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        Mermaid Winery, Norfolk, Virginia

        Thursday, 7:22 p.m. Daylight Saving Time

      

      

      SEX, MURDER AND PHOTOGRAPHY were Ashton Wolfe’s passions. Unfortunately, due to little things like murder being against the law, and because of work and travel, photography had been the only thing he’d been doing lately. He hoped tonight would rectify that.

      “Ash, don’t you look handsome.” Nadine Marx, the local human-interest reporter who’d written a story about him two months ago, approached. Her short blond hair highlighted her eyes and cheekbones. When Ashton had first met her, he’d wanted to perform all three of his passions. But ‘Nads’, as some of the guys called her, was a little too pushy and ballsy for his taste. Plus, he kind of liked her too much to end her life. Which was one of the other reasons he’d agreed to play bachelor at her charity auction. “Do you have your mask?” she asked, eyeing his tuxedo.

      He dangled it from his fingertip.

      “Excellent.” She hooked her arm through his. “I know you eccentric, brooding artist types like to have an uber-enigmatic air about yourselves, but do you think you could be a little social and pretend you’re having fun?”

      He wasn’t brooding or enigmatic. He was a serial killer, who preferred to not have friends nosing into his business. But he supposed he could pretend for her. After all, she was giving him his next victim—unknowingly, of course. Plus, he liked dogs and Healing Heroes—the non-profit organization that trained rescue dogs for veterans with PTSD—was where the charity money would be donated.

      He released an exaggerated sigh. “I guess I can fake it,” he said with a smile.

      He joined the others, had his photograph taken with them, then slipped the mask over his eyes. The women bidding weren’t necessarily buying the men, they were buying themselves dates for the weekend. Because of his fascination with the macabre, for his weekend date, which would begin tomorrow, he’d booked adjoining suites at Abernathy Manor, an allegedly haunted mansion located in Williamsburg, Virginia. Nadine had scoffed when he’d told her this. Worried that the idea of sleeping with ghosts might turn off the bidders, she’d asked him to choose a different location. Intrigued by any woman who shared his interest in death, he’d refused. But he had told Nads he would make sure she’d make money off him—if not from the bidder, then he’d write a check matching whichever bachelor received top dollar.

      As he and the other bachelors were ushered onto the stage, he eyed the audience. The sea of women had his stomach tightening with anticipation. One of these unlucky ladies would be dead soon, and eventually their portrait would join those of the many others he’d killed over the past decade.

      The auctioneer began his spiel, starting with the rock star, McKenna Low, who was offering a weekend in Colorado. The women loved that, along with the other venues being offered. As the auction went on, Ashton ignored the auctioneer’s rapid-fire words and focused on the crowd, his gaze shifting from one woman to the next. They varied in age, shape and size. Some were stunningly beautiful and would make fantastic portraits, but they weren’t right for him. His woman had to have the right eyes. That was what drew him, and what he enjoyed photographing once they’d died.

      The first time he’d killed a woman, it had been by accident. He’d been twenty-five and traveling through Spain when he’d met Elena, a sexy French woman, who had been nearly twenty years older than him. Her eyes had fascinated him. They were so pale blue, he’d wondered if she had albinism and dyed her hair black. The black curls between her thighs had made it clear she was not an albino, though. Elena liked her men young and enjoyed kinky sex, which, at that time, he’d had yet to experience. Fortunately, he’d always been a fast and eager learner, and had done everything she’d asked.

      One night, when he’d been deep inside her, she’d told him to wrap his hand around her throat and fuck her harder. As he’d done what she’d requested, he’d stared into those eyes, had become hypnotized by them to the point where he hadn’t notice how she’d clawed at his skin. Then those almost translucent eyes had widened in shock, in horror…just as the life had drained from them. It had been a beautiful sight, and as he’d photographed her afterward, he wondered what those eyes had seen just before death had claimed her.

      “Onto Bachelor Number Six,” the auctioneer called, taking him away from Elena and back to the present.

      He’d been so deep in thought, he hadn’t realized he’d been staring into the bewitching eyes of a woman wearing an emerald dress. Even if she didn’t bid for him, he would find a way to get close to her. He needed to know the exact shade of green her eyes were, and if they were worthy enough to have her join his other portraits.

      “Ladies, the winning bidder will join our bachelor for a weekend at Abernathy Manor, a haunted mansion in Williamsburg, where you will sleep and dine with specters, and explore the eerie landscape during a spooky ghost tour. Who’s ready to start the bidding?”

      A hush came over the crowd. Abernathy Manor was steeped in history and mystery, and many people had died there—not always naturally—since its 1725 construction. He didn’t care that none of the women were jumping at the chance to spend the weekend with him there. He only wanted one. While no one said a word, he continued to hold the gaze of the lady in emerald. Then her full red lips curved into a small alluring grin.

      Ivy Ellis hadn’t had butterflies infuse her belly for more than two years, and Bachelor Number Six was the cause of them now. She needed to make him hers for the weekend, maybe even longer.

      Most women might think it was creepy to have a man stare at them as if they were his prey. On any other day, she might agree. But there was something in the bachelor’s gaze that called to her, invited her. She couldn’t put her finger on what it was, but knew she had to discover what lay beneath this man’s mask. Besides, she loved being scared, loved horror movies and books, and anything supernatural. She also loved a man with a beard. His wasn’t lumberjack-long, but neatly trimmed, and she’d bet it would be soft against her inner thighs.

      When his mouth slid into the tiniest of smiles, she raised her hand. “I bid two thousand dollars.”

      Female murmurs rose through the crowd as the auctioneer gaped at her. Let them look and stare. She’d lost her brother in Afghanistan six years ago and had planned to make a donation to Healing Heroes even if she didn’t land a date.

      The auctioneer glanced to a blonde with a short pixie cut. The woman, who was running the auction, gave him a quick nod and the man turned to the crowd. “Sold!”

      The brunette next to Ivy nudged her arm. “You could’ve gotten him for five bucks.”

      “Yeah,” the brunette’s skinny friend added, “no one wants a date like that. I heard that place is seriously haunted.”

      Ivy finally looked away from the bachelor to stare at the women around her. Shut the fuck up and don’t talk to me sat on the tip of her tongue. The only women she’d ever truly liked were her mom and grandma— but unfortunately, they had passed on many years ago. Because of horrible experiences with female friends, she preferred the company of men or to be alone. However, instead of telling the bitches off, she gave them her sweetest smile. “This room is filled with so much pussy, it’s turned everyone but me into one,” she said, then left them with their mouths hanging open so she could find the restroom and check her lipstick.

