing I want is for Hannah to get caught in the crossfire of whatever the hell you’ve gotten yourself mixed up in.”


    With Jake’s gaze on Hannah and Will—and Will’s arms still around her—Hannah slipped free and put some distance between herself and her ex—not that Will was looking happy that he’d been forced to let her go.


    “I made sure I wasn’t followed, and I’m not sure the people who attacked me know of Hannah, since they didn’t have my real name. Although…they did find my house, so I’m assuming they likely know who I am by now.” He shifted towards the counter and leaned on it, cringing in pain, his face pale and pasty against the contrast of several days’ stubble. “And yeah…I’m injured, and not doing so well. I got shot, but didn’t want to risk heading to the hospital, since everything’s computerized these days, and I didn’t want to pop up into the system.”


    “Where were you shot?” There was panic in Hannah’s voice as she closed the distance between them. “We need to get you help.”


    “I can’t stay, since I’ll only be putting you in danger, and I can’t risk having my injury seen to at a hospital. I just wanted to see you again and let you know not to worry about me.” He pulled out a phone and handed it to her. “This is a secure line. My number’s programmed in there, in case you need to get in touch with me.”


    “You can’t go, Will.” She grabbed his hand and held on, as if he might try to go right then and there. And fuck, but Jake felt like a bastard. “You need to tell us what’s going on. We can try to help you—and if we can’t, then the cops can.”


    Will shook his head no, and this time when he spoke, it was to Jake. “Can you take her someplace safe? Make sure to protect her?”


    “Yeah, of course. But…Will…man, you need help. I don’t know what’s going on, but you can’t go running around injured.” Despite everything, Jake was genuinely concerned about him. He wanted Hannah, but he didn’t want her out of default because Will had dropped dead. And Will was still one of his best friends, even if Jake was jealous and worried that he would try to steal Hannah back. “Let me call my brother. He’s a doctor, and could help without putting you into any sort of system.”


    Hannah tossed Jake a grateful look before turning to grab Will’s hand, knotting her fingers with his as she closed the distance between them. “Please, Will. You can’t leave. You need medical help—and you need to explain what the hell’s going on.”


    “I will. As soon as we get out of here.” Will turned to Jake, looking ready to collapse. “If you think your brother can help, I’d appreciate it.”


    Jake grabbed Will a chair from the kitchen table and then turned to Hannah. “Pack a bag, love. We might not be coming back here for a while, depending on whether or not it’s safe.”


    She nodded and left with a final glance over her shoulder at the two men in her life. But the moment she was gone, Jake turned his focus on Will, who had taken a seat. “I need to know what the fuck’s going on, Will. And I need to know now. What have you gotten yourself into—and why the fuck did you just land it on Hannah’s doorstep? ’Cause I’ve got news for you. Even if they didn’t know about her before they attacked you, she showed up to your house looking for you because you never called her to cancel your plans.”


    “Believe me, I would have called had I been able to.” Will cringed as he shifted in his seat to dig something out of his pocket. “Here. You need to get this to the FBI if anything happens to me.”


    “You can fucking give it to them yourself. I know someone who works there—actually had plans to speak with him tonight to try to find you, though that’s clearly no longer needed.” Jake shook his head, still wondering what the hell Will had gotten involved in. “You need to get this sorted before they go after Hannah to get to you.”


    “For fuck’s sake, Jake. It’s not like I wanted any of this. And if you think I don’t care about Hannah—if you think I don’t love her—then you’re gravely mistaken.” There was a conviction in Will’s voice that Jake wasn’t happy to hear, especially when it sounded like Will was still in love with her, and didn’t simply care for her. “She’s still my wife—and I had hopes to try to work things out between us.”


    “Yeah…I fucking heard all about how you loved her and cared for her by making her feel like she wasn’t fucking good enough.” Jake was tempted to throttle him right then and there.


    “I was trying to push her away because I didn’t want her to get hurt if this all went to hell, which I knew it would. But fuck, Jake…do you know how hard it was to do that? I knew she’d never leave me if I tried to explain it was dangerous for her to be with me—and the information I uncovered…it was too important not to pursue, especially when it might lead to her brother’s killer.” Will let out a weary sigh filled with so much hurt and regret, Jake almost believed him. Almost. “So I did what I could to push her away, even though it fucking killed me to do it.”


    “I’m not fucking buying it, Will. You don’t give up on your marriage and lie to your wife to keep her safe—and you can’t tell me this has been going on that long. I’d buy that it was the reason for the last six to nine months—but you were pushing her away long before that, so don’t think your near-death experience gives you the right to rewrite history.” Jake knew enough of the truth behind Hannah’s marriage to know there was a hell of a lot more going on than Will was letting on. “Hannah’s mine now—and I’m not fucking letting her go.”


    Will just scoffed with a shake of his head. “That’s her decision to make, Jake. Not yours.”

  


  


  


  
    


    


    Chapter Nine


    


    There was so much tension between Jake and Will, Hannah had no doubt that they must have had words while she packed. And now that they were on the road, things had only gotten worse. She hated that things were so difficult and tense between them, especially when they’d all been such good friends. Yet things were different now. It’d be impossible to go back to the way things were between them.


    But seeing Will again…holding onto him after such a scare—and the fact that he was holding her back¸ not wanting to let her go—was messing with her head. That was all she had ever wanted from him—was for him to return her love and affection. And now that he was finally giving her a glimpse of what she’d desired all these years, it was stirring emotions in her that she’d thought were long dead.


    The problem was that she meant it when she said she loved Jake, and that she in all likelihood had never stopped loving him. Yet, she also loved Will. They had a long history together, and she hadn’t been the one to end their marriage. Or rather, she had been, but only because he’d been pushing her away for so very long. But now, his return—not just him showing up, but showing her once more that he cared—was messing with her head.


    And she still had so many unanswered questions, and not just about his disappearance, though that was first and foremost on her mind.


    “You’ve yet to tell us what happened, Will.” She shifted in her seat to face him where he was sitting in the passenger seat, reclined to ease the pressure on his injury.


    Will reached over and gave her hand a squeeze. “And I’d honestly rather not, Hannah. I don’t want to put you in any more danger than I already have, and I’m worried that telling you what’s going on will only make matters worse. But, I swear…it’s why I had to push you away.”


    “What? What are you talking about?” He couldn’t possibly mean… “You mean to tell me that you didn’t touch me for the last year of our marriage because of this thing? And that you were distant for years before that because of what’s going on now?”


    “As hard as that was, I needed to keep you safe, and…things are complicated. This involves your brother’s killer, and it was all too much to handle. I couldn’t lie to you about what I was researching, and yet I needed to keep you out of it in order to keep you safe.” He shook his head with a sigh and brought her hand to his lips. “I’m sorry if I went about it the wrong way, Hannah. I just didn’t know what to do.”


    “My brother’s killer?” Her head was spinning and she felt like she might be ill. “You mean to tell me you’ve been looking into his death all this time?”


    “I was going through his laptop when I found some files he’d gone to great lengths to conceal. But you were still such a wreck, and once I started digging, I couldn’t risk you getting involved.” His eyes pleaded with her to believe him. “I had to push you away, Hannah. It was the only way.”


    She tried to sift through her memories to find the truth. Maybe…maybe he was telling her the truth, that it was the reason he’d pushed her away. And yet…there was more to it than that. He’d felt distant for far longer than that, even before Ryan’s death. Not that this was a conversation she wanted to be having with Jake present.


    For now, all she could do was agree, though she wasn’t through with the matter and far from ready to let it go. “Yeah…I suppose.”


    Jake glanced at her through the rearview mirror, and she could tell he was worried about her, not to mention, he looked ready to pummel Will. She hadn’t told Jake everything about her relationship, but he knew enough, and it was clear he thought Will’s actions didn’t excuse the way he’d treated her.


    Frankly, she was still having a hard time wrapping her head around this new information. She still didn’t understand why he’d pushed her away, why he’d rejected her, if this had to do with her brother. Will may have been worried about involving her, but she still wasn’t sure that it wasn’t an excuse to try to get back what they once had, after getting shot had him taking another look at their relationship.


    Jake made a few phone calls, first to his brother, Marshall, to give him a heads-up that they were coming, and then to Hadley to let her know that Will had turned up and they likely wouldn’t need her help. However, they’d still like to speak to Michael and the FBI, if possible, although it’d likely have to wait until tomorrow, since Will needed medical attention.


    They rode the rest of the way in silence, though Jake kept checking on her via his rearview mirror, their eyes meeting in silence. Unfortunately, the lack of discussion meant she had far too much time to mull things over in her head. Memories of her with Jake—then and now—and memories of her years with Will. They flooded her head, and she found herself picking it all apart, trying to remember things as they actually were instead of glossed over by time or emotions.


    She remembered being incredibly happy with Will for years, and though their sex life hadn’t been anything mind-blowing, he’d at least still been present for the most part. But then her brother’s death had pushed them further apart, until things eventually faded to complete nonexistence, no matter how hard she’d tried to get back what they’d once had.


    Then there was Jake—and he blew amazing right out of the water. Yet who was to say that if they’d been together for any length of time that things wouldn’t also have faded between them? She knew he’d deny it, and maybe he was right, since things had always been so intense between them. Yet, she didn’t know, because Jake had broken things off six months into their relationship. And that, in and of itself, was another problem.


    Jake had yet to commit to anyone long-term, and she wasn’t even sure he was capable of it. Which meant that Jake could still very well break her heart. And not just break it, but smash it to smithereens so she’d have no hope of ever putting it back together.


    When they pulled down Marshall’s driveway, Hannah finally let go of some of the tension that had her body in knots. Not only would they get Will the help he needed, but she’d be able to escape her thoughts for a bit. Jake went around to help Will out of the car, as the front door to the house opened and Marshall came to give Jake a hand getting Will into the house.


    “In here.” Marshall directed them into a guest bedroom and sat Will down on the bed. Medical instruments and a variety of bottles were already laid out on the side table, with more equipment and supplies laid out on the dresser. No doubt Jake’s call had given Marshall time to prepare. “Jake said you were shot. In the abdomen?”


    Will nodded. “My left side. Looks like it went right through. I managed to stop most of the bleeding I think, but…I don’t know.”


    Marshall helped Will out of his jacket and then cut him free of the rugby shirt he was wearing to reveal a wide swath of bandages wrapped around his midsection. Those were next to get cut away, but Hannah couldn’t watch and had to look away. Seeing him injured and knowing the pain he must be in was too much to bear. And then there were the memories of her dead brother: the pool of blood she’d found him in, the multiple gunshot wounds. Her eyes stung with tears as she tried to swallow down the lump in her throat.


    Jake pulled her into his arms. “Come on, love. Let’s give them some privacy.”


    She knew he was trying to spare her from the worst of it—and she was grateful for it. Tucked in at Jake’s side, she held onto him as he took her to the living room, trying to hold back her tears. When it was just the two of them, she collapsed against his chest, fighting back tears as he sat them down on the sofa. “Tell me he’ll be okay, Jake.”


    “My brother’s always been exceptional at everything he does, and trust me when I tell you, he’s not going to let Will ruin his perfect record.” There was something in Jake’s tone that made her wonder about his choice of words, as if there was some friendly sibling rivalry between them. “Will’s in good hands, sweetness. Marshall will do all he can for him. I promise.”


    “What will we do after this, Jake?” She knew her question was vague, but the truth was, she didn’t know exactly what she was asking.


    He shifted her out of his arms just enough to look at her. “We’re going to make sure he’s on his way to recovering, and then we’re going to get him the help he needs from the FBI so he can get out of whatever mess he’s gotten himself into. If Ryan’s killers are involved, then this is beyond any of us to help him. Then, once he’s safe, we’re going to pick up where we left off, little red. Because if you think Will showing up is going to change things between us, I’m here to tell you that I’m not going to let that happen. I’ve waited too damn long to let Will get in the way.”


    When he kissed her, his lips lingered on hers as her body came to life and he reminded her of all the pleasure—and love—he was capable of giving her. “Jake…tell me it’ll all be okay. That we’ll get through this.” Because she’d fallen for him hard and fast, and was still worried it’d somehow all go to hell, especially when having Will around did little to reassure her.


    “Hannah…what is it you’re really worried about? Because if you think I’m going anywhere, you can guess again.” Jake rested his hand on the back of her neck, brushing his thumb over her cheek. “I know this hasn’t been easy on you, but I’m not letting you go, love. Do you hear me?”


    She nodded and kissed him again when Marshall walked into the room, the resemblance between the two brothers strong enough to be immediately noticeable. “Your friend’s running a fever from a slight infection due to the gunshot wound, but he was damn lucky it missed anything vital. I’ve got him on a round of antibiotics, but I highly recommend he gets seen to properly for IV fluids and to make sure there isn’t more going on in there. He’s taking a risk if he doesn’t get to a hospital.”


    Hannah got to her feet. “Can I go see him?”


    “I gave him a light sedative to ease his pain, but you can go sit with him if you’d like.” Marshall then turned to Jake. “If I could have a word…”


    Jake nodded, and then grabbed Hannah’s hand and stole a kiss. “I’ll just be a minute.”


    It was hard to ignore the tension between the two brothers, and Hannah knew Jake was going to get grilled on why they were dragging around someone who’d been shot and couldn’t go to the hospital. Yet, she was grateful to both Marshall and Jake for taking care of Will.


    She walked into the room Will was in, and sat by his side. He stirred a little as she lifted his hand into hers, her heart hammering as she took him in. There were fresh bandages on his wound, but it was seeing him again, especially when bare from the waist up, that was messing with her head. It felt at once familiar and like it’d been an eternity since she last saw him like this. He was still lithe and muscular—and he was still so handsome, with his scruffy dark hair and stubble, and those intelligent grey eyes.


    “Hannah…” His voice was thick with sleep, no doubt due to the sedative and the trauma his body had endured. Had he even rested since this all happened, or had he been on the run? She still had so many questions, and no answers.


    “Hush. I’m right here.” Seeing him so vulnerable was stirring up all sorts of emotions.


    “I’m sorry, baby girl…I never meant to hurt you.” His lids were heavy and his hand was warm—too warm as the fever simmered in his veins. “I still love you, Hannah.”


    “I love you too.” And she did, even if it was a hell of a lot more complicated than that.


    She sensed Jake at the door, and knew that he’d overheard her. And that was fine. Jake knew she still loved Will. How could she not, when they were still friends and they’d been together for eight years? And Jake had to know that she loved him too, even if it felt crazy and complicated. But she did. She loved both of them, despite their past—or maybe because of it.


    Once Will’s eyes slipped closed and she was sure he was asleep, she got up and crossed to Jake’s side, letting him wrap his arms around her as she rested her head on his broad chest. “Does your brother think he’ll be okay?”


    “Yeah…Will should come through this all right, though Marshall would still like to see him go to a hospital.” He brushed the hair from her eyes, his touch making her want to lean into him and steal a kiss. “My brother’s offered to let us crash here, but I’m just a few towns over. We can head to my place, if you prefer, and then come back in the morning to see Will—or if Marshall thinks it’s okay, we can take Will with us.”


    “I don’t want to put your brother out any more than we already have, but I’m worried about moving Will before it’s wise to do so, especially when there could be complications and he could take a turn for the worse.” She and Jake had all the time in the world ahead of them, but her time with Will suddenly felt so tenuous. “I swear I’ll make it up to you, Jake.”


    “I know you love me, Hannah, and I’m secure in what we have. We’re meant to be together, and I’m not going to let anyone come between us. So if you want to stay here so we can keep an eye on Will, then that’s what we’ll do. Because I know that eventually you’ll be naked in my bed, right where you belong.”

  


  


  


  
    


    


    Chapter Ten


    


    Trying not to get frustrated as Hannah sat by Will’s side, Jake retreated to his place of solitude and wandered into Marshall’s kitchen, figuring that everyone would eventually get hungry. The least he could do was cook. Not that his thoughts of Hannah and Will had slowed any, even as he prepped for dinner.


    At least his brother kept a well-stocked kitchen. Jake turned to Marshall when he wandered into the kitchen. “Truly—how’s Will doing in there?”


    “He’s still running a fever, but I’m hoping it’ll break by morning. He’s lucky though. Damn lucky.” Marshall leaned against the counter with a sigh, his arms crossed in front of his chest. “Jake…I know it’s none of my fucking business, but do you really think you should be hooking up with Hannah when she’s still married?”


    “This is not like you and Claire, Marshall.” Claire had cheated on him with another doctor he worked with at the hospital, and Marshall had taken it hard—really hard. And to make matters worse, their divorce was not going well. “Hannah’s marriage has been over for quite some time now, and she’s ready to move on.”


    “Is she really? Because I’m not sure she is. I know you don’t want to hear it, but if she’s not ready to move on, then you’re just going to get hurt, and I don’t want to see that happen.” Marshall let out a frustrated sigh, his body stiff. “And no offense, but if they’re married, and they clearly still care about each other, then maybe you should just take a step back and let them work it out.”


    Jake grabbed a knife from the wooden block on the counter and butchered the chicken so it’d cook quicker, trying to unclench his jaw before responding to his brother. “I appreciate your concern, but like I said—Hannah’s moved on. She and Will separated six months ago, and things have been rocky between them for a hell of a lot longer than that. And before you go thinking that I had anything to do with them splitting, you can fucking guess again.”


    The chicken was now in pieces, and he was getting pissed off. He’d stayed away while Hannah was married—even stayed away after they’d separated to give her some space. But now that they were back together, now that he knew how her self-esteem had taken such a hit during her marriage, he was damned if he’d let her go back to Will. “You have nothing to base your comments on, except your own hurt and past experiences, and I’m telling you right now, their circumstances are completely different, Marshall. Do you fucking hear me? I know what I’m doing.”