      By the time she’d finished, the final bachelor had been sold and the men were about to take off their masks. As the short-haired blonde revealed and introduced the bachelors, part of her didn’t want her man to remove his mask. She liked how it made him seductively mysterious. The other part couldn’t wait to see who was taking her away for the weekend. During the past two years, the men she’d dated had all ended up being duds. The only one who’d had any interest in marriage had been the one guy who—unbeknownst to her—had been using her to cheat on his wife. That had been one of the reasons she’d come here tonight. She wanted to find someone who was marriage material. Since online dating hadn’t been working, she figured taking an unconventional route could be a fun and possibly successful way to meet her soulmate. Even if nothing happened after their weekend together ended, the man in the mask’s hungry gaze, which kept drifting to hers, promised he would take care of the cobwebs in her vagina and that she would go home satisfied.

      When the blonde approached Bachelor Number Six, her heart rate quickened and she held her breath. Incredibly tall and muscular, with dark hair and that sexy beard, she suspected her date was good looking. Although, with her luck in love, he might be missing a nose.

      “And this hunk of a bachelor,” the blonde began, “is the world-renowned photographer, Ashton Wolfe.”

      When he removed his mask, his sole focus was on Ivy, and she thanked God she’d not only bid on him, but that he had a nose to match his handsome face. Before she went to him to introduce herself, she turned to the brunette and skinny girl. “I bet you two wish you’d bid for him now. Because while you’re giving yourself facials this weekend, I’m going to pretend to be scared and find my way into that man’s bed.”

      And maybe his heart.

      As butterflies danced in her belly, she beelined for him. His long strides were quick and sure as he did the same, and when they finally came together, she offered her hand. He took it, and with his intense, gunmetal gray eyes never wavering from hers, he kissed it. “Ash Wolfe,” he said.

      Her cheeks heated. Her nipples hardened and her sex ached for his touch. She cleared her throat. “Ivy Ellis.”

      “Thank you for bidding on me,” he said, still holding her hand. He had big strong hands and she could easily picture them caressing her body, pressing into her, making her come.

      “Your date was an unusual choice. You had to know you were taking a risk.”

      He guided her toward the French doors leading to the outdoor gardens. Along the way, he snagged two glasses of white wine. “I’m unusual and not a fan of average. I was hoping to meet a woman who was likeminded.” He handed her a glass. “Have I?”

      When her grandma had discovered her secrets before she’d died, she’d told Ivy she wasn’t an average girl. She was abnormal. But Ash didn’t need to know what her batty old granny had thought. Why was it abnormal to love having a case of the butterflies, or to love love and the idea of marriage? “Most people would say I’m average looking. I have an average job doing medical transcriptions and live in an average home. But I do love when things go bump in the night, mysteries and the unknown. So why don’t we spend the weekend together and find out if I’m too ordinary for you?”

      He grinned as they sat on a bench near a hardy lilac shrub that gave off a wonderfully sweet fragrance. “All I have to do is look into your eyes to know there’s nothing ordinary about you.” He studied her face, her hair, her lips and throat, where she wore a simple gold chain with an even simpler charm. “You’re a beautiful woman and I’m looking forward to getting to know you.”

      Her cheeks warmed again. “Me, too.”

      He gently tapped his glass against hers. “Cheers to us and a fun weekend. I have a feeling it’s going to be a life-changing experience for both of us.”

      Maybe it was the moonlight, but she swore his eyes took on a sinful glint as he watched her over his wine glass. The hair at her nape prickled a warning. She ignored her intuition. After all, she liked a good scare and to be sinfully bad. If this guy could give her both, and eventually an engagement ring, then she’d just met the man of her dreams.
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        Abernathy Manor, Williamsburg, Virginia

        Friday, 3:38 p.m. Daylight Saving Time

      

      

      FROM THE WINDING road, the imposing Abernathy Manor came into view. As Ash drove his Mercedes SUV, Ivy studied the red brick, two-story, L-shaped, Georgian-style mansion. On the lawn in front of the house sat a few cannons with large wheels. Near the giant front porch were several wagons. There were even men and women walking around dressed in Civil War-era clothing. She wasn’t into that sort of thing and had no interest in watching people play the roles of those who’d died during that time period. Besides, according to the website, the manor had been built in the early 1700s. Why only give the Civil War people props? Not that she cared. Yes, she loved history and the idea of staying at a haunted place, but she was more interested in her companion than phantoms that probably didn’t exist.

      “What do you think?” Ash asked as he parked.

      “Very cool.” More men and women dressed in costumes walked onto the neatly trimmed grass. “Is there going to be a reenactment?”

      “I hope not. I mean,” he quickly amended, “it’d be interesting to watch. And I know you mentioned you like history.”

      She grinned and touched his arm. “I hope not, too.”

      He released a breath and gave her a wry smile. “I want to impress you. I also don’t want to fake that I like things to do that.”

      “Honesty impresses me, so don’t fake anything. One thing you’ll learn quickly about me is that I’m very direct. You’ll be the first to know if I don’t like something.”

      He chuckled as they exited the car and met around its backend. “I figured that out during the drive here, which was nice, by the way. It’s easy to talk to you. During most first dates, women tend to give me a laundry list of their lives, instead of letting the past come out naturally. Or they pretend to be interested in my work.”

      “Since I’m not like most women, you might be in for a few surprises.”

      His eyes darkened as they drifted to her lips. “I’m intrigued.” He reached over and touched her sunglasses. “Mind if I remove these for a sec?”

      She would have done it herself if he’d asked, but she wanted him near her. He smelled so good: clean and fresh like a bar of soap. “Sure. But why?”

      “So I can see your eyes in the sunlight.” Holding her sunglasses while he held her gaze, his mouth slid into a smile. “Last night during the auction, I noticed your eyes matched the emerald green of your dress. In the moonlight, they reminded me of a cat’s glowing eyes. They were beautifully unearthly. Now, though, they’re…”

      As he tried to replace the sunglasses, she held his wrist and searched his gaze. “Say it,” she said, her tone more demanding than she’d intended, but she wanted to know. Did they no longer interest him? Had they turned the boring, average, hazelish color that they often did, depending on what she wore or the lighting?