    “Is everything okay here?”


    Hannah… Jake turned to face her, managing a smile so she wouldn’t worry. “Yeah. Everything’s fine. How’s Will doing?”


    “He seems to be sleeping well.” She stuffed her hands in the pockets of her jeans, her keen gaze shifting from him to his brother. “Anything I can do to help?”


    “I’m about to throw this in the oven.” Jake seasoned the chicken and then shifted to the sink to wash his hands, before turning to his brother with a look that told him their conversation was over. “Don’t suppose you have a bottle of wine?”


    Marshall let out a deep breath, and put a hand on Jake’s shoulder for just a minute, as if to let him know that he didn’t mean to cause him problems, but was simply concerned. “Yeah, I’ll get something out of the wine cellar. Any preferences, Hannah?”


    “Anything is fine. And again, thank you for everything you’ve done.” Marshall nodded with a smile and then headed towards the basement as Hannah turned to Jake. “I’m so sorry. I feel like we’ve put your brother out.”


    “We haven’t.” He couldn’t resist her and he was desperate to erase the worry in her eyes. Closing the distance between them, he grabbed her hand and reeled her in, so he could steal a kiss, her sweet scent filling her head. “Marshall’s just worried about us.”


    “I can’t really blame him when we’ve shown up at his door with someone who’s been shot and can’t go to the hospital.” She played with the buttons on his shirt, avoiding his gaze. “I’m sorry if things have been awkward between us, now that Will’s around. But…you know how I feel about you.”


    “I do, little red. And I get that you still care for Will. But there’s a difference between loving him and being in love with him, and as long as it’s not the latter, I’ll do what I can to keep my jealousy in check.” He’d try at any rate, though it wouldn’t be easy. “But he does want you back, Hannah—and I’m not going to let that happen. Are we clear?”


    She nodded, letting out a deep breath. “I love you, Jake. I don’t want things to be awkward between us while Will’s around. As for him wanting me back…I don’t know what to say to that. He’s saying he pushed me away to keep me safe, but…I just don’t get it.”


    “We’ll get more answers once he’s feeling better. Okay? In the meantime, we’ll do what we can to get him to the FBI so they can deal with whoever did this to him and to your brother.” Jake knew she needed that closure, and making sure Will was no longer in danger was the only way for her to move on from here. Will might want Hannah back, but Jake wasn’t giving her up. Not without a fucking fight.


    No one was going to take her away from him now that he finally had her back. No one.


    ***


    Jake was feeling a hell of a lot more relaxed once they’d had dinner and a few glasses of wine, especially when he had Hannah at his side. With the dishes cleared from dinner, they finished up the maple crème brûlée he’d made for dessert.


    Marshall sat back in his chair. “Jake, I still don’t know how you manage to take such basic ingredients and turn them into something so amazing. Dad…he would have been proud of you, you know.”


    Jake scoffed with a shake of his head, anger brewing deep inside him. “No, he wouldn’t have. But I made my peace with that a long time ago—and quite frankly, I don’t care.”


    “Jake…” Marshall let out a sigh, but dropped it, knowing it would do no good to open old wounds, the old man dead of a stroke for some years now—and good riddance.


    Their father had been a self-righteous ass who bullied his children into trying to better themselves, though nothing they ever did was ever good enough. There was never a kind or loving word, and he had been masterful at making someone feel small and unworthy, like they’d never amount to anything. Just like he’d done that winter break when he’d been dating Hannah.


    Jake had wanted her to come visit for the holidays to meet his family, knowing that things were getting serious between them. But then his father had torn into him over the course of his break, day after day. Which was fine. He’d been used to it. But when his father had one too many to drink and turned his anger to Paige, Jake’s younger sister, it was the final straw. Jake snapped, and nearly put their father in the hospital.


    It made him realize that he had the potential to lose control—had the potential to become like his father. He’d heard how the abused could often turn and become abusers, and it scared the fuck out of him that he might become that sort of monster—and worse, that he might subject Hannah to that sort of abuse, mental or physical.


    The thought of doing that to Hannah fucking killed him, so Jake returned to her and broke things off, hoping that he was doing her a favor, even if it killed him to push her away. He had just hoped that she’d find someone who truly deserved her. Because he sure as hell didn’t feel worthy of her by the time that winter break was over.


    And he fucking hated his father for it.


    It wasn’t until later that Jake realized that his father might be a fucking abusive asshole, but that wasn’t the sort of man he was. He realized that he could never be like his father. That he could never put someone through the abuse he’d been forced to endure. But the damage was done…Hannah had moved on.


    Marshall must have seen Jake’s mood brewing, and decided to change the subject. “The business is going well, you know. Did you see the earnings report for the last quarter?”


    Though Marshall was indeed a doctor, he’d always been a bit of a tinkerer and innovative thinker. So when he decided to apply his medical expertise and knowledge to some revolutionary products, Jake decided he’d invest in his brother’s new company, not only to support his brother, but because he knew Marshall was damn smart, and he’d be successful at anything he put his mind to. And it had paid off. Big time.


    Granted, Jake had been shocked to find out that Marshall, of all people, was producing a newfangled take on sex toys, but who was he to judge? Clearly, his brother had hit on a winner, if the money pouring into their bank accounts was anything to go by.


    Jake managed a smile, letting his anger go. “I did see it. Looks like the new product line’s been a hit.”


    “Indeed it has.” Marshall gave him a grin that had Jake shaking his head. “Listen, I’ve got an important meeting first thing in the morning, so I’m going to turn in after I check on Will. I’ll also check on him before I head to the office in the morning, but feel free to stay as long as you want. The guest bedrooms are all set up, but if you need anything else, just let me know.”


    “I can’t thank you enough, Marshall.” Hannah’s voice was still thick with worry, but she managed a smile that lit up her eyes.


    “Hannah, it’s been a pleasure getting to know you. Jake…” With a tilt of his head, Marshall got to his feet.


    Jake stood and gave his brother a hug, knowing he might not see him in the morning. “Thanks for everything. I’ll be in touch.”


    With Marshall gone, Jake and Hannah went about the very domestic task of loading the dishwasher and putting away the leftovers, reminding him of when they were dating in college and practically living together. It also had him thinking that it’d be damn nice to have her back in his life on a more permanent basis. “Let’s check on Will, and then turn in for the night. I think tomorrow’s going to be a long day.”


    Not that he was planning on getting much sleep with Hannah in his bed.


    Hannah nodded and slipped her arms around his waist. “I swear, I already feel so relieved to know that he’s okay, and that he’s here with us. It’s like I can breathe again.”


    “And things will only get better once we’re able to get Will to the FBI, and put all this behind us.” At least Jake damn well hoped so, since he wanted to pursue what was between him and Hannah without any distractions. And Will? Well, he was one big-ass distraction that they sure as hell didn’t need.


    They peeked in on Will, who was still sleeping, and likely would be until morning, depending on the type of drugs Marshall gave him. Despite their current differences, Jake was relieved to know Will was on the mend.


    With Hannah’s hand in his, Jake led them to the guest room he always stayed in when visiting his brother, grateful that it was tucked away in a corner of the house, where they’d be afforded some privacy. And a good thing too, since he wanted to hear Hannah scream his name.


    The moment he locked the door behind them, he pulled her to him, clasping her around the waist as he claimed her mouth, one kiss after another, until all their problems and distractions fell away and it was just the two of them. He quickly rid her of her clothes, tearing them from her body, as her small hands pulled at his shirt and jeans, so they were skin to skin before long, her soft curves pressed to his hard form.


    “Jake…” Her words were spoken between kisses as she stroked his hard length, a needy moan rumbling through his chest. “Should we really be doing this with your brother and Will around?”


    “Sweetness, there’s no way I’m not going to fuck you, especially when you have your capable hands wrapped around my cock.” Gripping her hips, his jaw clenched to try to hold onto his waning self-control as he shifted her back towards the bed. “Get on the bed, spread your legs, and hold onto the spindles of the headboard. And don’t let go, or I’m going to paddle your ass so red that you’ll curse me every time you try to sit.”


    She gave him a teasing look with one eyebrow raised. “Frankly, I don’t think you would. We were together for six months and not once did you show any inclination to put me over your knee. So…I think it’s nothing but you talking dirty—which I like, by the way, so feel free to keep it up.”


    “Little red, you just bought yourself a whole lot of trouble.” Jake grabbed her by the waist and hauled her off her feet, as he sat on the edge of the bed and landed her draped over his lap. Trapping both her wrists in his hand, he pinned them behind her, against the small of her back, while the first blow landed across her ass cheeks with a resounding slap.


    “Fuck…” Hannah hissed in a breath, as his handprint blossomed red against her pearly white skin.


    “You were saying?” He rubbed the area he’d slapped with a gentle hand to soothe it, and then landed another blow against her other cheek.


    “Okay, I take it back.” She let out a laugh that mingled with a needy moan as he ran his hand over her ass, feeling the heat of her flushed skin radiate through his palm. She started to squirm, but he kept his hold on her wrists, letting his hand drift between her cheeks and towards her sex. “Jake…don’t…”


    “Why not, sweetness?” He thought he knew why, and couldn’t help the triumphant smile that danced onto his lips. “Is it because you know I’ll find you wet? That I’ll know you like it when I take control, put you over my knee and spank you like the naughty little girl you are?”


    “Jake…” She moaned when his fingers slipped between her lips, and fuck…she really was so incredibly wet and swollen with her need.


    “I’d say you’re being disobedient by not giving me an answer, though I think I already found all the evidence I need.” He plunged his fingers inside her, loving that she tilted her hips up towards his hand to take him deeper and spread her legs to give him easier access. “Look at you, little red…so wet, so needy…you so desperately want me to fuck you…want my thick cock to stretch you tight… Don’t you?”


    “Yes…” She moaned as he finger fucked her, gasping when he pulled free of her sweet cunt to slap her plump ass before plunging back into her heat. “Jake…”


    “I fucking love it when you say my name like that.” He added another finger as he continued to thrust into her, slow and with purpose, until she was squirming in his lap, his hard cock trapped between them. “Tell me what you want.”


    “I want to come. Please.” The need in her voice would have him doing whatever it was she wanted.


    “Like this, little red?” Knowing she needed more, needed the intensity of pain melting into pleasure, he let go of her hands and slapped her ass with several hard blows, while he quickened his thrusts and teased her swollen clit. She tightened around his fingers when she cried out with a gasp, trembling and quivering on his lap as he milked every last tremble of her orgasm from her sweet body. “I love it when you come.”


    She looked up at him over her shoulder with a satisfied grin. “You won’t hear me complaining.”


    With her ass red and hot to the touch, he helped her to her feet, loving that her cheeks were so flushed, not only from her orgasm, but because she’d just had her ass paddled. “Weren’t you saying something about me not having it in me to spank your ass?”


    She chewed her bottom lip, giving him a shrug and a smile. “Guess I underestimated you. Can you forgive me?”


    Biting his lip with a groan, he stroked his cock, which was now steel hard and aching for her. “I think I can manage that…if you make it up to me. On your knees, Hannah.”


    She did as he asked without a moment’s hesitation, dropping to her knees before him, which only made him want her all the more. “Fuck, Hannah…you’re so gorgeous. And I love it when you wear your glasses. You look like the naughtiest librarian ever.”


    “Do I really?” Her lips quirked into a teasing smile while she wrapped her fingers around his cock and stroked him, running her tongue up his length and teasing the head of his cock by flicking her tongue along the seam to lap at the pre-cum glistening on the tip. “And what about now?”


    She wrapped her lips around his cock and started sucking him, the sight of her enough to do his heart in. Fucking hell, he loved this woman. “Now you look even naughtier.”


    Her lips slipped down his length as he thrust into her mouth and she took more of him with each pass, her tongue teasing the underside of his cock as her hand continued to stroke him and tease the sensitive spot behind his balls. Unable to resist, he sunk his fingers into her thick red hair, watching her as she sucked him, his cock disappearing past those lush lips of hers as he thrust forward. And the feel of it was so fucking amazing. She was edging him closer and closer to his orgasm. And fuck…though it’d be amazing to come with her sucking him off, he wanted more.


    “Come here, love.” He ignored her protests, hooking her arm as he sat farther back on the bed and pulled her onto his lap to straddle him, his hand on her hips as he guided her onto his cock. He let out a grunt of satisfaction as she slipped down his length, her body tight and slick around his hard length. “That’s my girl. That feels so fucking good.”


    “You’re so big, Jake. It has me on the verge of coming again.” Wrapping her arms around his neck, she let her hips ride up to the swell of his cock head and then back down to take all of him. “I’ve missed this so much.”


    He bit his lip to stave off his orgasm as she continued to ride him, pivoting and tilting her hips as she slipped up and down his length. And though it felt amazing, he had to know… “Missed what, sweetness?”


    “Missed you. Missed sex.” She let out a weary sigh and kissed him quickly before pressing her forehead to his, her pace quickening even as she spoke. “But most of all…I guess I just missed being wanted.”


    Fuck. He wanted to murder Will for making her feel so crappy about herself and putting her through that. “I never stopped wanting you, Hannah. Never. Even when you were with Will.”


    And then she was coming in his arms, quivering as he held her tightly to him, his own orgasm barreling down on him as he thrust up into her, filling her with his cum with his cock pulsing deep inside her.


    “I fucking love you, Hannah. And I’ll always want you. You’re my very soul.”

  


  


  


  
    


    


    Chapter Eleven


    


    The next morning, Hannah was relieved to find Will sitting up in bed and looking a hell of a lot better than he had when she first saw him. Whatever Marshall had done for Will seemed to have made a huge difference, and for that she’d be eternally grateful.


    She sat on the edge of the bed, trying to ignore Will’s bandaged side, bare chest, and broad muscular shoulders, which truth be told felt a little odd and confusing. Technically, she was still married to Will, although she was now with Jake, who was busy cooking them breakfast. “How are you feeling?”


    “Like I might actually survive this. I can’t thank you enough, Hannah.” He took her hand in his and held onto it, his touch warm and gentle and far too familiar.


    “I had nothing to do with it. If you’re to thank anyone, it should be Marshall and Jake.” She gave his hand a squeeze and then let it go so she could press her palm to his forehead—and so she’d have an excuse to let go of his hand. The last thing she wanted was for things to get uncomfortable between them, but she also couldn’t simply forget the last year or two. “Your fever seems to be nearly gone.”


    “Hannah…I know I have a lot to make up for, but I need you to know that I still love you. I never stopped. I was only trying to keep you safe.” Will shook his head with a look of far too many regrets. “I swear it on my life; it was never my intention to hurt you.”


    Anger, hurt, and regret flared in her chest. “Well, what the hell did you think was going to happen when you kept pushing me away and ignoring me? It sure as hell wasn’t going to strengthen our relationship. And don’t get me wrong—I get that I’m to blame. I know that I was hurting and distant after Ryan. But when I needed you the most, you weren’t there. And I’ve yet to see exactly how pushing me away and putting an end to our already pathetic sex life would keep me safe? Because if you were hoping I’d just file for divorce, then you got your goddamned wish—though it’d have been a hell of a lot less cruel if you had just told me you wanted a divorce rather than fucking with my head and my emotions.”


    “I’m sorry, Hannah—so sorry that I hurt you. But the shit your brother was dealing with was dangerous. He’d been working on some article and came across some incriminating information—and fuck, Hannah…it was too important to ignore.” He ran a hand down his face with a sigh, his stubble thick on his cheeks.


    “You should have told me, Will. Damn it. How could you not?” She’d been his goddamned wife, and he’d never said a word.


    “I couldn’t risk your life. It was too dangerous, and I didn’t have it in me to lie to you about it. So I pushed you away, hoping it’d also keep you safe.” He cursed under his breath. “I suppose I was hoping we could mend things once I figured out who’d killed your brother, and that it wouldn’t be too late to salvage what was between us, since I still love you—and hope you still love me.”


    “What the hell am I supposed to do with that, Will? You know I love you, but…I’m trying to move on. I’m trying to be happy. And it wasn’t your job to track down who killed Ryan. That was for the cops to figure out.” Why did he have to do this to her now, just as she was getting over him and trying to start fresh with Jake? He was messing with her emotions. The pain, the love, the guilt, the good times and the bad, all mixed in her head so her heart ached. “I tried for years to make things work between us, tried everything I could do to bring you back to me, and you never gave me any glimmer of hope. And now this?”


    “Hannah…I know how hard this was on you, but I swear, my hands were tied. I couldn’t go to the police because a few of the cops are involved. They’re dirty—which was why I couldn’t turn it over to them. At least not until I figured out who I could trust. But…we’ve got eight years of history, babe. Please. I’m just asking for another chance. A chance to make things right between us.” Will cupped her cheek, letting his touch linger as her eyes slipped shut over her brimming tears. He wiped her tears with his thumb, and nuzzled her, his head bent to hers. “I love you, Hannah. From the very start—that never changed.”


    She shook her head and pulled back, putting some distance between them. “I don’t even know what to think, Will. You know I love you—and you’re one of my best friends, but the last few years nearly killed me.” He should know just how much he’d hurt her.


    “I know—and I can’t tell you how deeply I regret it. But my thoughts were only for keeping you safe.” His grey eyes looked so lost, so hurt…it had her anger with him softening. “I never meant for things to go as far as they had. But I still love you—I always have. That’s never changed.”


    “I don’t know, Will…I don’t even know what to say. I’m with Jake now.”


    “And how long has that been going on?” Will’s jaw clenched as he waited for an answer, making her feel guilty that she and Jake had hooked up without even first discussing it with Will, out of courtesy. Not that Will had been around.


    But there was more. She felt guilty because she now wondered if the feelings she’d harbored for Jake throughout her relationship with Will were to blame for their problems.