      He grazed his finger along her cheek. “The range and shades of greens are so enchanting, I’m afraid if I look too long, I’ll drown in them.”

      Okay, this guy just might be too much for her. She loved being romanced and complimented, but this type of sappy, poetic drivel had always been lost on her. His lines sounded rehearsed, phony and like utter bullshit. “I see,” she said, disappointed in him. She’d really wanted him to be “the one”.

      Frowning, he took a step back. “Did I say something wrong?”

      “Nope. I’m sure those practiced lines work very well for you. But honestly, they’re not necessary for me. I do want you to think I’m attractive, even beautiful, but please don’t use lines you’ve used on other women.”

      Instead of being hurt or taking offense, curiosity lit his gaze and the corner of his mouth turned up in a half grin. “I don’t need to use lines. If I want to fuck a woman, I only need to suggest it. And if that’s all you want, we can check into our rooms, get at it, then call it a weekend.”

      Good. He could be just as direct as her. “That’s not all I want from you. I’m sorry. That was rude of me. I’m not used to those sorts of compliments. I’m used to men taking what they want from me, then leaving.”

      He moved closer, invading her space. She loved how big he was, how he eclipsed the warm May sun and sent a shiver down her spine. “Anything I say to you will be the truth. I don’t lie. And I don’t use people. I’m nothing like the men you’ve known.”

      The intensity in his eyes should have disturbed her because it was too soon for him to look at her as if he actually cared. Desire, sure. She understood that. After all she wasn’t ugly. But they’d just met last night. Granted, they’d ended up talking for hours, and, of course they had chatted away during the hour’s drive from Norfolk to Williamsburg. Still, he shouldn’t look at her as if he adored and cherished her. She loved that he did, though. The electricity between them thrilled her and gave her hope.

      Years ago, Grandma had told her there was no such thing as love at first sight, yet Mom had claimed that when she’d met Dad, she’d known the instant he looked at her that she would marry him. And the moment Ash had looked at her from the stage last night, she’d known it could be Kismet, that he could be her future. Destiny had caused the wind to blow the charity auction ad off a boutique window so it had landed at her feet. Fate had had her looking into that same boutique’s window and staring at the stunning emerald dress she’d ended up wearing. And now she was staring into the eyes of a man whose nearness gave her butterflies, whose smile spread warmth throughout her body, and whose gaze made her heart skip a beat.

      She reached up and rested her palm along his soft beard. “I believe you,” she finally said, meaning it. “And I also don’t lie or use people.”

      He turned his head slightly and kissed her palm. “I think you might be trouble.”

      “Oh? Why’s that?”

      “I haven’t even kissed you yet, but I already have a feeling once I do, you’re going to have a hard time getting rid of me.”

      She twined her arms around his neck as if she had the right, and as if they’d been together for years. “Then I guess I won’t need the handcuffs and chloroform I planned to use to kidnap you so I can keep you locked in my attic.”

      His smile filled her palm. “Looking for a sex slave?”

      “I’m looking for a good solid man who I can trust and love,” she said, and didn’t care if it was too much, or that his smile fell. What she’d just told him was the truth, and if knowing she was on the market for a man and searching for a real relationship had him rethinking this weekend, that was okay. She would rather know where she truly stood with men, this one in particular, than have her heart broken. “Who knows? If you’re lucky, you might be that man.”

      If he were lucky? God, the woman was incredible. He might lock her in his attic. Keep her. Love her. Fuck her. Photograph her. Let her live. He didn’t know what it was about Ivy, but she had him more than intrigued. Deep in his gut, he knew he should pretend he had a sudden case of the flu, then lock himself in his suite for the weekend, take her home Sunday and forget he’d ever met her. She wasn’t the type of woman he usually dated or killed. Those tended to be sophisticated, sometimes worldly women who were looking for hot sex and excitement, not love or a husband. He certainly wasn’t husband material. On the surface, perhaps. But, beneath it all, beat a cold black heart that pumped poisonous blood through his veins. It fed into his brain, made him lust for the kill, for the power he held over life and death. And right now, his infected brain and black heart weren’t so sure they wanted Ivy Ellis dead.

      Because she would probably expect it, he smiled and placed his hands on the small of her back. “I was fortunate that you were the winning bidder, so I’m feeling like luck might be on my side.” What the hell? Why not bring on all the charm? It didn’t matter if he said too much or led her to believe they might possibly be meant for each other. One of two things could come of it… She’d be dead within a week, or he could keep her around until he was done with her.

      “Don’t forget, I was the only bidder.”

      “Like I said, luck was on my side.”

      An explosion echoed off the manor. Ivy jumped and pressed her body against his. She had curves in all the right places. Soft, generous ones. The kind he could hold onto as he buried himself inside her.

      “Looks like they’re doing a reenactment after all.” He could let her go now but wasn’t ready. Her scent reminded him of the lilac bush they’d sat next to last night, and he wanted it all over his skin. “Do you want to go watch, or should we check into our rooms and explore this place?”

      “I’ll go with option number two.” Unfortunately, she let him go and stepped away. “Did you sign us up for the ghost tour?” she asked as he pulled their bags from the SUV. “I went online last night and searched up the manor. I read one review where the guy said he felt something grab his ankle during a tour, but no one was there. His wife thought he’d just bumped against something, but when they returned to their room and he looked at it, there were bruises in the shape of fingers around his ankle.”

      “Now I know why no one else bid for me.”

      “Their loss, my gain,” she replied, then told him what she’d said to the two women standing next to her last night and didn’t hesitate to let the “P” word fly.

      When he laughed, it sounded rusty and unused. How long had it been since he’d genuinely laughed?

      “Sorry,” she continued as they walked up the stairs to the porch. With its size it could be used as a stage for a play or ballet. “I should have at least waited a few days before swearing like that.”

      “I dropped the F-bomb in front of you. Since that wasn’t very gentlemanly of me, I should also apologize.”

      “Yeah, but the way you said it had my imagination going to a very good place.”

      He grinned and refused to stop his gaze from drifting to her breasts, which would fit nicely in his hands. “Where do you think my imagination went when you said pussy?”

      He loved the way slashes of pink formed along her flawless alabaster cheeks. He imagined how those same slashes would be after he’d made her come, saw her long thick auburn hair spilling over her shoulders, tousled and wild from his fingers, her lips swollen and red from his kisses, her eyes dark with desire.

      Desire, not death.

      Yeah, he might have to clean out the attic.