    “We’ve only been together for the last few days. But…” She shrugged, not sure of what to say. How could she tell him that it might only be a few days, but it felt like she’d been waiting for Jake for a lifetime?


    She had always tried to give their marriage her all, but if Will had picked up on her continued feelings for Jake, then could she really blame him for pushing her away? It’s not that she’d ever acted on her feelings Jake—hell, she didn’t think she’d even fully realized they were there until the last few days—but maybe Will had realized what she hadn’t. And yet, she would have been happy enough if he’d just held her, made love to her, treated her as if she mattered. Everything would have been fine then.


    “If it’s only a few days, then you can surely set it aside for now, to make sure that what’s between us is truly over. After eight years, I don’t think it’s asking for a whole lot, Hannah—especially when you say you still love me.” He let out a weary breath, and knotted his fingers with hers. “I never stopped loving you—and I’ve never cheated on you. Never slept with anyone even after you moved out. I’ve only ever wanted you, even if I couldn’t give you what you truly wanted.”


    The tears were now flowing freely down her cheeks, with no hope of her staving the flow. “All I fucking wanted was for you to be more present, Will—for you to want me.”


    Will let out a weary sigh that was filled with a frustration she could relate to, though she didn’t quite understand it. “And yet it never was enough, Hannah…not really.”


    What the hell did that mean?


    “Hey—everything all right here? Hannah?” Jake stood in the doorway as she swiped at her tears, knowing it was too late to hide them from him. “Breakfast is ready, love. Why don’t you go help yourself while I have a chat with Will and see if we can get the day’s schedule sorted out, since he needs to speak to the FBI?”


    “Jake…we were just talking. He didn’t mean to upset me.” As tense as Jake was, Hannah knew he was pissed off at Will and would likely put him in an early grave, given half the chance. Will might be his friend, but Jake’s priorities were with her, and she knew that.


    “Breakfast is getting cold, Hannah. Will and I will be just fine. I don’t want you worrying about things.” Jake gave her a stiff smile that did nothing to mask his anger, but she got to her feet anyway, needing to put some distance between her and Will, to try to clear her head and sort through her thoughts.


    “Please, just…behave.” And with a kiss to Jake’s cheek, hoping it’d temper his anger, she left the two men in her life and headed to the kitchen where it became clear Jake had been busy.


    The Carrera marble counters were laden with freshly baked cheddar biscuits, some sort of fancy eggs Benedict concoction, grilled asparagus, bacon, and stacks of silver dollar pancakes with warmed maple syrup. Everything looked and smelled incredible, and her stomach gave a growl in response, especially after she and Jake had expended a fair amount of energy the night before—and that morning. But after her conversation with Will, she only felt all the more guilty for it.


    With Will’s words still running through her head, she plated him some food, knowing he’d be more comfortable staying in bed for breakfast, rather than sitting perched at the table or the breakfast bar in the kitchen. And it would also give her the opportunity to check in on Jake and Will and make sure things hadn’t gotten ugly, since it would appear they were still chatting—or killing each other.


    Before she could get any further, Jake and Will emerged, both their bodies tense, though in Will’s case it was likely due, in part, to the gunshot wound he was still nursing. She set the plate down on the table for Will. “I was just going to bring you some breakfast. Everything okay?”


    She shifted her gaze from one man to the other. In the end, it was Jake who answered her with a smile, as he stepped to her side and kissed her temple. “Couldn’t be better. Now grab some grub and eat up before it gets cold. I’d like to get on the road as soon as we’ve wrapped up here. I was able to speak to Michael directly while you were with Will, and he’s expecting us. He said he should be able to help, so it seems like the best place to start.”


    There was no doubt in Hannah’s mind that Jake was looking to put Will and this mess behind them so they could pursue their relationship without distractions and interruptions, but Hannah still had a whole lot of questions for Will, and wasn’t cutting him loose until she got the answers she was looking for.


    But in the meantime, she was starving. She grabbed a plate of food and sat down across from Will, with Jake taking the seat next to her, his plate piled high. It was hard to be there with both Will and Jake, given the circumstances, but there was little to be done for it.


    She took a bite of her meal, and was blown away by the savory flavors, her worries and the awkwardness of their situation vanishing for the moment. “Honestly, Jake. This is amazing. Thanks for cooking—again. I’d offer to cook, but nothing I could come up with would even come close.”


    “I’m happy to cook for you, little red. Anytime, any day.” Jake gave her hand a squeeze before letting it go so they could continue eating.


    There was a confidence in him that she loved and found incredibly sexy, though it was never arrogance. And right now he was confident in what was between them. She loved that he could have that sort of resolve, as if he knew they would get through this mess together, and be stronger for it. Because, right now, confused as she was, it was exactly what she needed. She needed him to be there, to take charge of this mess, because if he didn’t, she’d surely get bogged down in overanalyzing every aspect of her marriage and her relationship with Jake, leaving her even more confused and broken.


    Will’s eyes narrowed in Jake’s direction, though he said little. And what could he really say? She and Will had been in the process of getting divorced, though now she had a better understanding as to why he’d been dragging his feet on completing the paperwork—and why he hadn’t wanted her to move out. Though she still had questions and was tempted to press him for the answers she was looking for, she figured she’d find out everything there was to know when Will spoke to Michael.


    Yet Will had different plans, and they didn’t include letting Jake sidle up behind her and kiss her neck as she put the dishes into the dishwasher. “I know we’re separated, but until that divorce is final, you’re still my wife, Hannah. And don’t think I wasn’t fully aware that Jake always wanted you—that he’s always been there waiting in the wings, waiting for his opportunity to tempt you back into his fucking bed.”


    Jake spun on Will, ready to pummel him, when she grabbed his arm to stop him. Jake might be ready to leap to her defense and defend her honor, but this was between her and Will. “Don’t, Jake. If you could please go warm up the car so we can get going?”


    “Hannah.” Jake was stiff and bristling, but she needed to do this on her own.


    “Please.” Hannah’s hold on Jake’s arm softened, his eyes locking on hers as she silently pleaded for a little time to sort things out. With a frustrated shake of his head, Jake glared at Will and then stalked out of the room and towards the door, grabbing his jacket on the way out. Now alone with Will, Hannah turned her attention to him as he shifted to her side. “I get that you want to give this another try, but I don’t know that I can, Will. I love you—I always will—but things died between us far before our decision to separate and divorce.”


    “Then maybe you just need to be reminded of what we once had together.” Cupping her face in his hands, he kissed her, his mouth hard on hers in a bruising kiss that flooded her head with memories of all their times together—of the times when things were good between them, of a time when she still felt loved.


    Yet she couldn’t do this. She started to push him away when he slowed his kiss to something sweet and meaningful, making her heart ache for what they once had, for the love they’d once shared, the hopes they’d once nurtured.


    By the time he stopped kissing her, there were tears running down her cheeks. What the hell was she doing? She stepped away from him, swiping at her tears, her heart aching once more. “You had no right to do that, Will.”


    “Hannah…” He reached out for her, but she pulled away from him, unable to deal with the onslaught of emotions he’d triggered.


    “Don’t. You broke my heart, Will. I did everything in my power to make our marriage work, to bring you back to me, to make you want me. And you made me feel like I just wasn’t good enough. I can’t do this again. Please…just leave me alone.” But he didn’t. He pulled her into his arms, ignoring her struggles until she gave up and, finally overwhelmed by it all, wept in his arms as he held her tightly to him, enveloping her in the familiar safety of his embrace.


    He kissed the top of her head. “I still love you, Hannah. I always will. And now I know that I need to fight for what I love.”

  


  


  


  
    


    


    Chapter Twelve


    


    Jake walked into the room to find Will holding Hannah to him, his cheek resting atop her head as she nestled into his arms. Will had made it no secret that he wanted Hannah back, and given their history, Jake knew it would be hard for her to walk away from a relationship that had lasted nearly a decade.


    Fuck—he hated being a jealous ass when he knew Hannah was dealing with so much, but there was no way he was going to let Will just swoop in and steal her away from him. “Michael’s waiting for you, so if we could, I’d like to get this over with.”


    “Jake…” Hannah pulled out of Will’s arms, swiping at the tears running down her cheeks, though Will looked hesitant to let her go, his hand lingering on her shoulder. Add to it the fact that she was so upset, and Jake was fucking pissed off, though he did everything he could do to rein his anger in, refusing to lose control like he had with his father.


    When Jake put his arm out for Hannah, she stepped into his embrace. “What the fuck did you say to her?”


    “I don’t see how that’s any of your fucking business. What I discuss with my wife is between the two of us, and has nothing to do with you.” With Hannah in Jake’s arms, Will glared at him, his gaze shifting to Hannah.


    “It is my business when I’m the one she’s with. And that was her choice. A choice she made because it’s where she wants to be, not because I’ve guilted her into being there. And if you think I’m going to let you upset her, then you can fucking guess again.” At this point, Jake was ready to let Will find his own way to the FBI—if only Hannah would let him. And the last thing he wanted was to upset her further. But he swore, he was ready to put his fist through Will’s face.


    “Jake, please…let’s just go. I’m fine.” She looked up, pleading with him, and yet seeing her so upset just infuriated him. With a glance over her shoulder, she addressed Will, who was still standing there. “If you could wait in the car, I’d appreciate it.”


    Once they were alone, Jake cupped her face and wiped her cheeks dry. “Are you sure you’re okay?”


    She nodded, her eyes dark with emotion. “Yeah…I’m fine.”


    Yet she wasn’t. She was anything but fine, and Jake had his suspicions, based on the way Will had been holding her. “It’s just that he wants you back, right? And he fucking kissed you, didn’t he?”


    She nodded, sending another wave of tears streaming down her face. “He knows I’m with you now, and that I can’t go back to him, but…he still wants to give it another try.”


    Anger and dread tightened around his chest like a weed trying to strangle him. “And what do you want, Hannah?”


    It was as simple as that. It all boiled down to what she wanted, because in the end what Will wanted didn’t matter if she had no desire to give things another try.


    “I want to be with you, Jake. And he knows that.” Her gaze shifted away from his, though, making him think it wasn’t as simple as that.


    “I feel like there’s a ‘but’ coming.” And it fucking killed him.


    “But…we’ve been together for eight years and he’s asking for a chance to mend things between us. I just don’t know. I feel like I owe my marriage a chance, but I like what’s between us.” She slipped her arms around his waist and held onto him. “I meant it when I said that I loved you, Jake.”


    Kissing the top of her head, he tightened his hold on her as if he might lose her forever if he let her go. “He had plenty of time to make your marriage work, Hannah. You don’t owe him anything.”


    She pulled away just enough to look at him. “Except that I feel like I do, especially if our problems were in large part because he was investigating my brother’s murder—and maybe because I hadn’t ever fully gotten over you.”


    The worry in her eyes made him want to sweep her away from this mess and keep her safe, happy. He sure as hell wasn’t buying Will’s excuses. No fucking way. And he’d be damned if he was going to let Will manipulate her into going back to their marriage. “Everyone carries past loves and relationships with them, and you always gave your marriage your all, Hannah. Don’t go doubting yourself after the fact. As for Will, how exactly did pushing you away and withholding affection further his investigation? How did making you feel unworthy and unwanted help find your brother’s killer?”


    Jake was fucking furious, and it was a good thing Will was already injured since it was all Jake could do not to pummel him. Will was guilting Hannah into giving him another chance, knowing that she was too kind, too sweet a person to turn him away if he laid out a solid enough argument and played on her emotions.


    “I just don’t know anymore, Jake. I’m confused.” She shook her head, turning her gaze away from him. “Maybe I just need time to sort it all out.”


    “I’d never try to rush you into something you’re not ready for, and you know I’d give you whatever time you need—but not so Will can try to steal you back.” No fucking way.


    She slipped her hands around his waist and settled against his chest. “Can we just try to get through the next day or two? I can’t make this sort of decision when everything feels so chaotic.”


    Holding her close, he nodded with a ragged sigh, knowing she was dealing with a lot at the moment. “I’m here for you, little red. I always will be.”


    Nuzzling him, she pressed a sweet lingering kiss to his hips as her curves pressed against his body. “Thank you, Jake.”


    His heart felt restless, despite having her in his arms. It was as if she was slipping away from him and he was helpless to stop it. “Maybe I should drop you off at my place. There’s no reason for you to have to go through all this. I’ll make sure Will gets to speak to Michael, and then we’ll swing back to the house. From there, we can sit down and figure out what to do next.”


    Hannah shook her head no. “I want to go with you and Will. I’ll be beside myself with worry if I’m left to just wait on my own. And this way…I’ll have you by my side.”


    “Always, love.” Jake let out a weary sigh, his head bent to hers. “I’ll always be there for you.”


    Reluctantly, he let her pull out of his arms, knowing they had to get going, though he was more determined than ever to make sure he didn’t lose her. Because letting Will steal her away, and not having her in his life, in his bed, in his arms? That just wasn’t a fucking option.


    The ride to the FBI field office didn’t take more than half an hour, and a good thing too, since everyone in the car was wound so tight, it felt like the slightest thing might send their precarious arrangement shattering into chaos.


    Once they signed in, Michael was quick to meet with them. Jake shook his hand, and though it wasn’t the first time he’d met him, he couldn’t help but note that the resemblance between Michael and his sons was uncanny, as was the fierce intelligence and determination in his eyes.


    “Thanks for meeting with us on such short notice. This is Hannah, and her ex-husband Will.” Jake didn’t care if it wasn’t entirely accurate. As far as he was concerned, things were over between Hannah and Will, and he’d treat it as such.


    “It’s a pleasure to meet you. I just hope this is something we can help you with.” Michael started moving down the hall, while the office bustled with agents. “How are you all holding up?”


    “We’ll be doing a hell of a lot better once we can put this all behind us.” Jake couldn’t wait. All he wanted was to ensure Will wasn’t going to get himself killed, and then drop him off at a hospital before he keeled over dead. Most of all, he wanted Hannah to himself, so he could erase the doubts Will had already planted.


    When another agent joined them, Michael made the introductions. “This is Agent Greene. He’s going to be joining us today.”


    Once they all sat down at the table, Will unzipped an inner pocket in his jacket and handed Michael a USB drive. “That has the information I recovered from Ryan Cleary’s laptop—Hannah’s brother. He was a journalist, but was murdered four years ago.”


    “They came after you also, am I correct? And you somehow managed to get away?” Michael’s tone was all business, and Jake had no doubt they’d put Will through a thorough questioning.


    “Yeah...I don’t think they expected me to come home. I walked in on them tossing my house and got shot in the process, though I managed to get away. I’m assuming they were after the info on that USB.” Will ran a hand down his face and shook his head with a sigh. “Ryan had come across some information that could incriminate several local officials and cops who were covering up what appears to be a prostitution ring that may involve minors.”


    Michael gave the USB to Greene, who left the room with it, and then continued with an onslaught of questions for Will, who answered them to the best of his ability. “We’ll have to see whether or not the information will be enough to issue warrants. In the meantime, we can issue you a detail to keep you safe, and get you the medical care you need. Hannah, I don’t think that anyone will be coming after you, but if you can keep a low profile, that might be best.”


    “She can stay with me.” There was no way Jake was letting her out of his sight. “Will you be taking Will to the hospital?”


    Michael nodded and got to his feet, everyone following suit. “We will, so that we can ensure his safety.”


    That was all Jake needed to hear. “Will, if you could keep us updated, that would be great.”


    Jake could see that Will wasn’t happy about not having Hannah with him, but there was also a good chance he was still in a lot of pain and wasn’t feeling well. “Hannah, I’ll call you, okay?”


    She nodded and gave Will a long hug, and a quick kiss, lingering in his arms as worry darkened her eyes. “Please be safe.”


    ***


    “I always forget how gorgeous your place is.” Hannah glanced around Jake’s gorgeous log home as he set down their bags and then sidled up behind her, slipping his arms around her waist and kissing her neck. He knew she was still worried, but Jake had every intention of fully distracting her, every way he knew how. “Are you sure it won’t be a problem if I stay here with you for a while?”


    “Little red, I’d love to have you move in with me—for good—and maybe some day soon I’ll actually get you to agree to it.” He spun her around in his arms, needing her to know he meant every word. “But in the meantime, I’ll take what I can get, especially when it means you’ll be naked in my bed, so I can give you so many orgasms, you won’t remember what it was like not to be worshipped.”


    She shook her head, her brow furrowed in confusion. “Why me, Jake? I just don’t get it. You could have anyone.”


    “Sweetheart, it fucking kills me that you don’t see just how amazing you are—and for that I blame Will.” It was downright infuriating.


    She let out a sigh, her eyes dropping to the floor, unable to hold his gaze. “It wasn’t his fault, Jake.”


    He tilted her head back, forcing her to look at him, and then brushed the hair from her eyes, his touch lingering. “And you’re too generous and forgiving, Hannah. He doesn’t fucking deserve you—because he doesn’t appreciate you. He may want you back now that he’s lost you, but if you go back to him to try to work things out, I guarantee you that before long, he’ll be neglecting you again.”


    “You don’t know that.” Her brow furrowed, frustration darkening her aqua blue eyes and making Jake want to kiss her until there was nothing but lust and contentment there.


    “Sweetheart—we both know it. And if you say otherwise, then you’re just denying the fucking truth. Because you do know it, Hannah. In your heart, you know that’s exactly what will happen.” He nuzzled her, brushing his lips against hers in a tease, her body leaning into his to deepen their kiss, her tongue dancing over his for just a moment more before she finally pulled away.


    She looked up at him, and bit her bottom lip. “I know you’re probably right, but I just feel so guilty about not giving our marriage another chance. And…no offense, but you haven’t exactly proved to be a long-term relationship kind of guy. I think our six months together were the longest you’ve ever dated anyone.”