      After he’d checked them in, a woman, who was dressed in Colonial-era clothes and claiming to be Martha Washington, led them to their rooms. Ivy’s room had been painted a cheerful yellow. An imposing four-poster bed adorned with a garish canopy took up most of the room, along with a large wooden dresser. There were four doors—one to exit, another to his room and the other two led to the closet and bathroom they would share. He set her bag on the floor, then walked into his room, which had a similar-style bed, minus the canopy, and wood paneled walls. In lieu of a dresser, there was an uncomfortable-looking settee.

      “These bedrooms belonged to Beaumont and Susannah Abernathy, the original residents of Abernathy Manor,” Martha Washington said, then went on to tell them boring points about how the house had been restored to its initial state, down to the bedding and drapes. From there, she told them how badly Susannah Abernathy had treated her slaves, and how she’d had one of her attendants whipped to the point where the woman had died, but not before she’d placed a curse on the house. Legend had it that the slave had haunted Susannah and driven her insane. Then one day, Susannah had thrown herself onto the courtyard from her second-story window.

      He didn’t want a history lesson. He wanted to make Ivy’s cheeks pink.

      Meanwhile, Ivy listened without asking a single question, nodding at all the right times, but after a few moments, she smothered a yawn. “Excuse me,” she said with an apologetic smile. “This is all so interesting, but we should sneak in a nap if we’re going to stay up late for the ghost tour.”

      Martha Washington smiled. “Of course! But if you hear any creaking along your floorboards and don’t see anyone, be prepared for the window to whip open and let in a gust of air. I’ve personally never seen it happen, but we have had plenty of guests and housekeepers claim Susannah is still here, mad as a hatter, just before she kills herself. Enjoy,” she said, then left the room.

      “Why would she tell me that right after I said I was going to nap?” Ivy rolled her eyes. “Not that I believe her, but now I’ll probably freak out over every creak and groan the house makes.”

      “And since it’s close to three hundred years old, I’m sure it makes plenty of creaks.” Ash set his bag on the floor. “Would you like to trade rooms?” he asked, when he really wanted to know if she would like to share his.

      “It’ll be fine, thanks.”

      “Well, if you do get a little freaked, you know where to find me. You can sleep in my bed. I can use the settee.”

      She half laughed. “That ugly little thing? If you don’t break it, you’ll have to sleep with your legs dangling over the arms. I told you, I’ll be fine. If I’m not and I have to come to your room, you will not be sleeping on the settee.”

      Desire, dark and dangerous, stirred inside him. Arousing him, it had him wanting her scared, trembling, her green eyes flashing with fright. He wanted to see her fear, taste it as he tasted her kisses, her passion.

      Her glossy lips slid in a slow smile. “What are you thinking about? That’s the second time I saw a wicked twinkle in your eyes.”

      Yes, definitely the attic. There was room enough for a bed and dresser there. But as the thought ran through his mind, another chased after it…

      Ivy is very perceptive.

      What did he care? At this point she would either end up a prisoner in his attic or dead. The tension he’d been carrying immediately lessened, leaving him remarkably relaxed. For the first time in a decade, he could possibly be himself around this woman. He didn’t have to tell her his dark thoughts or what he’d done over the years, but he could drop the mask and let her see him, the wickedness, the stains on his soul…the longing, the loneliness.

      The room became stuffy, claustrophobic. At that moment, he realized he’d been lonely and longing for…something. Whatever that something was, as if she were a vampire, Ivy was sucking it out of him without even piercing his flesh. She was drawing it to the surface, exposing him, forcing him to take a hard look at himself—and he’d only been in her presence for a total of four hours and fifteen minutes. He didn’t know what to do with any of this. Instinct told him to kill her right now before she got inside his head and scrambled his brain.

      He slid his gaze to her delicate slender throat, to the simple gold chain and charm that hung around it. It beckoned him to move closer. He did. Instead of wrapping his hands around her neck and squeezing the breath from her body, his fingertips touched her soft skin as he lifted the tiny charm—a cluster of three small leaves

      Leaves of three, let it be.

      Poison Ivy.

      When he looked at her, she was watching him with interest, with desire. He wanted her to keep staring at him like that. Plenty of other women had, but they hadn’t been Ivy. They’d been normal. Average.

      “Who gave this to you?” he asked, still holding the charm.

      “My grandma,” she said, her eyes still sucking that something out of him, reeling him in, pulling him closer. “The day before she died four years ago. I haven’t taken it off since.”

      Grandmas were supposed to be sweet. They were supposed to bake cookies, smell like cinnamon sugar and give big warm hugs. Not that he would know. The only grandmother he’d known had been his mother’s mother, and like Mother, Grandmother had spent her days with her elitist friends, traipsing the world and going to exotic places, or in one of her cold, opulent mansions. And while Mother and Grandmother, the only family in his life, had seen to their gluttonous needs, he’d been raised by nannies and butlers and been given pats on the back instead of hugs.

      Even if she was somehow infecting his brain with strange thoughts and contaminating his black heart with unfamiliar emotions, there was nothing toxic about Ivy. “Why would she give you something symbolizing poison?”

      Her kissable lips curved into a wry smile. “She was like Susannah Abernathy, mad as a hatter. But I loved her and her twisted sense of humor, so I wear this to not only remind me of her, but to remind me to be like her.”

      “Mad as a hatter?”

      She grinned. “To be trustworthy. She was great at keeping secrets.”

      He looked to the three leaves, then let the charm fall from his fingertips. As he did, he glanced to the hollow at the base of her throat. “Why is your heart racing?”

      “Because of how close you are to me.”

      “Am I too close?”

      Her breath quickened as she stared at his mouth. “You’re not close enough.”

      His dick stirred. In another few seconds it would be painfully hard, and that worried him. The conflicting emotions running through him were too difficult to decipher and he was concerned about what he would do to her once he was buried in her heat. Would he lose control as he had with Elena? Wrap his hand around her throat, come as the life drained from her body?

      No. He was no longer twenty-five, and now had experience and maturity on his side. Plus, he wasn’t ready for her to be dead yet.

      “But I don’t want you to think less of me for saying that,” she quickly added as those sexy pink slashes stained her cheeks again. “I don’t sleep with every guy I meet, and certainly not on the first date. To be honest, although I’ve dated, I haven’t had sex in two years.”

      Two years? His erection pressed against his jeans. “How many men have there been?” he asked, even though it wasn’t any of his business. He didn’t know why, but he wanted her to be his business.

      Her eyes narrowed slightly, but there was no anger there, just curiosity. “What right do you have to ask me that question? I would never ask you. Frankly, I don’t care how many notches you have on your bedpost.”

      He leaned in and kissed the ivy leaves resting against her pulse point. His balls tightened when she shivered, then swallowed against his lips. “Because I want to be the last and only man who will ever touch you again,” he said, knowing it was the truth.

      Whether she lived or died, there would be no one else but him.
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      STUNNED INTO SILENCE, Ivy stared at Ash.

      Anything I say to you will be the truth. I don’t lie. And I don’t use people. I’m nothing like the men you’ve known.

      No, he was nothing like the men she’d known. She’d figured that out the moment their gazes had collided from across the room. He was a confident, intense individual who apparently saw something he wanted, then went for it. And he wanted her.

      I want to be the last and only man who will ever touch you again.

      But was it the truth? Had telling her he didn’t lie and wasn’t a user been the truth? If she actually had friends and was able to tell them what he’d said, and what he was saying now, they would scream, “Run! Something isn’t right with the man.” Her bellyful of butterflies said otherwise. Yes, it was too soon for him to say the things he’d said, or for him to declare he was the only man for her, but she loved it. Most men hemmed and hawed about their intentions. They couldn’t put a name to their emotions or were too scared to make an attempt. As Ash had said, he wasn’t like most men. And she agreed.

      “How can you be so certain?” she finally asked. “We’ve known each other for maybe a total of five hours. You might not like the way I kiss.”

      He cracked a small smile. “I doubt that. But to be safe, you should kiss me.”

      She’d kissed plenty of men but had only had sex with three. While she preferred her partners to be the aggressor, the idea of taking the lead sent a buzz of anticipation straight to her core. She pictured herself on top of him, riding him, setting the pace and using her body to pleasure him. Saw herself taking him into her mouth, teasing and pleasing him.

      She licked her lips and stared at his mouth. “I’ve been with three men,” she admitted.

      “Were you in love with them?”

      “I thought I was, otherwise I wouldn’t have had sex with any of them. The only reason I’m telling you something that isn’t any of your business is because I want you to understand that I don’t have sex on the first date. Or the second, for that matter. I like to ease into the physical side of a relationship, not have my partner thinking I’m easy.”

      All true, except she didn’t want to take anything slow with Ash. She wanted an explosion of butterflies.

      “Do you think I brought you here to seduce you? Fuck you for the weekend, then walk away?”

      There was something about the way he said the F word that made her sex throb. Everything the man did or said had that effect on her. “You brought me here because I was the only bidder,” she reminded him.

      “You didn’t answer the question.”

      He stood so close, his warm breath puffed against her lips. She couldn’t think straight while he invaded her space, his big body and clean scent practically surrounding her. Maybe it was time to stop thinking. She’d spent her adult life thinking and planning, mapping out her future, and yet she was still alone. She thought about how Destiny and Fate had conspired to bring her and Ash together. Was it possible the life map she’d once created had finally put her on the right road, and that road had led to him? She wouldn’t know unless she gave him—them—a chance.

      “I don’t think you brought me here for sex,” she said, and under his heated gaze, her confidence grew. “And you didn’t answer my question. How can you be certain you’ll be the last man to touch me?”

      “I just know.” His gaze took on that sinful glint again. “We just met, and yet you’re already drawing something out of me. I can’t figure out what it is, but it’s the same something that drew me to you last night. I need you to help me find out what it is or means.”

      She was struggling with the same thing. How could she be this attracted, this smitten, with a man she didn’t know? What was it about him that had her thinking about love at first sight and the possibility of a happy ever after? Although she didn’t have an answer, her head told her to be cautious. Men left.

      A knock came at the door. Neither of them flinched but remained as they’d been. Deadlocked in a strangely sexy staring contest.

      “Mr. Wolfe?” a woman asked.

      “Yes.”

      “It’s Martha Washington. I showed you and Miss Ellis your rooms. Sorry to disturb you, but I forgot to mention that the dining room opens at five and the buffet is available until seven.”

      After he thanked her, the room grew silent again. “Are you hungry?” he asked.

      Ivy shook her head.

      “Are you going to kiss me?”

      “I’m afraid of what will happen if I do,” she answered honestly. “I have two television screens in my mind. One shows us happy together, the other has a rerun of me alone and crying because I was easy and gullible, and listened to my heart instead of my head.”

      “I never liked watching reruns. And if you were easy or gullible, I would’ve talked you out of your emerald dress last night. Standing like this with you…it’s taking every ounce of willpower to keep my hands to myself. But I want us to go at your pace.”

      While his words were said with conviction, his voice was quiet, soothing, belying the tension radiating from his powerful body. No man had ever let her set the pace, and not just in bed. All of her past relationships had been on her partners’ terms, until she’d grown tired of being unhappy. Ash was giving her a gift, an opportunity, to possibly be happy again. If he continued to shower her with these types of gifts, she could end up head-over-heels in love by the time they left Williamsburg.

      “Thank you,” she said, and rose onto her tiptoes. Without touching him with any other part of her body, she brushed her lips along his, then gave him a chaste, yet lingering kiss. The moment their mouths met, a current of energy ran through her, electrocuting her butterflies, her senses. It stole her breath, and possibly her heart. As she leaned away, she met his confused gaze. “What’s wrong?”

      He touched his lips where she’d kissed him. “Not a single thing. Let’s go for a walk around the grounds and work up an appetite.”

      “I could use some fresh air,” she said, then stopped him at the door. “I know that was a simple little kiss, but was it okay?”

      “There’s nothing simple about what I’m feeling after kissing you.” His eyes darkened as he glanced to her mouth. “You’re making it very hard to be a gentleman.”

      “Then we should avoid walking in the woods.”

      He grinned. “What about the ghost tour?” he asked, opening the door. “Not only will we be in the woods, it’ll be dark.”

      “Hmm, that could be a problem. Especially if I get a little scared and need to hold onto you.”

      He took her hand and led her outside onto the giant porch, then down the steps. “I don’t have any problem with you hanging onto me. If anything, I’d be more concerned about you letting me go.”

      Was that another line? She wanted to believe he meant it, and that he didn’t lie, but past relationships made it difficult. His words were the stuff of daydreams, not reality. At least not her reality. But why couldn’t this be real? Why couldn’t his words be the truth? Who said love couldn’t be instantaneous?