    Anger and frustration flared in his chest, making him wonder if Will had said something to her. “What the fuck does that have to do with anything, Hannah? The reason I didn’t date anyone else long-term is because they weren’t you.”


    “Except that even when you were with me, you still didn’t stick around. You still chose to leave, even though we were happy and you knew it’d break my heart. And worst of all, you couldn’t even give me anything but some lame excuse. At least Will stuck around, even if we had our problems.” She shook her head and turned to go, when he grabbed her, both his hands clasped on her arms in hurt and frustration.


    “What the fuck do you want me to say, Hannah? Do you really need to hear about how I went home for break and had to spend six weeks listening to my father tell me that I wasn’t good enough, that I’d never amount to anything, that I was a disappointment? Day in and day out—and not just for those six weeks, but for a fucking lifetime.” He let go of her so he could pace rather than shake her until he made her see sense. “And do you need to hear about when he got a little too drunk and laid into my sister, I snapped and nearly put him in the hospital?”


    “Jake…I had no clue…” She crossed to his side and grabbed his hand as tears shimmered in her aqua blue eyes. “Why didn’t you say anything?”


    “How could I come back to you when I was fucking scared that I’d become a monster just like him? I couldn’t take the risk—not when it was your safety, your happiness on the line, even if you were the only one who could make me forget that for my entire life, he’d made me feel like shit, like I was small and insignificant, that I was unworthy.” He let out a ragged breath, trying to let go of the tension that had his entire body in knots. “You’ve always been my everything, Hannah…and I just couldn’t risk fucking up your life. But…I’m not my father. I know that now. And I know that more than anything, I need you in my life. But you know what? If you don’t think I can stick around for the long haul, then fuck it, Hannah. Go be with Will if you think he can make you happy.”

  


  


  


  
    


    


    Chapter Thirteen


    


    What the hell had she done? Hannah hadn’t realized Jake’s father had been so hard on him—and she’d kept pushing the issue, ripping old wounds open and forcing him to expose a lifetime of mental abuse. And it was abuse, devastating and cruel.


    She swiped at her tears with a shaking hand, her breathing ragged. “Jake, I’m sorry. I don’t know what to say, but…you should have told me.”


    “There was no point to it, Hannah. At the time I felt like you were better off without me, and soon after that, you were with Will. Telling you wouldn’t have changed anything. Except now…now you know—and I need you to tell me if you’re going back to your marriage.” His gaze was so focused on her, she had to turn away, knowing he was frustrated and needed an answer, and yet not sure she could give him one.


    “It’s not that I necessarily want to go back to Will. You know that, Jake. It’s just that…it’s complicated.” She hung her head, feeling gutted and broken, her head swimming with confusion and indecision.


    “You’ll have to excuse me for not being terribly convinced, when you don’t necessarily want to go back to him.” He turned away from her and started to pace again, before spinning back to her, anger and hurt in his eyes as he threw his hands up in frustration. “I love you, Hannah—you’re my entire world. And I need you like you’re the air I breathe, the blood in my veins. But you want to settle for someone who can’t even bother to show you any affection until he realizes someone else is interested and you’re moving on.”


    “He said he was pushing me away to keep me out of this mess—and I know that to a huge extent it’s an excuse, but…I don’t know, Jake. I feel like I owe him something, especially if he’s been trying to find Ryan’s killer all this time.” Not to mention, Will nearly died because of his search.


    And yet her heart was aching for Jake—not just because of what he had gone through with his family, but because she hated herself for hurting him by feeling like she needed to give Will another chance.


    She closed the distance between them, slipping her arms around his waist and nuzzling him. “I still love you, Jake. I truly do. I’m sorry for being confused by all this. I just don’t even know what to think anymore.”


    “Then maybe I need to remind you of what you’ll be walking away from if you decide to go back to Will. Because we both know any affection he shows you will be short-lived. I love you, Hannah, and I always will. There is nothing short-term about the way I feel about you. “ Cupping her face in his hands, he hauled her to him for a kiss, his tongue darting past her lips as she grabbed his hips and pressed her body to his so she could feel his cock trapped between them.


    His kiss deepened, swallowing her needy moans as he made her head spin, trailing kisses and nips down her jaw to her neck and raking his teeth against her racing pulse, before sinking his teeth in. Stroking him through his jeans, she quickly undid them, desperate to feel his hardness, skin to skin. Never had she wanted anyone the way she wanted Jake. Wrapping her fingers around his hard length, she relished the feel of his cock in her palm, hard and silky smooth, pulsing in response to her touch, leaving her to wonder if she’d have to give him up, if this might be the last time she got to be with him.


    “Tell me again.” She needed to be reminded of what was at stake or it’d be far too easy to let her guilt and history with Will sideline her.


    “You’re mine, Hannah.” He all but growled the words out against her skin as he tore her sweater up over her head and she shimmied out of her jeans. “And there’s no fucking way I’m letting Will touch you again.”


    And at that very moment, she didn’t want anyone but Jake ever touching her again, too.


    He bit her nipple through the black lace of her bra, as she arched her back in offering, desperate for more. She knew full well what he was capable of, and she wanted him to push her to the edge and beyond. Wanted him to make her feel like the woman she used to be before she’d had her heart broken. Jake, Will—and of course, her brother’s death—had all left their scars. And she wanted to forget her heartache, even if it was just while she was in Jake’s arms. “Please fuck me, Jake…now more than ever, I need you.”


    “You don’t need to ask me twice, little red.” He scooped her onto his shoulder in a fireman carry, catching her off guard as he carried her down the hallway. And when he slapped her ass and bit it, she couldn’t help but laugh, despite everything.


    “Do that again.” She needed that intensity to chase away her demons and ground her in the here and now, needed the pleasure of her pain to erase her real hurt.


    He did as she asked, slapping her ass hard, so the sting blossomed into heat and her head spun with need. “You have me so fucking hard. I love it that you like things rough.”


    He lowered her to his large bed and slowly rid himself of the remainder of his clothes, his eyes locked on hers, smoky and sultry, as if he was thinking of all the things he was going to do to her. The mere sight of his muscular and tattooed arms, his broad chest, his washboard abs, and the narrow trail of hair that pointed to his erect cock, had a molten heat swirling in her belly and heading south.


    Kneeling between her legs, so that she was riding his thigh, he pressed against her clit with enough pressure to have her going wet. Lowering himself to her, he caught her mouth in a bullying kiss that had her grinding her hips against him, desperate for more as he pulled the lace of her bra down and out of the way, freeing her breast so he could run his thumb over her hard nipple and tease it to a hard nub.


    Raising his head to look at her with soft brown eyes, he lazily circled her nipples, driving her insane as her hips squirmed and tilted against him, searching out his cock. “Tell me again, little red…tell me the words I’m looking for.”


    She could tell him that she wanted him to fuck her, to make her scream his name, to make her come, but it wasn’t what he was looking for. She knew him like she knew her very own soul, and so she spoke the words he wanted to hear, even if things were complicated between them. “I’m yours, Jake. Yours alone.”


    “Fucking hell, I love you, Hannah.” With his lips hard on hers, he nestled himself between her thighs, his hard cock pressing against her throbbing clit, making her curse the fact that she wasn’t completely naked.


    His kisses slipped down her neck to her shoulder, mingling with quick bites, catching her delicate skin between his teeth, as he shifted the strap of her bra out of the way. Groaning, he reached under her and flicked the clasp on her bra, pulling it free from her body and tossing it aside as she tried to shimmy out of her panties. Clearly impatient, he grabbed the tiny piece of lace and tore it from her body, and plunged into her the very next moment, filling her as she gasped and bit his shoulder to stifle her moans.


    “You’re so tight, little red—and you’re so wet for me… It’s making me fucking crazy.” Jake pulled out until just the head of his cock remain sheathed, and thrust into her hard with a rolling and grinding motion that nearly had her coming right then and there.


    He was holding her tightly to him as he pounded into her, so she could feel him in the marrow of her bones, the weight of his large muscular form only making the moment all the more consuming.


    With the intensity of his thrusts increasing, he was pushing her closer and closer to her orgasm, one kiss melting into the other, until her skin felt electric and she was teetering on the edge.


    Wrapping her legs around his ass and thighs, she pulled him tighter to him, her hips rising up to meet his as the energy continued to build. And when he bit her neck, the flicker of pain was enough to push her over the edge, leaving her to bury her cries in the crook of his neck, as her body quivered and shook below him, his thrusts slowing to milk every bit of her orgasm from her body.


    He paused, his hard length still buried deep inside her, and brushed the hair from her eyes as he propped himself on his elbows, his gaze taking her in with a soft smile. “I love it when you come, Hannah.”


    His brown eyes lit up like a thousand comets streaking in the night sky, and she knew he truly meant every word he’d spoken to her over the last few days—and that she was indeed his everything. This wasn’t just a passing crush or something he had to get out of his system. And the way he looked at her, like she was his very heart, meant he wouldn’t tire of her and push her away like Will had.


    “Tell me that we can make this work, Jake.” She couldn’t quite keep the emotion from her voice—the hope, her past heartaches—as she held onto him as if for dear life, desperately needing him to reassure her that things would be okay.


    He started to move inside her again, his eyes locked on hers, as her hips rocked to meet his thrusts. “I love you, little red, which means this will work. I swear I can make you happy, and I’m not going to let anything—or anyone—get in our way. Not this time.”


    Shifting back, he pulled out of her, leaving her to curse under her breath. “Come back here, Jake.”


    He laughed, grabbing her hips and flipping her over onto all fours. “Sweetness, you have the most perfect ass. Like a ripe peach begging for a bite.”


    Her scream mingled with her laugh when he did just that, nipping at her ass cheek, so the sharp pain melted into an aching pleasure. “You’re such a brat, Jake.”


    “Am I, now?” He laughed, clearly plotting her demise, as he rubbed his slick cock all the way from her throbbing clit to her ass and then back again, keeping a tight grip on her hip with his other hand, to prevent her from pressing back onto his length. He was driving her absolutely crazy, especially when he’d dip the very tip of his cock into her slick heat or press it gently against the pucker of her ass. “And here I was thinking that I wasn’t being a kind and generous lover by giving you a mind-blowing orgasm. Because I do hope you realize that I’m going to have to think long and hard about whether or not I’ll be letting you come again. Might be fun to bring you right to the edge and leave you there.”


    She couldn’t help but giggle, tossing him a teasing glare over her shoulder. “Now that’s just mean.”


    He smacked her ass so the burning sting blossomed over her skin, her sex wet and aching for him to fill her when the next blow fell. It was beyond her to figure out why it turned her on to the extent it did, but fuck…she loved everything Jake did to her, and it really did make her crazy.


    Desperate for him, she shifted her hips back towards him, hoping he’d show her some mercy. “What is it you want, little red?”


    His voice was so velvety and thick with need, which only made her want him all the more. “I want to make you come. Please, Jake.”


    She loved knowing that she could give him pleasure, and loved seeing the effect she had on him, how he teetered on the edge before losing control. It felt empowering, especially when she couldn’t even get Will to touch her. He may have had his reasons for pushing her away, but it didn’t mean that he hadn’t left her emotionally scarred.


    “Sweetheart, it’s all I can do to not come simply by touching you. I don’t think you get just how fucking beautiful and smoking hot you are.” Jake plunged into her, making her gasp as he forced her body to stretch around his hard length, and then pulled out of her entirely, before plunging to the hilt once again and repeating it, hitting an all new set of nerves.


    “You’re making me crazy, Jake.” She fisted the comforter on his bed and dropped her head onto her arms, her next orgasm starting to build as he slammed into her with each thrust, his balls hitting her swollen clit.


    “Then you know just how I feel—because I’m crazy drunk on you, little red. And I fucking love it.” His pace quickened while he gripped her hip in one hand and let the other one dance down her spine with a fever touch, making a shiver wash over her skin and through her body. And when he pressed a finger slick from her juices against the bud of her ass, she couldn’t help but groan. “Do you like that, sweetness?”


    Fuck…the last thing she wanted to be discussing was her ass, but as he slowly thrust his finger in and out of her tight hole, it was all she could do to keep from coming, her orgasm racing towards her like a rogue wave. “Jake…”


    “Answer me, Hannah, or I won’t let you come, and then I’ll paddle your ass until it’s scarlet.” His pace quickened as he thrust into her, his finger still an odd obstruction stretching her, when he added a second finger and she was forced to bury her head in the pillow to stifle her needy moans. “Hannah...”


    “Fuck…yes, okay? I like it.” She could feel the heat of her embarrassment flushing her cheeks, but at that very moment, she didn’t care. Not when Jake was pounding into her, claiming her very soul, as she teetered on that knife’s edge.


    “Touch yourself, love. Come for me…’cause I’m so fucking close, I’m not going to last much longer.” She could hear the truth in his voice, the way it was so thick and hoarse with desire, so she did as he asked, slipping her fingers down between her body and the mattress to tease her swollen and aching clit until she was crying out his name, her body quivering and shaking as the energy inside her was unleashed.


    And he was right there with her, chasing her orgasm with his own, slamming into her one last time as he pumped his hot cum deep inside her, his fingers still inside her with just the thinnest of membranes between them and his cock, as he milked the last tremors of their orgasms.


    “Hannah…” He spoke her name on an exhale as if it were a reverential prayer, and he was worshipping at her altar, no other words needed between them.

  


  


  


  
    


    


    Chapter Fourteen


    


    Jake listened to Michael over his cell, wanting to curse under his breath. “So the hospital is releasing him tomorrow? Yeah…I suppose he can stay here for a few days until you’re done with your investigation—as long as you think it won’t be putting Hannah in harm’s way. Will’s my friend, but she’s my first concern. Okay…yeah, that should work.”


    Jake hung up, and pulled Hannah into his arms. He had twenty-four hours alone with her before Will showed up to try to steal her back. Fuck… He wanted to tell Will to fuck off—and he still might do just that. Except that he knew how worried Hannah was, and if Will left, she’d likely go with him to make sure he stayed safe and healthy.


    He was all too tempted to drag her back to his bed and make damn good use of the hours they had left. Yet he also wanted to show her what it could be like if she actually moved in with him. Just a normal day spent in each other’s company. He’d only mentioned it casually, to test the waters, not wanting to scare her off, but he would love nothing more.


    Currently, Hannah lived over an hour away from Portmore, but she also worked from home, which meant it’d be easy enough for her to move. And fuck, his home might be amazing, with all the logs and stonework, but he’d be more than willing to find a new place if she didn’t want to move into his home. Hell, he’d do anything if it meant he’d get to wake up each morning with her in his arms, and go to bed at night with his cock buried deep inside her and his name on her lips.


    “They’re releasing him from the hospital tomorrow.” Jake brushed the hair from her eyes, loving how her black frames were lined on the inside with a spunky teal. “I’m sure it means he’s doing much better, and he’s out of the woods with his injury. He’ll need to stay local for a bit, so he’ll be staying here, if that’s okay with you.”


    The tension in her body seemed to slip free, a smile springing to her lips as she slowly slipped her arms around his neck and kissed him. “You’re a good man, Jake. I know this isn’t easy on you, and I appreciate you making the effort despite the fact that Will’s been…difficult. I’m sorry for that.”


    “It’s not your fault, Hannah. That said, I need to know that you’re with me now. I can’t be casual about what’s between us, and I can’t fucking share you.” The mere thought of it was enough to have a storm brewing inside his chest. He couldn’t bear the thought of Will kissing her, touching her, fucking her. And there was no way in hell he was going to let it happen. He just had to make sure he kept Hannah focused on how good they were together.


    “Jake—I’m not going to sleep with him. That said, I don’t know what to think about him wanting us to get back together. I feel like I’ve got to at least hear him out, especially if our problems were because he was trying to find my brother’s murderer. It’d be like punishing him for trying to do something good.” She looked away, letting out a frustrated sigh. And fuck…he knew this wasn’t easy for her, but he’d be damned if he wasn’t going to put up a fight.


    “I get that, Hannah, but you can’t tell me things were perfect between the two of you even before your brother’s death.” He knew they hadn’t been—or at the very least, he suspected that was the case. Though she’d seemed happy enough, he swore it always felt like she was just getting by. “The light in your eyes had dimmed a long time before that, and I refuse to watch him do that to you again.”


    “Jake…I don’t know what to tell you. Things may have not been perfect between us, but I still love him. We’ve been together for ages, and the two of you are my best friends. Given everything that’s happened over the last few days, I’m just not sure I’m in the right headspace to make life-changing decisions. But it doesn’t mean that I don’t love you or that I love you any less, Jake.” She cupped his face and went up onto her toes to nuzzle him, kissing him slow and sweet, until some of his frustration melted away.


    He wanted to push her to make a decision, but knew that in the state she was in, it wouldn’t do anyone any good. The last thing he wanted was to be an ass, especially when Will would soon be there to point it out to her. “The decision is yours to make. But there was a reason you were getting divorced, and none of that has changed, even if he wants to convince you otherwise.”


    She could have been angry with him, could have told him to fuck off. But she didn’t. Instead, she just let out a weary sigh and nestled her head into the crook of his shoulder. “I don’t want to talk about it, Jake. We have one day alone before he gets here, and I don’t want to spend it arguing with you about things that just need time to get sorted out.”


    “Does that mean I get to take you back to my bed and fuck you until Will’s knocking on our door?” And if she thought she was sleeping anywhere but his bed once Will was there, she was gravely mistaken.


    She pulled away just enough to look at him, running her fingers up his chest to play with his hair. “As tempting a thought as that is, I was hoping we could get out of the house for a bit and just have a normal day as a couple. You know…since our time so far has been with Will present or spent trying to track him down.”


    He nuzzled her as her fingers knotted in his hair. “I’d like nothing more, little red.”


    Ideally, he’d have liked to go for a day trip to Boston, or Portland, but there was more snow falling, which meant it’d be best if they stayed close. The old historic part of Portmore was right on the water, and truly quaint and beautiful, with its historic buildings, brick walkways, and pretty little shops and storefronts. Better yet, there always seemed to be something happening. For a relatively small town, they had a great handle on making the most of their picturesque town and finding ways to lure locals and tourists alike in a way that always kept them coming back.


    “Bundle up, sweetheart. We’ll head into town and see what’s happening. If I’m not mistaken, this week is the Winter Thaw festival. They’ll have all sorts of things going on, including a bonfire on the beach, so we should be able to grab a bite while we’re there.” And then he could drag her back to his bed and fuck her until morning. By the time the sun came up, one look at Hannah, and Will would have no doubt about what they’d been up to.


    “You look like you’re thinking dirty thoughts, Jake.” Her smile kicked up at the corners of her mouth, and then she leaned in to bite his bottom lip.


    “That’s because I am. Very dirty thoughts that involve my cock buried inside your sweet cunt.” What were the chances he could convince her to skip going into town? “You know, little red…it’s awfully cold outside. Snowy too.” He caught her mouth in a teasing kiss. “While my bed is big and warm…” Another kiss at her jaw, and then her neck. “And I promise to take very good care of you…”


    He bit her neck and cupped her breast, her back arching in response—when she put a hand on his chest and pushed him away with a scolding smile. “You have a one-track mind, Jake. And though you’ve put up far too tempting an offer, I want to see more of Portmore, especially if you’re asking me to move in with you.”


    Fucking hell, he found himself grinning ear to ear, and as hopeful as a little kid on Christmas morning. “Are you trying to tell me you’ll move in with me?”


    “I’m saying I’ll give it some serious consideration—once I sort out what’s going on with Will.”


    ***


    Though Hannah had visited Jake in Portmore before, he wasn’t sure he’d ever done a thorough job of showing her around the town he’d called home for the last several years. With her gloved hand in his, they wandered down the cobblestone and brick walkways, pausing to look in the shop windows and take in the wide variety of items on display. From gourmet food stores, artisan crafts, and clothing boutiques, to cafés, bookstores, and antiques stores…every shop seemed at once unique, and yet in harmony with the others—and Hannah was loving it.


    He still couldn’t believe she was seriously considering moving in with him. Not that it was a done deal, thanks to Will giving her a good old-fashioned guilt trip. And yet Jake knew she’d been far from happy. Hell, she’d admitted as much to him when they’d discussed her divorce. And it had been even worse than simply being unhappy, her self-esteem taking a hit in the process. Yet, he’d managed to push back some of the darkness from her eyes—and he’d be damned if he was going to let Will hurt her again.


    She may be willing to give Will a second chance, but Jake wasn’t.


    The sidewalks were bustling with people heading to and from the festivities that were no doubt designed to bring a bit of business and tourism to the town during some of the slowest months of the year. It was nice to see the bustling crowds, especially since these were all small, locally owned shops that were trying to compete with malls and chain stores for what business there was in a relatively suburban area.


    Glancing over his shoulder to make sure there weren’t any cars coming, Jake tugged on Hannah’s hand, so they could cross the street. And yet something had him looking back at the crowd as they crossed, though he wasn’t quite sure what had caught his attention.


    An uneasy feeling settled in the pit of his stomach, and though he knew he was likely being paranoid, he didn’t like taking chances where Hannah was concerned. He wouldn’t drag her home just yet when he wasn’t even sure of what he’d seen, but he’d have to keep his eyes open, given that the people who’d gone after Will hadn’t thought twice about shooting him. “Let’s head towards the beach where they have the bonfire going. I think they’ve got mulled cider and hot chocolate, too. Help warm you up.”


    With her hands wrapped around his bicep, she looked up at him with a smile, looking far too adorable with a colorful knit hat on her head, her bright red hair pulled down the side in a braid, her cute glasses, and her cheeks and nose flushed from the cold. “Isn’t that what I have you for?”


    He groaned, her words making him go hard, so he was already rethinking their plans so he could get her back home in a hurry. “That can be arranged, little red.”


    She stepped in front of him and wrapped her arms around his waist, her curves brushing up against his hard-on as she went up onto her toes to nuzzle him and steal a long, lingering kiss. “I think I might like that more than is wise. And it makes me wonder what else you have planned for me, Jake.”


    His mind was already wandering through all the things he’d like to do to her, his grip on her hips tightening to pull her close. “Fucking hell, love…we’re not even going to make it to the bonfire if you keep that up. Or was that your plan all along? To get me out in public where you could tease me into a frenzy but where I wouldn’t be able to ravage you?”


    She flicked her eyebrows up teasingly and then bit his bottom lip. “Maybe. Does that mean I’ve been bad?”


    “So very bad.” He couldn’t resist turning her around and smacking her ass, even though they were in public. “You’re in so much trouble, little red. I can’t fucking wait to get you home.”


    She twined her fingers with his, giving him a flirty and mischievous smile over her shoulder. “And just think of how much trouble I can get myself into between now and then.”


    Fucking hell, the girl was doing him in. “I swear, I don’t ever remember you being such a tease. Is my memory bad or is this because you now enjoy tormenting me?”


    “I think it might be a new thing.” She pulled him to her and kissed his cheek, as they made their way onto the beach, the sand slowing their progress. “You seem to have brought out a side of me I didn’t know existed. And I love it, Jake.”


    “I love it too, sweetness.” Except that his blissful thoughts were interrupted by the feeling they were being watched. Pulling her to him, he tucked her in at his side, placing a protective arm around her shoulder as he looked around, trying to sort out the faces in the crowd and find the potential threat.


    Portmore was large enough for him to not know most of the people wandering through town on a given day, but once you added the tourists into the mix, the majority of the people around them were strangers. And then he spotted the perky brunette heading his way, sending his heart racing as he tightened his hold on Hannah. He sent a small prayer to whatever gods were listening that Lizzie wouldn’t say much more than a simple hello, though he knew what she was like, and doubted he’d be so lucky.


    “Hey, stranger.” Lizzie gave him a quick peck on the cheek, making him stiffen and silently curse when she turned to Hannah with a big smile. “Hi there. I’m Lizzie.”


    “Hannah. It’s nice to meet you.” Hannah managed a smile, but it was stiff, and he knew she’d guessed that he and Lizzie had slept together.


    “Now I see why Jake hasn’t called me. Been busy, by all accounts. Not that I can blame him. Your red hair and freckles…you’re cute as a button.” Lizzie shifted her gaze from Hannah to Jake and then back again, before giving Hannah a flirty smile. “Although, if you’re into sharing…it could be fun—if you like that sort of thing.”


    Jake tightened his hold on Hannah, cursing under his breath. “She’s not. And we’ve got to go. Sorry, Lizzie.”


    Lizzie let out a disappointed sigh and a shrug, before her smile returned, though it was less perky this time around. “All righty then. Well…you know my number if you change your mind. It was a pleasure meeting you, Hannah.”


    And then she was off with a wave, her damage done.

  


  


  


  
    


    


    Chapter Fifteen


    


    Hannah knew Jake had been with his share of women. But she supposed they’d all been in his past—and not wandering about the town he lived in—the town he wanted her to move to. The thought of constantly running into Jake’s ex-lovers had her rethinking how wise a decision it’d be to move to Portmore, and knowing Jake, it wouldn’t be just the occasional woman here and there.


    “Hannah…I’m sorry about that.” Jake cupped her face and brushed his thumb over her cheek, his touch warm and soft, and his hands big and powerful. “Lizzie tends to like stirring up trouble, and it was never anything…”


    “Are you trying to tell me you didn’t sleep with her? Because I don’t believe you, Jake.” He wouldn’t dare lie to her. Not when it was so obvious that he’d slept with her.


    “I have—probably more times than was wise.” He took a deep breath and let it out on a weary sigh. “But it was never anything serious, love. You must know that.”


    She pulled away from him. His touch suddenly felt different, as if she was just one of many. And the silly thing was that she knew that was the case. She’d always known. It was just that now she’d been faced with it. And it wasn’t in his past. It was still his present. “Can we head home? I don’t think I’m much in the mood to be out and about anymore.”


    “I’d take you to the ends of the earth and back if it was what you wanted, but, Hannah…I’m worried that you’re letting Lizzie get to you and ruin our day. I’m not in love with her—nor have I ever been. And to be fair, she knows that and isn’t looking for that sort of thing anyway.” Cupping the back of her neck, he pulled her to him, his head bent to hers as he nuzzled her. “Any woman I’ve been with since we broke up has been nothing but a distraction from you—and a poor distraction at that. Because I swear I tried to get over you, Hannah, and it was futile.”


    She knew she had no right to be hurt or angry with him, and she told herself that it didn’t change what was between them. He’d been honest with her from the start, and if anything, the last few days had been far more difficult for him, with Will wanting to make their marriage work. Yet she still couldn’t ignore the ache in her heart, even if it was irrational.


    As she leaned into him and took a deep breath, not quite knowing what to say, his familiar masculine scent filled her head, easing a bit of the tension around her heart. “I love you, Jake. If I didn’t, none of this would matter or bother me.” But just because she loved him didn’t mean that she wasn’t leery of him breaking her heart.


    “I love you too, little red. With all my heart and soul. You’re all that matters to me, which is why I don’t want you worrying about things that don’t matter.” He caught her mouth in a teasing kiss and then another, nuzzling and nipping at her until she relaxed in his arms and he somehow, magically, managed to push her worries aside. “I need you to trust me, Hannah. I know you’re thinking the worst, and I’m here to tell you that it’s not going to happen. I won’t break your heart—though fuck…I do worry that you’ll break mine.”


    He was right—especially with Will wanting her back. And unfortunately, she couldn’t guarantee that she’d be able to spare Jake, even if she wanted to. “Please take me home, Jake. Right now, I don’t want to think about anything but you. And I’m tired of the outside distractions that keep trying to pull us apart.”


    How the hell could she figure out if they should be together when circumstances and other people—hell, even her own thoughts—kept trying to come between them? For now, she just wanted to slip back into Jake’s embrace and shut out the rest of the world so it was just the two of them.


    “They can only pull us apart if we let them, and I refuse to let that happen. If you still want to go home, I’m happy to head back, but I don’t want us leaving because of Lizzie.” He cupped her face in both his hands and kissed her. “And if you’re seriously considering moving in with me—which I damn well hope you are—then I want to show you around, because…fuck, Hannah…I’m excited to have you living with me.”


    She still had Will to think of and whether or not she’d give her marriage another shot, but if she decided not to, then she knew she wanted to move in with Jake. Because when she was with him, it felt nearly impossible to keep things moving slowly between them. “I guess heading back to your place can wait just a little while longer.”


    “I’m glad to hear it, love. It’s not that I don’t want to get you naked, but I also want this to feel like home for you—though if you’d be more comfortable moving, I’d do that too.” The intensity of his gaze, and especially his words, told her just how serious he was about her, given that he was already so settled in Portmore. Jake was offering to move—for her. He was willing to give up the life he’d built here. And she had a feeling he’d stop at nothing to make her happy.


    “Your house is perfect, Jake. I couldn’t imagine asking you to move out of it. And I don’t really have anything holding me to the place I’m currently at. I can work from anywhere, and your place is a hell of a lot nicer than mine.” Especially when hers held far too many memories of Will—and their broken marriage. “Besides, I like Portmore, from what I’ve seen of it—even with Lizzie wandering about. And between your place in the woods, and the town center being right on the ocean, it’s the best of both worlds. But…I still need to sort out things with Will.”


    “Yeah…I know, love.” Jake pulled her against him so she could nestle in his arms with her head resting against his broad chest, his heartbeat steady and strong as he held her close. “In the meantime, I think we should warm up by the bonfire and then get a bite to eat.”


    They did just that, heading to the bonfire that was raging on the beach, with groups of people milling around it for warmth. She was still tucked in against Jake’s side, and in a way it felt good to be out and about with him—like a real couple, for all the world to see.


    With her need for Jake now a constant thrum that had worked its way into her core, and the pleasant soreness between her legs from him taking her time and again, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt so alive, so wanted, so desired. And the time she was spending with Jake only served to remind her of everything that had been lacking in her relationship with Will. Though she wanted to give Will another chance, especially if it was true that he’d been pushing her away to keep her safe, she didn’t know if she’d be able to walk away from Jake.


    And yet, when she was with Will, she was reminded of just how much she’d once loved him. Because the truth was, they had actually been happy at one point. Before things got complicated. Before they grew apart. Before life threw murder, grief, and crooked cops in their wake.


    “Are you warm enough?” Jake pulled her close and kissed the top of her head, distracting her from her thoughts of lust and demise.


    “It’s chilly, but I’ve got you to keep me warm.” She snuggled deeper into his muscular embrace, breathing in his familiar scent, which at once calmed her soul and turned her on to no end. “That said, I’m hungry—and for a lot more than just food.”


    “Say no more, little red.”


    ***


    Hannah’s burger was delicious and juicy. “The food at this diner is amazing. And I love the retro feel of the place.”


    Jake gave her a crooked smile and popped one of his sweet potato fries into his mouth. “It’s not retro, sweetness—it’s original to the place from when the Greasy Spoon opened back in the fifties, though they’ve done a good job maintaining and updating it all. They make a mean breakfast too.”


    “Have you figured out what you want to do next, now that you’re leaving your job at the restaurant?” She could see him doing something a bit different, since he was so creative—and that creativity sure as hell wasn’t limited to just the kitchen.


    “Not sure what I’ll do, but I want to take some time off. Travel for a bit to see the world, get inspired, especially since I’m not pressed, financially. And I think you need to come with me.” He gave her a flirty smile that lit up his brown eyes with flickers of gold and made her heart skip a racing beat. “Come on, Hannah…you know you want to. I’d take care of all of the expenses. Then we could come back to live in Portmore. I could set you up an amazing studio to work out of. We could even set it up so you could do your pottery.”


    It sounded amazing, but could she really do that? Just take off around the world like she didn’t have a care, and then come back to a gorgeous home, with an incredible guy? Somehow, it all seemed too perfect, too good to be true. And it had her wondering if it would all eventually go to hell. Was she fooling herself to think this could truly work—long-term? And yet, she wanted to believe Jake, wanted to believe that they could truly be happy. “That sounds wonderful, Jake. And I suppose I could work from just about anywhere, but…I don’t know. I still have to sort out things with Will.”


    “As far as I’m concerned, there’s nothing to fucking sort. He had his chance—not to mention your divorce is nearly final.” He shook his head in frustration, picking up a fry and munching on it.


    She had to shake her head, a smile working its way to her lips. There was no point in arguing with him or spending their time together worrying about things that were far from getting sorted. “You’re awfully stubborn. You know that, right?”


    “Stubborn…determined…call it what you want, little red, as long as it gets me the desired result—which is you in my bed, naked.” He flicked his eyebrows up teasingly, running his fingers down her hand so that his very touch had her squeezing her legs together to try to dampen the throb of her clit. And suddenly, all her worries evaporated away in a wave of need, like the sun shimmering off hot asphalt in a summer heat wave.


    “And then what?” Hannah couldn’t resist flirting with him. Especially since it had been a damn long time since anyone had actually flirted back. And it felt amazing. Amazing that he was interested, that she could hold his attention, that she could turn him on. Part of her wanted to protest that of course he should be interested. Yet it was hard to forget what Will’s disinterest had felt like when it was still so fresh in her mind, and so much of the last few years felt like she was stuck on a one-way street, trying to get a stalled car running again.


    “There are just so many directions one could go in, little red. And I have every intention of thoroughly exploring each and every option.” He sat back in his seat and ran a rough hand over his stubbled chin. “Might even have to break out some of my brother’s latest inventions. As an investor, I get sent all the latest products and prototypes.”


    She shook her head, confused, not quite understanding what Marshall’s company had to do with anything. “What sorts of products? ’Cause I can tell you now that I’m not into any of that kinky medical stuff.”


    Jake burst out laughing. “Sweetness, my brother may be a doctor, but his company has nothing to do with medical equipment. Come on. Finish up, and we’ll head back to my place for a bit of show-and-tell.”


    He not only had her curiosity piqued, but her pulse was racing in anticipation, sending an aching need through her body, to her swollen clit and wet pussy. With little more said between them, they quickly finished their meal, and headed back to Jake’s place, his hands already on her body and his mouth on hers by the time they walked in through the front door.


    “I want you naked, little red. Now.” His words were a growled command between kisses as he tore the clothing off her body, throwing jackets, shirts and jeans aside, while maneuvering them towards his bedroom.


    By the time he tossed her onto his bed, they were completely naked and her body was thrumming with anticipation and need. Kneeling before her, he lifted her leg up to him, trailing kisses and nips down the length of her calf to the inside of her knee, his stubble rough against her delicate skin.


    She couldn’t help but bite her bottom lip to keep in her needy moans, her hips tilting towards him as he ran his fingers against her slick heat, her hungry gaze taking him in. He was just so gorgeous, and rugged, and damn sexy, with his tattooed arms and washboard abs, his intelligent eyes and chiseled features, his chin covered in several days’ worth of stubble, and his dark hair mussed.


    “You’re already so fucking wet for me, little red.” With an expert touch, he teased her clit while dipping his fingers in just enough to coax her open to his touch and drive her crazy.


    Her hips writhed against his touch, desperate for more, needing him to fill her and make her come. “Jake…please…”


    He dipped two fingers deep inside her, but only for a moment, leaving her to moan in protest. “Patience, sweetheart. I promise to take good care of you.”