      Grandma.

      But, Grandma had been insane, mad as a hatter.

      Not sure how to respond to what he’d said, she decided to change the subject. “Did you grow up in Norfolk?”

      “No, I’m originally from New York. Manhattan. But we also had homes in Vermont, California, Colorado and Florida.”

      “Also? As in at the same time, or did you move a lot?”

      “As in at the same time,” he said, his tone indifferent, cool.

      Still holding her hand, they strolled along a paved path leading them away from the mansion and the dozens of tourists and actors, and toward a gazebo. As the sun warmed her back, Ivy inhaled the sweet scent of the pink magnolia trees lining one side of the path. When they reached the gazebo, she stared at the large pasture, where sheep grazed and wild flowers bloomed.

      “You’re wealthy then?” she asked, not caring if she was being rude or if he had money or not. She had her own and wasn’t looking for someone to take care of her financially. Of course, she didn’t want to date someone who was lazy or couldn’t hold a job, either.

      “Extremely.” He walked toward the split rail fence sectioning off the pasture area. “Is that something you look for in a man?”

      “I don’t want to date a slacker, but money isn’t important to me. I have plenty. Not enough to own five houses at one time, though,” she added with a smile. “Siblings?”

      “Just me.” He leaned against a wooden post and looked at the sheep. “My dad died when I was three. I don’t remember him. Mother never remarried and had a steady string of boyfriends around to keep her busy.”

      “That had to have been uncomfortable for you.”

      “Not at all. I rarely saw her. I knew about the boyfriends because I would hear the servants gossip.”

      Confused, she studied him. “Why didn’t you see your mom?”

      “If I was in Manhattan, she would go to one of our other homes. If she decided she wanted to be a New Yorker for a few weeks, she’d send me from the Manhattan home to one of the others.”

      Talking about his mother had his spine becoming straighter and straighter, his tone cooler, almost icy. She couldn’t blame him. “You hate her, don’t you?”

      “It seems like a lot of wasted energy to hate someone who’s dead. Besides, I can’t blame Mother for not knowing how to raise a child. My grandmother treated her the same way. She didn’t know any different.” He faced her. “You look upset.”

      “I am. You were robbed of your childhood and teen years.”

      He glanced to the grass. “Those were good years.”

      “No lying,” she reminded him.

      With a sigh, he met her gaze. “I don’t want to talk about this. It’s in the past and no longer matters.”

      “Sure it does. The past shapes us. If you don’t want to talk about it, though, then don’t.”

      He took her hand again. “I wasn’t lying. There were a few good years. When I was seven, I thought for sure Mother was going to marry her boyfriend, Joseph. She even introduced me to him and let me stay at the house with them for the entire summer. Joseph must’ve realized she was a cold-hearted bitch because, by the time I was supposed to start school, he left. Without a word, he snuck out of the house during the middle of the night. Mother was devastated, too devastated to stay in New York with her son, so she went to California and found a new man.”

      She squeezed his hand. “I’m sorry. You don’t have to say anything else. It’s none of my business.” But she was glad he’d told her because it gave her a better understanding of him. Here was a man who’d been bounced from house to house, which meant he’d been either tutored or always going to a different school. In both cases, he wouldn’t have had many—if any—friends. And if Mother had never been around, who’d taught him about love?

      “I asked how many men you’ve had sex with, and that’s none of my business. So, go ahead and ask away.”

      She looked at their joined hands. “Who hugged and kissed you goodnight?”

      “My nanny was more of a mother to me than my own. She was a nice lady and was the one who gave me affection.”

      Although relieved someone had cared, his story made her sad. Angry, too. Children shouldn’t be ignored, but be treated with kindness and love.

      “What about you?” he asked. “Where are you from?”

      “Dayton, Ohio. But I’ve also lived in St. Louis and Atlanta. I moved to Norfolk a little over two years ago.”

      “I moved there around the same time. I’ve been thinking of making another move, but you might’ve changed my mind.”

      Because she hadn’t adjusted well to Norfolk, she’d also been considering a new city and state. “Depending on where you were thinking, maybe I’ll help you unchange it. I have no roots in Virginia,” she said, her tone teasing, even though she wasn’t. If things went well between them, she could do her job from anywhere.

      “I haven’t decided, but I was thinking of heading somewhere out west. I have a publisher who’d like to put together a book of my photos. I’d love to do a western collection.”

      “I love that idea.”

      “Of moving with me?” he asked, with an adorably sexy, crooked grin.

      “I don’t even know if you snore yet.”

      “I don’t.”

      “Oh? Have past girlfriends told you this?” she asked, fishing for information. What if this—the lines, the sprint into a serious relationship and all the talk about wanting to be her only one—was his usual method of operation? If he moved frequently, for all she knew, he could have a fiancée in every port.

      “There haven’t been any girlfriends.”

      “What? Seriously?”

      “I told you, I don’t lie. I have sex with women, and I don’t date them more than a few times.” He gave her a rueful smile. “Saying that out loud makes me sound like a real creep, huh?”

      She put an inch space between her index finger and thumb. “A little, but at least you’re an honest creep. Most men would’ve lied.”

      He laughed. “I’m glad I’ve got that going for me,” he said, his smile faltering. “And I guess you’re probably wondering why a guy like me, who’s had no interest in relationships, and who has never committed himself to anyone, is suddenly hell bent on convincing you to be his.”

      The hair on her arms rose as goose bumps coated her skin. The butterflies returned, and a wave of giddiness had her swaying toward him. “I didn’t realize that’s what you were doing.”

      “I was a neglected only child who was given whatever he wanted. I wasn’t taught to share, to obey rules or play well with others. I figured those things out on my own, but I can still be the child. When I see something I want, it becomes mine. When I saw you, one of the first words that popped in my head was ‘mine’.”

      Yes, it was a good thing she had no friends. They would most definitely tell her to run in the other direction. Based on what she knew about Ash, she suspected he would be possessive, and maybe domineering. He had an aggressive personality and she wouldn’t be surprised if he had a jealous streak. The men in her past had always set the tone for their relationship, but this guy would be different. Because this time, she would be his equal.

      “That’s a coincidence,” she said. “Because when I saw you, the first words that popped into my head were, ‘I’m going to make him mine.’”

      She gasped when he hauled her against his chest. Loving the heat and hunger in his eyes, she was thankful he hadn’t bothered with sunglasses.