    Leaning in, he gave her a quick kiss, and then started digging around in one of his drawers, making her wonder what exactly he was up to. He quickly returned with a silk sash and some soft cording. “Do you trust me, little red? Even with your heart?”


    Of course she trusted him not to hurt her or do something she wasn’t comfortable with—and that had always been the case. But trusting him with her heart? That had definitely been a problem in the past. Question was, after their last few days together, did she trust him not to leave her three months, six months, a year from now? Did she trust him not to break her heart once more? And she thought she finally knew the answer to that. “I do trust you, Jake—even if it scares me to give in completely to what’s between us.”


    “You have no reason to be scared, love. I promise…I’m not leaving you, and I swear it, Hannah…I won’t break your heart.” He gently brushed her cheek and gave her a sweet lingering kiss, before binding her hands to his bed. And then he blindfolded her with the silk fabric, sending her heart skittering as he moved away from her and she heard him rustling with something else, the sound unidentifiable.


    “Jake…” Darkness enveloped her and she struggled against her bindings, but before she could truly start to panic, Jake’s reassuring touch returned, soothing her.


    “Hush, love. I’m right here. You’re safe, okay? I’m not going anywhere.” His hands trailed gently over her body, his touch electric, his kisses hot and sweet. Now that she’d lost the ability to see what he was doing, everything felt amplified, and her anticipation of what was to come was multiplied tenfold, especially when she was at his mercy, her hands bound.


    Nestling himself between her legs, he took his time slowly kissing and nipping his way over her taut body, while his hands skimmed over her curves to cup her breasts. He bit at her nipple and teased it with the tip of his tongue, sucking it into his hot mouth so she felt a corresponding tug on her clit, her back arching and her hips shifting against him, searching him out. With his fingers splayed out over her hips, gripping her tight, he nipped at her sides and ran his tongue over the curves of her belly, her skin cooling where he licked her, making her skin pebble in response.


    With a feather touch, he ran a hand slowly down each leg, hooking them up onto his shoulders so she was opened up to him. And yet he was taking his sweet time when all she wanted him to do was ravage her. She fought against her bindings, desperate to touch him, to knot her fingers in his thick, dark hair and lower his head between her legs.


    “Jake, please…I can’t take it. You’re killing me.” She was desperate for him to fuck her, to make her come—and she couldn’t believe he had her so worked up, that she was now begging.


    “Is this what you want, little red?” She felt him shift lower, his tongue parting her slit and plunging into her, as he alternated between fucking her with his stiff tongue and sucking on her clit.


    She cried out, the sensations overwhelming, her body writhing at his attentions as he tightened his hold on her legs, so there’d be no chance of shifting away from him. His name was but a mantra on her lips as her orgasm barreled down on her, his stubble rough against her sensitive skin. It added another layer to the overwhelming sensations that were pushing her closer to the edge, with no escape in sight as his grip held her firmly in his grasp. And then he sucked on her clit hard and flicked it with his tongue, pushing her over the edge, so she was coming hard, though his attentions never slowed.


    “Jake…” All she could do was quiver and struggle against her bindings, locked tight in his arms as he continued to ravage her.


    Her head was spinning, wanting more of him while needing him to stop, all in the same breath, her already too sensitive clit heavy and aching with need as he pushed her towards another orgasm. She’d gone from not having had sex in nearly a year and a half, and sparingly at that for the last eight years, to a barrage of mind-blowing orgasms several times a day—and she absolutely fucking loved it.


    “Come for me again, little red.” His words were hastily spoken, as if he couldn’t bear to be away from his task longer than necessary.


    He slipped two fingers deep inside her and then one more against the bud of her ass, using her juices to ease his way, pressing until it slipped past the tight ring of muscle, adding yet another layer of sensations to her already sensitive body. With his mouth back on her clit, he sucked on it, nipping and teasing, until she could hold back no longer, and she was riding a tsunami of an orgasm that tore right through her, threatening to drown her in a sea of ecstasy.


    It was only then that Jake finally slowed, milking every bit of her orgasm out of her, before eventually lowering her legs back to the mattress and slowly kissing his way up her body. He took his time to cover her in kisses, pulling one nipple into his mouth before moving to the other.


    She was desperate to see him, to touch him, to kiss him, but she could do none of those things while still bound and blindfolded, completely at his mercy. And then he was gone, his weight shifting off her.


    “Jake?” It wasn’t that she was worried he’d leave her there, tied to the bed, and yet the thought still crossed her mind.


    “I’m right here, love. I’m not going anywhere—you have my word.” There was such insistence in his voice, and she knew he meant those words for more than just that very moment.


    She felt him back at her side, when he pressed his lips to hers, stealing one kiss after another as he slipped the silk from her eyes. Fuck, he did her heart in, especially when he had lust and mischief in those gold eyes of his. “I want to make you come, Jake. Please…”


    He bit her lip and gave her a crooked smile. “I have no doubt you will—but I’m far from through with you. I want you to come so many times, your legs will be too shaky for you to stand on for days later. I want your head spinning, little red, and I want you to crave me in the marrow of your bones. Because I fucking love you, Hannah. With all that I am.”


    He caught her mouth in another kiss, sweet and tender, so she could feel the love he had for her in his kiss, could feel it in his touch. He stole one last kiss and then shifted away from her, his mischievous smile returning as he lifted a raspberry-colored contraption that was covered in smooth silicone, the shape of it both familiar and yet peculiar, long and curved with an odd wave to it. “Is that what I think it is?”


    “If you’re thinking this is one of my brother’s products, then you’re right, though there are several product lines.” Jake pressed the button on a remote, but the vibrator barely made a sound. “It’s unlike anything else on the market—and if the reviews are to be believed, you’re going to thoroughly enjoy this.”


    “Wait. Is that a Clio?” She’d seen a few different styles online, but had balked at the outrageous price tag, despite the reviews that claimed it was well worth every penny.


    “Indeed it is.” Jake slicked it with lube and brushed the tip of it against her already swollen clit, making her cry out his name, before he slipped it inside her. It filled her fully, while another section teased her clit, the vibrations building and then backing off before building again.


    “Fuck… Jake…” Her hands knotted around the spindles of the bed as she writhed around, trying to get away while he pinned her to the bed and sucked on her nipple, pulling it into his mouth and teasing it with his tongue. She was already climbing towards another orgasm, and this one promised to be mind-blowing, the vibrations different than anything she’d felt before. She was trying to hold back, trying not to come again, feeling like she might shatter into a million little pieces if she had yet another orgasm.


    Jake shifted back, running his hands down her legs and pushing her knees towards her so her hips shifted up, pushing the vibrator deeper, while he ran his slick finger against the pucker of her ass, slowly working it in and out past the tight muscle until she was coming once more. “There’s my sweet girl…I fucking love watching you come, Hannah. Love the way your skin flushes and your breath catches in your chest.”


    “I can’t take much more, Jake.” Her head was spinning, and every part of her body was tense and sensitized, each touch sending a shiver straight through her as the quiet buzzing of the vibe continued to torment and pleasure her.


    Pulling his fingers free of her, he slipped the head of his cock through her wetness and then brushed it against the bud of her ass. “Tell me…is this what you want, little red?”


    “Yes.” Her answer was past her lips before she’d even had a chance to really think it through, but she trusted Jake and knew he’d do all he could to ease her into it. If it was what he wanted, then she was willing to give it a try.


    “Fucking hell…I love you.”

  


  


  


  
    


    


    Chapter Sixteen


    


    Somehow, given her past with Will, Jake doubted she’d done this before, and he knew he’d have to ease her into things, especially when he had a feeling she was doing this for him. “Are you sure, Hannah? We don’t have to do this.”


    “I want to. I want all of you, Jake.” Her hips shifted against him, making it so he could barely think of anything but taking her.


    “Fuck, Hannah…if you’re sure…” When she nodded, he added some lube and then gently pressed the head of his cock against her ass, slowly easing himself in, little by little, giving her body time to adjust. “Just relax, sweetness. And if you need me to stop or slow down, just say so. Okay?”


    She bit her bottom lip and shifted her hips towards him, taking more of him with each rocking motion until he was fully seated, the buzzing of the vibrator easily felt through the thin membrane in between. And fucking hell, she was so incredibly tight with his cock and the vibrator vying for space. Slowly he thrust into her, the feeling overwhelming, especially when she already had him so fucking hard. He wasn’t going to last, not when she felt so fucking good.


    Leaning forward, he rocked his hips into her with each thrust as he captured her mouth, kissing her as his pace quickened. She wrapped her legs around him, pulling him to her and urging him on until he was swallowing her cries as she came once more. Her body quivered in his arms until he, too, was falling off that delicious edge, his cock pumping his hot cum deep inside her with a primal grunt, his head spinning with the feel of her in his arms, never wanting to let her go.


    ***


    With a movie on the TV and a big bowl of buttery popcorn made, Jake loved that they were finally getting the chance to just relax like a normal couple. Lounging on the wide sofa, Hannah was nestled between his legs, leaning back against his chest as he held onto her, loving how she felt in his arms. And after taking her the way he had, he needed to have her close, needed to know things were still okay between them, that he hadn’t put her through too much.


    He kissed the top of her head and then grabbed a bit of popcorn from the bowl she was holding, only half paying attention to the action flick that they were watching, distracted by his thoughts. He couldn’t help but wonder if he’d be able to convince her to stay with him—to start a life with him. Or if she’d feel obligated to give Will another chance. Because he knew Hannah, and she was far too considerate, too caring for her own good, and Will would take full advantage of it.


    He might regret what he was about to do, but fuck…he couldn’t help himself. He needed to secure things between them before Will showed up to make his life miserable. “I want you to tell me that you’ll move in with me, Hannah. And I want you to promise me that you won’t let Will talk you out of it. You’re mine, little red.”


    She let out a large sigh as she set aside the popcorn and shifted in his arms to face him. “You know I love you, Jake. I really do. But I can’t deal with this tug-of-war between you and Will. And I swear…it makes me wonder how much of this is you guys actually wanting to be with me, or you both worrying I’ll end up with the other guy.”


    “That may very well be the case for Will, since you know for a fact that he had pushed you away when you were married. But I’ve loved you for a long fucking time, Hannah.” How could she think that he was only with her because of Will? It fucking pissed him off. “I don’t know what I need to do to prove to you that I love you—to convince you that you mean everything to me—but just tell me and I’ll fucking do it.”


    “I don’t doubt that you love me, Jake. I know you do. But things are complicated, especially when my brother’s death might be at the root of my problems with Will. And this thing between us has happened so quickly. It’s a lot to wrap my head around.” She tangled her fingers in his hair and brushed her lips against his, nuzzling him as she took a deep breath. “But it doesn’t mean that I don’t love you—I do.”


    “It’s just that the thought of you leaving, the thought of you going back to Will after he hurt you, makes me fucking crazy. I want to give you everything, Hannah. I want to make you happier than you’ve ever been.” Yet how the fuck could he if she still wanted to walk away from what was between them? And just like fucking clockwork, the phone Will gave Hannah started to buzz and ring. “Please—don’t answer it. He’ll be here tomorrow.”


    “And this could be an emergency. You know I need to get this. I’m sorry.” With an apologetic look, she pulled out of his arms, digging the phone out of her pocket and answering it. “Hello? Shit…are you okay? Where are they taking you now? Yeah…we’ll be here.”


    Jake listened to Hannah’s end of the conversation, and knew that things were all going to go to hell a lot sooner than he’d thought. He should feel like a selfish ass, knowing that Will was in danger, but he couldn’t feel guilty about not wanting Will around when he was the one threat to Jake’s relationship with Hannah.


    “Okay…I’ll see you when you get here. Yeah…I know.” She took a deep breath and let it out on a ragged sigh, her eyes shimmering with threatening tears. “I love you too.”


    As she hung up, her final words to Will were like a knife to Jake’s heart, even though he knew Hannah still loved Will. How could she not when they’d been together for so long and were still good friends? And yet there was something about the way she said it this time that did Jake in. With his body taut and humming like he’d bitten down on a live wire, he shifted her out of his arms and got up to pace.


    “Jake…” She crossed to his side and stepped in his path, tangling her fingers with his before she slipped into his arms. “I’m sorry that this isn’t a clear-cut decision for me.”


    “And I’m fucking sorry that you don’t see that Will hasn’t changed, and if you do give your marriage another chance, you’ll end up back where you were a year ago, with him pushing you away.” Jake wanted to be more patient with her, but he just couldn’t be. “I refuse to stand by and watch him hurt you again. He may have been trying to figure out who went after your brother, but it was no fucking reason to push you away, Hannah. That was nothing but an excuse to make you stay.”


    She stepped out of his arms, her brow furrowed as she looked up at him. “You don’t know that, Jake. And given the fact that he was just attacked again, how can I blame him for wanting to be cautious about me coming to harm?”


    “How does pushing you away and not making love to you, not giving you the attention you deserve, actually keep you safe, Hannah? It doesn’t make any sense. He didn’t move out—he just didn’t fuck you.” He ran a rough hand through his hair, frustration knotting every muscle in his body. How the fuck could she not see through Will’s bullshit? “And you know what? If he really cared about you, he’d have been honest with you from the start. Isn’t that what marriage is supposed to be about? That you don’t keep secrets from each other—that you share your life and help each other through the hard parts instead of pushing each other away? And what about starting a family? I thought you wanted kids and Will didn’t. Or have you forgotten all of that?”


    “What do you want me to say, Jake? I know my marriage was far from perfect. But Will’s making an effort to change things between us.” Hannah’s tears spilled over and slipped down her cheeks, making him curse under his breath.


    “You know he’s not going to change, and you’re still willing to go back to him—to go back to your marriage even though you were miserable.” When she started to turn away from him, he stopped her, grabbing her gently, and wiping the tears from her cheeks. “Hannah…I fucking love you, and this is killing me.”


    “Well, it’s not exactly easy on me either, Jake. I don’t know what the hell I’m supposed to do. Will was there for me after Ryan’s murder. And he was the one who stuck around when I was the one pushing him away.” She looked up at him, her eyes pleading with him to try to understand, but he just didn’t know if he had it in him.


    He brushed his thumb over her cheek, watching her turn in to his touch as her eyes slipped shut. “How the fuck am I supposed to let you walk away from me, little red, when I can’t live without you? The thought of losing you is killing me—and I refuse to let you put yourself in danger.”


    “But he’s in danger because of me—because of my brother. And you’re asking me to abandon him and leave him to deal with this on his own.” She started to pull away, but he tightened his hold on her, refusing to let her go.


    “No—he’s in danger because he went poking around in stuff he should have turned over to the cops when he first stumbled on it. And now he’s dragged you into it.” Which pissed Jake off to no end. What the fuck had Will been thinking?


    “I don’t want to argue about this.” She grabbed his shirt, holding onto him, pleading with him. “We’ve been together mere days, Jake…I do love you—but he’s still my husband, and…”


    “And what, Hannah? You still love him?” Of course she did—even after years of being fucking miserable. When she looked down, avoiding him, he turned away, cursing.


    “All I’m asking for is a bit of time to try to sort things out.” Tangling her fingers in his hair, she pulled him to her and pressed her lips to his, until he couldn’t help but kiss her back. “Please, Jake…I love you.”


    “Then tell Will it’s over between you. Once and for all.” He swore, if Will put her in danger, if he hurt her again, Jake would murder him with his own hands and spare the criminals the fucking trouble.


    “Don’t you think I wish it were that easy? But it’s not and you know it because I’ve been nothing but honest with you about how I feel from the very start. I want to make a clean break of it, Jake, but I can’t do that until I know for sure that it’s over between me and Will. We were together for eight years—not a weekend.” Her eyes blazed with anger and frustration, but it only served to remind him of just how gorgeous she was.


    And fuck it…if he was going to make her angry, he might as well put all that anger to good use. “Then let me remind you what it’s like to be fucked until you can’t stand, what it’s like to be loved, to be worshipped, since you sure as hell won’t get that from your goddamned husband.”


    Knotting his fingers in her hair, he hauled her to him, his mouth hard on hers as his tongue bullied its way past her lips, taking, tasting, until she returned his passion, her body pressed to his. With his hands on her hips, he spun her around and bent her over the arm of the sofa, yanking her jeans down past her hips and quickly freeing his hard cock. He shoved her legs apart as far as her clothing would allow, and clasping her body to his, he thrust into her, taking her in one go as she cried out his name, her hips pushing back to meet his.


    Jake took her hard and rough, as if trying to mark her as his, down to her very soul, his chest pressed to her back and his arm wrapped tight across her body, nuzzling her as he gently clasped her throat in his hand. He could feel her racing pulse beneath his palm as he fucked her, could feel each breath, each gasp, each needy moan, her sweet cunt tight around his cock, urging him on.


    She reached out to brace herself as he pounded into her, her familiar scent of lime and coconut filling his head, arching into him so he knew she was close, which was a damn good thing since she already had him riding a knife’s edge. The doorbell rang, but he didn’t slow, not even for a moment.


    “Jake…the door…” She got the words out between gasps.


    “I’m not fucking answering it until we’ve both come. Am I clear?” When he bit her neck, it took but a few more strokes to have her crying out, her orgasm leaving her trembling and shaking in his arms as he let loose with a growl, his thrusts finally slowing as he pumped his hot cum deep inside her. With ragged breaths, he held her to him until the last tremors of their orgasms receded and he finally pulled free of her tight pussy, his cum dripping down her leg as the doorbell rang again.


    “Get dressed, little red.” He gave her a sweet kiss on the temple. “Your husband’s here.”


    She glared at him as she pulled her jeans up. “Stop it, Jake. You know it’s not that simple.”


    “No…I suppose it’s not, since he may very well be your husband, but it’s my cum dripping from your sweet cunt.”