      “If you don’t kiss me within the next two seconds, I promise I’ll not be a gentleman,” he said, his voice rough as his gaze slid to her mouth.

      “What if it’s a promise I’d like to have you keep?”

      He glanced to where the tourists were, then back to her. “Those people are going to get an eyeful of my ass. Because I want to bend you over and take you right here. Right now.”

      There was no amusement in his eyes, no hint he was joking. Instead there were promise, longing and lust. Her nipples hardened and she had the urge to rub her body against his. “I’m tempted to have you make good on your promise, but there’s something you should know about me. I wasn’t a neglected only child who was given whatever she wanted. And although I was taught to share, obey rules and play well with others, I choose not to and do what I want. Since, in my mind, I made you mine, no one but me will see your bare ass.”

      He lifted her, then set her on top of the fence rail. “Then you better kiss me. Your two seconds have come and gone.”

      She could hear her grandma’s voice. “Don’t do it, Ivy. This is dangerous. The man ain’t right in the head.” If that was indeed true, she didn’t care. She was used to crazy. Her family had a history of mental illness that had included both her mom and grandma, so chances were, she wasn’t right in the head, either.

      After she told Grandma to leave her be, she wrapped her legs around his lower back and her arms around his neck, then pulled him closer. He rested his hands along her hips. When his mouth was almost on hers, she held his gaze and brushed her lips against his. Then she used her teeth and gave his bottom lip a gentle tug. His eyes turned carnal, his grip possessive. Yet he showed no intention of taking over.

      Good. He was keeping his promise, letting her set the pace.

      Deciding this man was worthy of her trust, worth risking her heart, she licked the spot she’d nipped, then she kissed him.
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      ASH’S SELF-CONTROL WAS threadbare. As Ivy pressed her soft lips against his, he wanted to take over, imprint himself on her, mark her, brand her, kiss her in a way to let her know he hadn’t lied. Whether she liked it or not, she was now his. No other man would ever touch her, he would kill anyone who ever tried.

      He let her coax his lips apart. Held still as she tentatively traced her tongue along his, tasted him, learned the contours of his mouth. Slowly, gently, she kissed him, drove him fucking crazy with the urge to grab a fistful of her hair and devour her lips. His body vibrated with tension, with the need to control. When she deepened the kiss, swept then curled her tongue around his, he gripped her hips tighter to keep himself from touching more of her. Not because they were where anyone could see them, but because he’d promised to let her take the lead. Hell if he’d make that promise again. If he had it his way—which he eventually would—they’d be in his room, naked and coming.

      More aroused than he could ever remember, his dick pressed hard against the fly of his jeans. Soon.

      Her breath fanned against his damp lips as she kissed the corner of his mouth. When he opened his eyes and met her gaze, icy fingers tiptoed up his spine. That unknown something returned, this time with a sledgehammer. It pounded against his heart, which beat too fast, and cracked it open a little wider. Even if an army of ghosts suddenly surrounded them, he couldn’t look away. Her affectionate eyes held trust and desire, respect and patience. For a decade, his favorite look in a woman’s eyes had been fear. After tasting Ivy’s lips and being looked at in a way that made him believe she genuinely liked him, he wasn’t sure how fear would look on her, or if he wanted to know.

      “How badly do you want to kiss me?” she asked, toying with the hair along the back of his head. “Your shoulders are incredibly tense and the V on your forehead keeps getting deeper and deeper.”

      “There are no words to describe what I want,” he replied honestly. He really didn’t know. Sex was obvious, but what to truly do with her?

      Kill her? Keep her?

      “Try.”

      With the way she continued to look at him, he doubted he could deny her anything. “I don’t want you to stop looking at me the way you are.”

      “How’s that?”

      “As if you like and care about me.”

      Her expression grew thoughtful. “Do the women you sort of date…are they interested in you, or the famous, sexy photographer?”

      He’d never cared to know until now. “Those women meant nothing to me. If they used me, it didn’t matter. I used them, too.” And there were several of them he’d killed. “Which Ash interests you?”

      “The one holding me.”

      Yes, the attic would be a good home for her. To add to her comfort, he’d also have a bathroom and kitchenette installed.

      “Good,” he said. “Because that’s who won’t let you go.”

      “How can you know this when you don’t know me.”

      As he gripped her hips tighter, she gasped and winced slightly. “Call it intuition or whatever you want, I just know. And before you ask, I’ve never wanted to keep a woman with me.” No, he’d spent his time trying to figure out what to do with their dead bodies.

      She kissed him again. Nothing hot and sexy, but playful, affectionate, familiar. “That makes me happy. I don’t want to run into exes who once meant something to you. I’m not normally a jealous person, but you make me greedy.”

      “Greedy?”

      “Mm-hm.” She kissed him again. “I want you all to myself,” she said, grazing her mouth against his. As she deepened the kiss, the dinner bell clanked in the distance. She grinned against his lips. “I almost forgot where we are.”

      He hadn’t and would never forget this moment, no matter what he did with her. He would never forget the adoration and trust in her eyes, the taste of her lips, her scent or the way the sun highlighted her hair. Even if he’d lost his mind, he doubted he could forget her words. No one had ever declared that he belonged to them or had wanted him all to themselves. Greedy had been an odd way to describe what she was feeling, but he liked it. That one word had him wondering what she would do should she have a cause to be jealous. How far would she go to keep what was hers? Would her eyes flash with molten rage? Would pink slashes cross her cheeks when her temper was high? Would she cut another woman down with barbed-wire-laced words, or would she grip the woman by the throat and threaten her with bodily harm?

      His dick throbbed for release at that last thought, and a fresh idea. Because he’d never thought he would find his soulmate—he’d need a soul for that—this intriguing idea had never occurred to him. Now that it was there, he pictured Ivy’s soft hands around the throat of another woman, gazing into that dying woman’s eyes and sucking the life from her.

      She slid her hands from his shoulders to cup his face. “Did I say too much?” she asked, and he hated the uncertainty in her eyes. Nothing would be too much with her, which meant he should probably make sure the attic had satellite television and plenty of books to entertain her.

      “You said everything just right. But you don’t have to say anything at all. Your kiss tells me what I need to know.” When the pink slashes returned, he kissed each of her cheeks. “Let’s go eat.”