  


  


  


  
    


    


    Chapter Seventeen


    


    Hannah couldn’t help but blush as she tried to pretend that she hadn’t just been fucking Jake moments before Will walked into the room—a room that must surely still have the smell of sex lingering in the air. And when Will looked at her with a scrutinizing glare, making it clear that he knew what she and Jake had just been up to, it was impossible to hold his gaze.


    “You fucking bastard.” Will spun on Jake, throwing a punch that Jake managed to dodge, Will’s movements hampered by his wound.


    “Don’t fucking do it, Will.” Jake shoved him hard, and Hannah knew Jake was doing his best to hold his temper back, no doubt in part because of what happened with his father. “You’re injured and I will put you back in the hospital if you throw another punch.”


    Debating whether to get the FBI agents, who were standing guard outside the front door, Hannah pulled on Jake’s arm, stepping in front of him, hoping it’d keep things from escalating. “Both of you need to stop this nonsense right now. Do you hear me?”


    “We’re trying to work things out and save our marriage, Jake. You’d think you’d try not fucking my wife until we’ve finalized our decision.” Will shook his head, hands on his hips as he shifted his gaze to her. “And fuck, Hannah…I don’t even know what to say to you. It’s not as though I hadn’t just called to let you know I was on my way.”


    She already felt guilty enough on her own, but that didn’t mean she’d done anything wrong, and it was different than him making her feel guilty. “You have no right to judge me, Will. We’ve been separated and in the process of getting divorced, and I might be willing to give things between us another shot, but I’ve yet to make that decision—which means I can do as I please. You do not get to give me a guilt trip.”


    “Hannah…it’s not like this is easy on me. But…you’re right. I’m sorry.” Will reached out and knotted his fingers with hers, the anger in his eyes softening. “I need to talk to you—alone. This is important.”


    Jake shook his head and leaned back against the sofa, settling in. “I’m not fucking leaving. Especially when you’re being an ass to her.”


    “This is between me and Hannah—and it’s none of your damned fucking business, Jake.” Will was bristling with anger, and she knew it would come to blows if she didn’t get them to separate rooms.


    Turning to Jake, she let him pull her into his arms, her heart racing as he nuzzled her. “Please, Jake. I really appreciate you wanting to protect me, but I need a few minutes alone with Will.”


    “Hannah…” When she looked up at him, pleading with him to just agree to what she was asking, he relented. “Fine. But I swear, if he’s an ass, if he hurts you, I’ll fucking kill him.”


    Jake gave her a hard kiss and then walked outside where the agents were waiting. Once the door closed behind him, Hannah turned back to Will, suddenly feeling vulnerable. “What is it? What’s going on?”


    “This latest attack has the FBI on edge regarding my safety, and they want me to go into witness protection until I’m able to testify. They’re hoping to expedite things and have this in front of a judge in six months, since there’s enough evidence to get everyone involved convicted, not just on the trafficking charges, but also for your brother’s murder.” He brushed the hair from her face and cupped her cheek. “As my wife, you can come with me—and I think it might be the perfect opportunity for us to get back to what we once had. It’d give us a fresh start, Hannah.”


    “You mean we’d be forced to cut all ties with anyone we know until it went to court. No contact whatsoever.” She felt gutted. How could she not see Will for six months—maybe longer—if she decided not to go with him? And yet if they did go, it would mean not seeing Jake. “I don’t know if I can do that, Will. You know I love you—but I’m not sure about leaving my life behind for that length of time, especially when things are still so uncertain between us. Yet I also can’t imagine not seeing or speaking to you for that amount of time.”


    “I know Jake’s recently become a bigger part of your life, but whatever’s between the two of you is just days old.” Will cupped the back of her neck and pulled her close, his touch so incredibly familiar. “This is our marriage that’s on the line, Hannah. It’s just six months—and if you decided that it’s not working out between us, we could always find a way to have you leave the program at that point. Given our history, I don’t think I’m asking for a lot.”


    She shook her head to clear it, unsure of what to say. It was a huge decision to make. “When do you need an answer? I really need to think about this before I can commit to something so major. Because it’s not just Jake, it’s also my work. I can’t just leave my clients in the lurch.”


    “I’m sure we could figure out a way to get your clients their files.” Will leaned back against the arm of the sofa, his movements still stiff from his injury. “But you need to make a decision soon, Hannah. I think they want to move me in the next day or two.”


    She shook her head no, as her tears spilled over. It was too soon for him to be leaving—and nowhere near enough time for her to make that sort of a serious decision. What the hell was she supposed to do? “A day or two? I don’t even know what to say, Will.”


    “Hey…don’t cry, baby girl.” He brushed her tears from her cheeks and then pulled her into his arms, holding her close as she rode through the waves of emotion that threatened to drown her. “I promise to keep you safe, Hannah—and I swear to make up for all the time we lost out on when I was too worried about involving you in this mess. I never meant to hurt you, and it nearly killed me to push you away like I did. I swear, I only ever wanted to keep you safe and happy.”


    She had no doubt that he probably felt that it was the way it had all played out, and maybe those had been his intentions, but she still couldn’t ignore the years he’d pushed her away and made her feel as if she wasn’t good enough. “You know I love you, Will, but I don’t know that I can go back to the way things were between us—and I know you say you wanted to keep me safe, but I just don’t understand how pushing me away did anything but drive a wedge between us.”


    Will ran a hand across his stubbled jaw, cursing under his breath, anger and frustration sparking in his grey eyes. “What do you want me to say, Hannah? I know I’ve made mistakes—but I wasn’t the only one at fault, damn it.”


    “Are you trying to tell me that I didn’t try? Are you fucking kidding me?” What the hell? Her tears spilled over despite her anger, though he was just as pissed off as she was.


    “You did try. But what was the fucking point when no matter what I did, I couldn’t measure up to what you had with Jake—even though he fucking broke your heart.” He hung his head with a shake before pinning her with a glare. “I know you never meant it, but I could tell…every time we slept together…it was like I couldn’t fucking compare to what you had with him. And I fucking tried, Hannah.”


    It felt like she’d been punched in the gut. “I never…”


    “No…you didn’t ever say anything. But you didn’t need to, damn it. I could see it in your eyes, the way you longed for something more, the way you tried to mask your disappointment, the way you tried to make me feel like it was enough—when we both know it was nothing but a lie.” Will let out a weary sigh, and grabbed her hand. “I know you never meant to hurt me, Hannah—and I know that you were trying to make things work between us. But it took its toll…and instead of disappointing you again, it was just easier to push you away.”


    She felt like she was going to be ill, the tears now streaming down her cheeks, as she raced through her memories. Had she really…? Suddenly she felt as if the last eight years were completely rewritten, all her memories nothing but a lie. Had she been so cruel—without even knowing it?


    “I’m so sorry, Will.” Devastated, she choked back a sob, her heart smashed to millions of pieces.


    He pulled her into his arms, and held her tightly to him. “Don’t be, baby girl…I know you never meant to hurt me—just like I never meant to hurt you. I fucked up by pushing you away instead of figuring out a way to make things work between us. But…it’s why I’m asking for another chance. Come with me, Hannah…please.”


    Now more than ever, she felt like she owed her marriage another chance. And though the thought of letting him go, of not seeing or speaking to him for half a year or more, was killing her, she didn’t know if she had it in her to leave her life behind when so much of their marriage had been an emotional mess. “Don’t go, Will. Can’t they just keep you safe here? Just for a while longer so we can figure this out?”


    “They’re worried about another attack. But this could be our best chance for a fresh start. Please, Hannah…” He cupped the back of her neck and with his head bent to hers, he brushed his lips against hers in a sweet kiss that had her thoughts racing between Will and Jake. “I love you. I know things have been a mess, but I swear, we can make things work this time around.”


    The door opened, and Jake stepped through, his eyes immediately settling on her in Will’s arms as he stalked towards them. “Get the fuck out of my house, Will.”


    “I need you to decide, Hannah. Please…just say yes.” Will was cupping her face in his hands so she had to look at him, his eyes pleading with her to give him the answer he wanted to hear.


    “I need to think about it some more. I’m sorry. But…I’ll call you. I promise. Just please—stay safe, and we’ll talk soon.” And when he kissed her, she let him, worried it might be the last time she ever kissed him again.


    “Please…just give it some thought.” He gave her a hug that had her wrapping her arms around his neck, his words spoken against her skin. “I love you, Hannah. That will never change.”


    “I love you too.” And she did. It was nothing but the truth.


    Forcing herself to let go of him, she stepped out of his arms and watched him head to the door, hesitating with a final look in her direction before he finally walked out into the cold. She wanted to be strong, but her tears spilled over, her heart breaking.


    Jake stepped to her side, her guilt hitting her once again like a goddamned slap to the face. She just couldn’t win. “Come here, little red. I hate to see you crying.”


    But when he wrapped his arms around her, she couldn’t bear it, the tumult of emotions too much to contend with at that very moment. She pushed him away, swiping at her tears. “I can’t do this—I can’t do any of this. It’s just too much to deal with.”


    “Hannah…what’s going on? What did Will say?” Jake stayed close, his concern for her clouding his gold eyes to deep bronze under his furrowed brow.


    “They’re putting him in witness protection until the trial, which will be six months or longer. He wants me to go with him, Jake. To take that time to give our marriage another try, free of…distractions.” Another wave of tears spilled down her cheeks as she was faced with what felt like an impossible decision.


    “In other words, he wants you to leave your life—leave me—and trap you in a dangerous situation where you’ll have few options but to stay with him.” Jake glared at her in anger, though she knew his anger was directed elsewhere. “Please tell me you’re not seriously considering this fucking asinine scheme.”


    She swiped at her tears, her own anger and guilt flaring up. “How the hell can I not? He’s my husband—and this is the last chance to work on my marriage and not throw out the years we’ve had together—especially when so much of our problems were my fault.”


    “What the fuck do you mean by that, Hannah? How the hell is his neglect your fault? Are you fucking kidding me?” Jake looked ready to break things, or put his hand through a wall—and in that moment, she knew it was a good thing Will was long gone, because she swore, she didn’t think he’d have survived Jake’s wrath.


    She knew Jake wanted answers, but she could barely put the words together through the pain. “It’s because he could tell I still wanted what you and I had together. So he pushed me away rather than have to disappoint me.”


    “So instead, he’d rather tear your self-esteem to shreds—he’d rather break your fucking heart and destroy your marriage. Yeah—I could see why you’d want to hold onto all that hurt rather than start new with someone who’ll treat you right.” Jake’s frustration poured off him in waves as he paced the floor, looking ready to put his fist through the wall, before he finally spun to face her, his jaw clenched tight. “If you can’t see that he’s wrong for you, that he’ll never truly make you happy, and that your joke of a marriage will only result in you being hurt and neglected once again, then fuck it. Go back to him, Hannah. Fucking leave.”


    His words were like a knife to her heart, a sob escaping her as she turned away, feeling shattered and never more alone, her thoughts racing and going nowhere, all at the same time. She was now desperate to feel Jake’s touch, to feel his arms tight around her and his lips pressed to hers as he comforted her and reassured her that everything would be okay, that he’d be there to see her through it.


    Yet he didn’t—and she couldn’t blame him.


    She went to his room to gather her things, her tears refusing to slow as she swiped at them, cursing herself for being such a mess. If her marriage was in pieces, then she surely had to carry some of the blame, because maybe he was right. Maybe she had let her past relationship with Jake taint things with her and Will. But it’s not as though she’d done it on purpose, and he should have spoken to her from the start so they could work through their problem, instead of pushing her away and breaking her heart and her spirit.


    She felt Jake’s presence as he entered the room, as if her body, her soul was immediately drawn to him. “Am I taking you to see Will?”


    Wiping her tears away, she took a deep breath and steeled herself as she turned around. “No. But if you could call me a taxi, I’d appreciate it.”


    “Hannah…you don’t have to go. You can stay here. Stay with me.” He bit his bottom lip, his brows drawn together. “I fucking love you—and this is making me crazy. I don’t want to lose you, little red.”


    She was desperate to have him hold her, but in the end, she knew it would only muddle her thoughts. Maybe what she needed was time away from Will—and Jake. Time to think of what she truly wanted—and time to sort out her past. “I don’t want to go—but I think I have to.”


    Was that the solution? Because she already missed Jake like someone had torn away a part of her soul. And what of Will? Thinking of him—of their marriage—filled her with such pain and sorrow. But whether or not that meant she should go back to him and try to make things work, she still didn’t know.


    “So you’re going to leave with Will? Disappear for six months—or more—without a trace?” Jake closed the distance between them, cupping her face and pulling her to him, nuzzling her before he caught her mouth in a kiss that consumed her very soul, his tongue darting against hers as his hands slipped down her back, holding her to him, the feel of him solid and reassuring. And when his kisses slowed, all she could do was hold onto him, as if she might crumple without him. “Don’t, Hannah…he doesn’t fucking deserve you.”


    Somehow she found an inner strength she didn’t think she had, and was able to shore herself up so she could stand on her own two feet. “Maybe he went about things the wrong way, but I’m not ready to walk away from my marriage, Jake. Nor am I ready to give you up either. But…I think that’s exactly what I need to do. I think I need some time away from everything to clear my head.” Not that there was any guarantee she’d find the answers she was looking for. Nor did she know how long it’d take.


    His brow furrowed and his eyes darkened with worry as he reached out and twined his fingers with hers. “It’s not safe, Hannah. You can’t go.”


    And yet she had to. That much, at least, had become clear. “I think it’s a chance I need to take. I’m sorry, Jake.”


    ***


    Hannah knew Will needed an answer from her, but she swore the few days he’d given her weren’t anywhere near enough time to sort through her thoughts and emotions. And it sure as hell wasn’t enough time to make a life-changing decision.


    “I wish I could come with you, Will—but I can’t. I’m sorry. I need more time to figure things out, to figure out what I want, what I need.” Hannah looked down at their linked hands—at the wedding bands they still wore—and wondered if she was making a mistake. Six months was a long time to step away from a relationship, and she didn’t know how she’d feel at the end of it.


    “Please, don’t say no. This could be a new start—a new us.” Cupping her face, Will brushed his thumb across her lips, making her breath catch. It had been so incredibly long since they’d had any sort of physical relationship, yet her body remembered his touch, and her reaction to him was immediate, despite all their difficulties. And if she had ever shown him any disappointment, she certainly hadn’t felt it. Will bent his head to hers, his voice thick with emotion. “I love you, Hannah…I swear I’ll do everything I can to make things right between us.”


    A big part of her wanted to give him another chance—to not let their years together come to an end without making a last-ditch effort to save her marriage. Yet her mind immediately went to Jake. “I need more time to think things over, Will—and you’re leaving tomorrow.”


    “Hannah, don’t do this. I’m begging you. Six months is a long time—and you know Jake will do everything in his power to steal you away from me.” Cupping her cheek, he brushed his lips against hers in a kiss.


    She looked down, breaking the contact between them as her eyes stung with threatening tears. “I won’t be seeing him either—not until I’ve made my decision.”


    Will scoffed with a shake of his head. “And in the meantime, he’ll fuck anything that moves. Don’t think you’re anything special to him, Hannah, because you’re not. You’re just one in a long line of many.”


    His words had her tears spilling over. Not because she believed them to be true where Jake was concerned—but because it reminded her of how seldom she’d felt special during her marriage to Will. That was what hurt the most, and his words only served to remind her that he’d never treated her as if she was his all, even if she was partly to blame.


    Yet Jake…he’d made her feel loved, worshipped, as if his sun and moon rose and set with her. He’d made her feel like she was all that mattered, and that he’d do everything in his power to make her happy.


    She got to her feet, and swiped at her tears before leaning in to kiss his cheek. “I love you, Will. But I’m not coming with you. Please stay safe.”


    “Hannah, please… Don’t leave me.”


    But in the end, she did just that.

  


  


  


  
    


    


    Chapter Eighteen


    


    Jake threw back his whiskey, savoring the burn of it as it went down his throat, and proceeded to ignore the looks his brothers were giving him. He not only had Marshall to contend with but also Keane. He motioned to the bartender to get him another round. “Don’t start with me.”


    “For fuck’s sake, Jake… You’ve been a mess since Hannah left.” Marshall gave him a scrutinizing shake of the head, and took a long pull from his pint before setting down the glass of cold beer. “It’s only been two months. She just needs a bit of time to sort herself out. You yourself said she’d been through a lot in the last few years.”


    “Which is why I should be there with her. She shouldn’t have to go through this alone. Not to mention, she could be in danger. But instead of staying with me—or having me stay with her so I can keep her safe—she’s in her house all alone.” Every time he thought about her on her own, he was tempted to drive out to get her, and drag her back into his bed where he could do a more thorough job of convincing her that she should be with him.


    Keane threw back his whiskey, happy to commiserate with his older brother. “You can always find other ways to pass the time while you wait—though why you’re waiting is beyond me. You’ve never had a problem finding distractions.”


    “I’m waiting because I’m tired of wasting my time on women who don’t fucking matter.” And yet waiting was doing him in. He was trying to be patient, but he was finding it near impossible when it came to Hannah. Especially after they’d rekindled what was between them. He wanted nothing more than to get his hands on her and remind her of just how good they could be together.


    “And what about her husband?” Marshall gave him a sideways glance, his brows perked up in question as he pinned him with a stern glare. “I told you she wasn’t ready to move on.”


    “As far as I know, Will is still in witness protection and she hasn’t had any contact with him.” The fact that she’d opted not to go with Will was what still gave him hope that she’d eventually come back to him. If she was going to give her marriage another chance, then he figured she’d have done so while waiting for Will to testify. Not that she couldn’t join him after she’d thought things through, or wait until he was out of witness protection to start fresh. “I know what we had—and Will wouldn’t stand a chance if it wasn’t for their history together.”


    Keane clapped him on the back. “All I know is that she better make a decision soon, because you’re grumpier than fuck these days.”


    All Jake could do was shrug, knowing it was the truth—and vowing to do something about it. Because he’d already spent two miserable months without her, and he wouldn’t last another day.


    ***


    Jake pounded on Hannah’s door, knowing it was pretty damn early, but not caring. Not when he had to see her. He’d take his chances on her being angry with him. Anything to see her again, to hold her in his arms, to kiss her. And then he heard her fumble with the locks, sending his heart racing.


    “Jake?” She blinked against the bright sun, her hair a tumbled mess of spun copper as sleep clung to her like a lover’s touch, making her look all the more gorgeous. And fuck…she was wearing nothing but a long t-shirt. “What on earth are you doing here? It’s barely seven in the morning?”


    It might be early, but she was already stepping aside to let him in. “I can’t take it anymore, Hannah. I’ve tried to stay away, to respect your decision, but I’m going fucking crazy.”


    The moment she shut the door behind them, he pulled her into his arms, the feel of her body against his making his pulse skitter and his cock go hard. By the gods, he’d never wanted anyone more. But when he tried to kiss her, she looked away. “I’m sorry, but I can’t do this, Jake.”


    “Why the fuck not? Is it Will?” Whom he’d fucking murder with his bare hands at this point.


    “No—it’s not. I said my goodbyes, and I haven’t spoken to him since. But my head—my heart—are still a goddamn mess, and you—you make it so I can’t think.” She tried to pull away, but there was no way he was letting her go.


    “That’s because we’re meant to be together, little red. I don’t know what you’re going through, but whatever it is, I want to be here to help you get through it.” Those few days together after Will had been injured had somehow hit a reset button with their relationship, allowing them the chance to start over, and if she was walking away from their marriage once again, then it had to be hard for her.


    “I can manage on my own, Jake.” Yet she hadn’t pulled out of his arms, her curves still pressed against his body as he held her close.


    “I know you can, love. I’m just telling you that you don’t have to. I’m here if you need me.” He brushed the hair from her eyes, letting his touch linger as he fought the urge to kiss her. “But honestly? I’m here for selfish reasons, because I’m the one who can’t manage on my own. I can’t stop thinking about you—and it’s made me a goddamned fucking mess. I swear I’ve tried to be patient, to give you the space you asked for, but I need you in my life, Hannah, and every moment away from you is killing me.”


    She shifted away from him, her eyes clouding over with a hurt he didn’t understand. “I’m sure you have ways of keeping busy, Jake. You’ve never been at a loss before, that’s for sure.”


    So that was it…that was what she’d been thinking. That he’d been killing time by whoring around.


    “I’m not looking to stay busy, Hannah—and I’m not interested in anyone but you. Do you hear me?” It pissed him off that she didn’t think he was taking their relationship seriously. “I meant it when I said that I love you. It wasn’t just something I was saying to get you into my bed or to weaken your defenses. I said it because you’re the air I breathe, the blood in my veins, and the reason my heart beats. Without you, I’m nothing but an empty shell, a ghost walking through the land of the living. So don’t you dare belittle the way I feel about you by assuming I’m sticking my dick into anything with a pussy.”


    “I’m sorry…I didn’t…” She shook her head and pulled away—and he fucking let her, too angry to forgive her just yet. Yet when he saw her mind churning, he had to wonder who’d planted that seed in her head.


    “It was Will, wasn’t it? He’s the one who got you thinking that you didn’t matter to me.” He saw the confirmation in her eyes, in her face, and knew it was the truth. “That fucking asshole.”


    Wrapping her arms around herself, she headed into the living room and distracted herself with folding the throw and straightening out the pillows on the sofa, as he followed behind her. “Would it have been all that big a shock if you had distracted yourself with someone like Lizzie? I am sorry I thought it, but…shit, Jake. It’s not exactly a stretch of the imagination.”


    “No, maybe it’s not—just like I’m guilty of thinking you may have gone back to Will because it’d be the easy way for you to avoid taking a risk and trusting me.” And Jake supposed that was what hurt the most. That she still saw him as a bad bet. That she still didn’t trust him not to break her heart.


    She spun to face him, abandoning the pillows and focusing on him, her aqua blue eyes alight with emotion. “I do trust you, Jake. But this isn’t about that. It’s about giving me the time to figure out what I truly want and need. And I can’t do that if I’m jumping from one relationship to the next without giving it any thought.”


    “What is there to think about if you love me and I love you? Because let’s face it, if there was any real chance of you getting back together with Will, you would have gone with him into witness protection. But you didn’t, little red.” He brushed her cheek, letting his fingers tangle in her hair. “You didn’t, because deep down you know Will can never love you the way I do. And I do love you, Hannah. Down to my very soul, I fucking love you.”


    Why the hell couldn’t she see that? Things might be moving fast, but it wasn’t as though they didn’t have a past. And after waiting in the wings for eight long years, he couldn’t take waiting once again. Not when he knew what it was like to have her in his arms once more.


    “You know I love you, Jake. But…I now know that if I go down this road with you, there’ll be no turning back—and that scares me, given our past.” She let out a deep sigh and then looked up at him as he held her tight, her fingers fiddling with the buttons on his shirt. “I know you’ve said it’s different this time around, but you’ve never been in any relationship that’s lasted any length of time, and I love you enough to know that if you leave this time, I won’t get over it.”


    “Hannah…I don’t know what I need to do to convince you that I’m going nowhere, but maybe this will help.” He couldn’t actually believe he was doing this, but after carrying the ring around in his pocket for over a month, nothing had ever felt more right. He dug the ring out and got down on one knee, holding the ring out to her. “I’d wanted this to be a hell of a lot more romantic, but I love you, Hannah. And I need you to know that this isn’t some fling for me. There’s only ever been you, little red, so please… Will you marry me?”


    “Jake…you can’t be serious.” Hannah pulled him back up to his feet, her eyes glistening with tears.


    “I’ve never been more serious about anything in my life. Marry me.” Cupping her face in both his hands, he nuzzled her, brushing his lips against hers in a sweet, lingering kiss, desperate to make her see what she meant to him. “I love you with all my heart. Say yes, little red.”


    “You’re not just doing this as some last-ditch effort?” She still looked so worried, it killed him.


    “I wouldn’t be asking you to marry me if I wasn’t completely serious about how I feel about you, Hannah. You’re my everything, so please, make me the happiest man ever and say yes.”

  


  


  


  
    


    


    Chapter Nineteen


    


    Hannah couldn’t believe this was happening. She had wanted more time, but not because she didn’t already know that she loved Jake and wanted to be with him, but because, somewhere along the line, she’d screwed up. Big time. And she’d yet to figure out how to deal with her mistake. But if Jake was asking her to marry him, then he needed to know the truth before committing to this sort of decision.


    “Jake…before this goes any further, there’s something you need to know.” Her tears spilled over, now worried that she’d gone and messed up everything between them. “I swear, I never meant for this to happen.”


    “Hey…” Still in Jake’s arms, he brushed the tears from her eyes and held her close, his brow furrowed with worry as his eyes wandered over her face, trying to figure out what was bothering her. “What’s going on, love? Does this have to do with Will?”


    Crap. The last thing she wanted was to have him thinking that something had happened between her and Will.


    “No, I swear it has nothing to do with Will.” And yet she was choking on the words, not sure how Jake would react.


    “Then what is it, little red? You know I’m here for you—no matter what.” He slipped his hand around the back of her neck and pulled her close, nuzzling her with his head bent to hers, his masculine scent filling her head.


    “Jake…I’m so sorry.” She shook her head and sucked in a ragged breath, struggling to get the words out and explain everything. “I don’t know what the hell happened. I think I must have screwed up taking my pills when Will went missing, and…I’m pregnant. I only found out a few days ago. I’m so very sorry, Jake…I feel like an idiot.”


    Jake cupped her face in his hands, his brow furrowed. “Hannah…I need to know the truth. Is it Will’s?”


    “No. I swear, Jake. I haven’t been with Will in close to a year and a half.” This was such a mess. He had to believe her. “You’re the only person I’ve been with.”


    His lips curled into a smile that reached his eyes, lighting them up from within. “All the more reason for us to get married, love.”


    “But this isn’t what you signed up for, Jake.” They hadn’t discussed getting married, let alone starting a family. Even when she’d discussed having a child with Will, things had still gotten screwed up.


    “I’ll admit, it’s a bit of a surprise but…I’ve always wanted a family, and the only way I could be happier is if you were to agree to marry me.” He kissed her slow and sweet, pushing her worries to the side. “I love you, Hannah, and having a baby together…I can’t think of a better adventure. Just please…say yes, little red.”


    She nodded and threw her arms around his neck as he held her close, finally able to breathe again without feeling like her chest was being squeezed tight in a vise. “Yes—if you’re sure.”


    “I’ve never been more sure of anything in all my life, Hannah.” He slipped the ring onto her finger and then caught her mouth in a kiss that left her light-headed, her heart overwhelmed with a happiness she never thought would be hers.


    “I love you, Jake—more than anything in the world.” She nipped at his neck and raked her teeth down his throat, as he ran his hands down her back to cup her ass, pulling her body to his, making it impossible to ignore his hard muscles, and his long cock.


    She so desperately wanted him, their weeks apart only acting to reinforce just how much she loved him, how much she’d missed him, how much he meant to her. Pushing him back against the sofa, she tugged at the button and zipper on his jeans, freeing his cock and dropping to her knees.


    He groaned as she ran her tongue up his length while stroking him, flicking the jewel of pre-cum off the head of his cock, before wrapping her lips around his girth and sucking him. “Fuck, Hannah…”


    He tangled his fingers in her hair, tightening his hold on her as he slowly thrust into her mouth. Teasing him with her tongue, she took him deeper with each pass, her pace already brisk after being apart for so long.


    “That’s so fucking good, little red—but this isn’t how I want to come.” He pulled his cock free of her mouth as she moaned in protest and he got her up onto her feet. Slipping his hands under her t-shirt, he pulled off her panties and then, with his strong hands on her waist, he lifted her up and lowered her down onto his thick cock, as he leaned back on the sofa. “That’s it, sweetheart. I want to see you come. It’s been too fucking long…”


    Straddling him with her knees on the arm of the sofa for support, she wrapped her arms around his neck, biting her bottom lip as she took him in. He was so fucking gorgeous with his dark messy hair and eyes the color of warm brandy, her heart couldn’t help but hitch. “I love you, Jake. More than anything.”


    “I love you too, little red. I always have—and I always will. Always.” Palming her ass with both hands, he shifted her up and down his hard length as she rocked her hips to take him, her swollen clit rubbing against him as he caught her mouth in a kiss, his tongue dancing over hers. She was already so close to coming with his hard cock stretching her tight, and their pace frenzied from their time apart. “Fuck…I’m so close, Hannah. That’s it…just like that.”


    He was thrusting up into her, nipping at her neck, her shoulder, the flicker of pain heightening her pleasure. Her skin pebbled with her oncoming orgasm, every nerve in her body electrified with the building pressure, as she bit back her needy moans. “Jake…”


    “I’ve got you, little red.” He kissed her, his mouth hard on hers as he pounded into her, when he slipped a slick finger against the bud of her ass. The extra sensation was enough to push her over the edge. He swallowed her cries with his kisses, her body quivering in his arms as he joined her with a primal grunt, his cock buried deep inside her as it pulsed in his release, filling her with his hot cum as he milked her orgasm from her body with his last few thrusts. “I love you, Hannah. I can’t wait to get married—and just so you know, I want a dozen little kids running around the place.”


    She had to laugh, her head bent to his. “I don’t know about a dozen, but I might be able to manage a few.”

  


  


  


  
    


    


    Chapter Twenty


    


    Jake watched Hannah’s nimble fingers make quick work of his bowtie, wishing they could just stay in for the night so he could ravage her again. Instead, he’d promised Marshall they’d attend a black-tie event hosted by Clio. Though Marshall ran the company, Jake and his siblings were all investors, and the event was for a good cause, to benefit a local women’s shelter.


    “You look awfully handsome, you know.” Hannah’s lips kicked up into a sultry smile as she went up onto her toes and nuzzled him, making his cock hard as he ached to have her. She looked stunning in her pale turquoise gown, with the silk chiffon draped to show off her curves but still look elegant, while the color played up her red hair and aqua eyes.


    “And you look downright gorgeous, which is why I don’t want to stay at this thing any longer than I have to. I’m desperate to get you back here, and naked.” He stole a quick kiss, and turned her into his arms, holding her to him from behind so he could run a gentle hand over the slight swell of her belly. He still couldn’t believe this was now his reality, couldn’t believe that he could be so lucky.


    She was five months along now, and had moved in with him right after their engagement two and a half months ago, making him the happiest man alive. Even better was the fact that she’d gotten Will to sign the divorce papers, which meant they were free to move on with their lives—free to get married.


    The event was well attended, and Jake got to meet up with not only his brothers, but the Rykers, who had made generous contributions to the shelter. Hannah and Emma had become friends over the last month or two and were off chatting, while he checked in with Marshall. “Congrats. You did an amazing job putting this together.”


    Marshall shrugged, as his gaze wandered the room, looking distracted. “Luckily, I had plenty of help, though my assistant is moving to Texas, so I’m shit out of luck come the first of the month.”


    Yet, there seemed to be more bothering his brother—when he saw the reason for Marshall’s agitation. “Fuck…I knew Claire would show up to cause trouble.”


    Marshall’s divorce to Claire was nowhere near as amicable as Hannah and Will’s had been, and things were only getting nastier between Marshall and his ex. Claire may have cheated on Marshall, but she was still trying to pin the blame on him, citing neglect for the long hours Marshall had worked to get Clio running and profitable.


    “I don’t know why she’s here, but I doubt anything good’s going to come of it. If you’ll excuse me, I need to get to her before she makes a scene and ruins the event. The press are still here, and I want them focused on the good we’re doing, rather than playing into Claire’s hands and splashing our fucked-up relationship all over the front page.” With his jaw clenched tight, Marshall made a straight line for Claire, who was already heading in his direction. But if he had any hope of ushering her towards the nearest exit before too many people took notice, she clearly had other plans.


    Claire slapped Marshall hard enough to have heads turning, as tears streamed down her face. “You’re a fucking bastard. I’m not going to let you get away with this. I was at your side when you started this company, so don’t you dare think I’m going to let you cut me out of it. Oh, and another thing. I’m pregnant—and it’s yours. But if you think you’re ever going to get to see our child, then you can guess again.”


    Marshall looked stunned—and devastated—but Claire wasn’t hanging around. She’d struck her blow, and was making her exit, shrugging out of Marshall’s grasp as he tried to get some answers. Jake crossed to his brother’s side, and with a hand on his arm, pulled him away, knowing Claire would do nothing but cause more trouble. “Come on, man…let her go. No good will come of it. Besides—you guys separated six months ago, and there’s no way she’s six months pregnant.”


    Marshall shook his head, cursing under his breath. “Fuck…three months ago, she stopped by the house, upset…and I guess we had a drink or two…”


    Jake groaned, not wanting to believe his brilliant brother had been so stupid. “So you’re telling me that Claire could actually be pregnant with your child.”


    “I don’t think so, but…” Marshall ran his hands down his face, ignoring the whispers that were now rumbling through the room. “I honestly don’t know. That night’s a bit of a blur.”


    “What did she do? Roofie you?” Jake couldn’t help but compare his surprise pregnancy to his brother’s, and think how different they were. Jake had truly been ecstatic to find out that Hannah was pregnant, but with the wrong person and under the wrong circumstances, it could turn into a life-altering nightmare.


    Marshall hung his head and gave it a shake as if trying to clear it. “I don’t know…maybe she did.”


    ***


    Jake pulled Hannah close, his arms wrapped around her as the limo drove them home. She looked up at him, the dim light in the vehicle catching the worry in her eyes. “Do you think your brother will be okay?”


    “I don’t know, love. Marshall doesn’t like surprises and though he’d love to have a family, things between him and Claire are a nightmare. And truth be told, they were never good together.” He let out a sigh, wondering not for the first time what had possessed his brother to marry her when he’d never truly seemed happy. He gave her a crooked smile, hoping to lighten her mood. “I can only imagine that she must have some sort of magic pussy or gives mind-blowing head.”


    Though Hannah let out a little laugh, she still seemed distracted and worried. “Jake…”


    When she tried to pull out of his arms, he suddenly realized the problem. “Hannah—my situation and Marshall’s are nothing alike. I love you—and I couldn’t possibly be happier about having a baby and getting married.”


    She shifted out of his arms to look at him, though she tangled her fingers with his, her hands feeling so small and vulnerable in his. “And you don’t feel like I’ve somehow trapped you into something you may not have been ready for?”


    “I’ve been waiting years to have a life with you, to have you in my arms, to be able to call you mine. And the baby may have been unexpected, but it’s brought another joy to my life, Hannah. I can’t wait to be a father, to be there to take care of you and our baby.” Hannah was his everything—his heart, his soul, his happiness. “I love you, little red. Never doubt that.”


    She slipped her arms around his neck, and kissed him, her lips soft and sweet. “I love you too, Jake. You and this baby are my whole world—and I’ve never been happier.”


    It was hard to believe his life had changed so drastically in so little time, but for the first time in his life, Jake was truly happy and content. If only he could say the same for Marshall…


    THE END


    *** I hope you enjoyed Ravage and Surrender. Marshall’s story, Passion and Surrender, the next book in The Billionaire’s Temptation, is now available for pre-order on all major venues and will be released in May 2015. For updates, please sign up for my newsletter via my website, and as always, reviews are greatly appreciated, if you’re so inclined. — Best, Cali ***
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