      By the time they’d reached the dining area which had once been used as a ballroom, the line for the buffet had dwindled. After filling their plates, they occupied an empty table in the corner. Instead of sitting across from each other, he pulled his chair next to hers, boxing her against the corner wall and table. He wanted to be near her, to accidentally brush his arm or legs against hers and to let every person in the room know that she was off limits and his.

      As they ate, they did something he normally loathed…they played the getting-to-know you game. But instead of zoning out and pretending to care, he hung onto and memorized every one of her words. Because he did care. He cared about what made this woman complex and interesting. She told him about growing up in the suburbs with her brother, Reed, and how during her sophomore year of college she’d transferred from the University of Cincinnati to the University of Missouri, where she’d graduated with a degree in education.

      “After two years of teaching, I realized I didn’t really like kids, so I quit.” She set her fork aside to reach for her glass of water. “I was done living in the St. Louis area anyway and ready for a change.”

      “Is that when you moved to Atlanta?”

      “I went back to Dayton first. My grandma was very ill and I wanted to help my mom take care of her. After she passed away, I felt guilty for wanting to leave again, so I stuck around for my mom.”

      Guilt was a wasted emotion. He understood the concept but had no use for it. He couldn’t imagine worrying about his mother’s feelings. By the time he’d turned six, he thought of her as nothing more than one of those plaster mannequins he’d seen in a store window.

      “Where was your dad?” he asked.

      She shrugged. “Dead, I suppose. When I was twelve, he and my grandpa left early one Saturday morning to go fishing. They never came back. Police found Dad’s car a week later. Someone had driven it into the lake where they’d been fishing. But they never found their bodies or any evidence of foul play. Five years later, both my mom and grandma filed a presumption of death claim and eventually Dad and Grandpa were legally declared dead. The whole thing was a mess, because then we had friends and extended family pushing Mom and Grandma into having a joint funeral. All that did was reopen old wounds.”

      “I’m sorry that happened to you.” He genuinely was, and it made some of the concrete around his heart crumble. “I imagine you often wonder what happened to your dad and grandpa.”

      She looked to the napkin in her lap. “I should have wondered, I still should wonder… God, this will make me sound really bad.”

      He touched her chin and forced her to look at him. “As long as you tell me the truth, I’ll never judge you. You can tell me anything, even your darkest secrets. We all have them.”

      “It’s a terrible secret.” Trust was back in her eyes as she searched his gaze. “I loved my dad and grandpa, but my mom was my world. The problem was she was so madly in love with my father, he always came first. Every time. Not me, not my younger brother. If Dad was around, it was as if we were suddenly invisible. I can remember my grandma yelling at her about it one day and saying that kind of love was unhealthy, and there was room in her heart to love other people. It wasn’t that Mom didn’t love us or Grandma, but the hold my dad had on her was so powerful, it nearly killed her after he went missing. She cried until her body couldn’t make any more tears. She roamed the house with this strange, haunted look in her eyes and didn’t talk for days. My grandma moved in with us, and as time went on, Mom shook off her grief and focused on me, Reed and Grandma, and everyone else became invisible.”

      He leaned close to her ear. “That’s not a terrible secret,” he whispered, and slid his hand along her denim-clad thigh. “Tell me the real dark secret.” Still hot and hard for her, more so knowing she trusted him, he pressed his fingers between her legs and nipped her earlobe. “Don’t hide from me.”

      Her breath quickened as she spread her legs just enough to give him better access. “I was glad Dad and Grandpa were gone because Mom finally had room in her heart for me, and I wanted Grandma to live with us. Instead of wondering what had happened to them, I would lie in bed and hope they were never found.” She rested her cheek against his and released a quiet, throaty moan when he pressed the denim against her sex. “Is that dark enough for you?”

      A chunk of concrete fell from his heart and hit him in the gut. As if he’d been sucker- punched, he saw stars. This woman did that to him. Although her secret wasn’t as dark as any of his, he loved it, and also knowing Ivy was flawed, selfish and jealous. He had the sudden urge to do something to make her jealous, so he could witness her reaction, then take her up to the room and let her know she had no reason to worry about another woman.

      “Do you want to love a man the way your mother loved your father?” he asked instead.

      “That’s a scary kind of love.”

      When his middle finger hit her clit, he applied more pressure. “Not an answer.”

      “I’m afraid to love someone that much,” she said, breathless. “Your turn. Do you want me to love you that much?”

      “I don’t know. No one has ever loved me.”

      She placed her hand over his, locking him between her legs. Her gaze held an odd mixture of empathy and desire. “No one has ever said, I love you?”

      Not his cold-hearted mother or grandmother, and not even his sweet nanny. He’d never had a girlfriend or  any true friends. There were a few guys he’d partied with in college, but they’d been dispensable users who’d liked his money more than him. “No one.”

      “Have you ever told anyone you loved them?”

      “No.”

      “That makes me sad. Everyone deserves to have someone’s love.”

      He’d never thought much about love. Since he’d never been stirred by the emotion, it had never been a priority. “Even serial killers?” he asked.

      She grinned. “Sure, even serial killers.”

      When one of the bussers approached to clear their table, Ivy kept his hand in place. The worker was a young, attractive blonde, and her Colonial-era clothes revealed her ample cleavage and tiny waist. As the girl picked up the dishes, she darted her gaze to Ivy’s lap, then to him, before settling it on Ivy again. “Is there a problem?” Ivy asked when the blonde didn’t walk away quickly enough.

      The girl cleared her throat. “No, ma’am.”

      “She’s been checking you out since we stepped inside the ballroom,” Ivy said after the girl had left.

      “I caught Robert E. Lee staring at your ass when we were at the buffet table. Maybe I should’ve grabbed it to let him know it belongs to me.”

      She laughed and moved her hand from his. “And here I was trying to get Thomas Jefferson’s attention.”

      Jealousy came swift and furious. He adjusted his hand until he held her crotch in it. “Don’t even joke about other men.”

      Excitement brightened her eyes. “What if I wasn’t joking?”

      “Do you really want to know? Think long and hard about that. I met you yesterday, and today I’m palming your pussy as if I own it. I’ve made it clear what I want and that I don’t share or obey. So, if a man comes up to you, touches you or flirts, innocent or not, what do you think will happen?”

      “Do you own any weapons?”

      When he shook his head, she took his free hand and studied it. “How would you hurt him?”

      He wouldn’t hurt, he would kill. It intrigued him that she wanted to know and had him wondering if she had any other dark secrets, or dark layers, beneath her pretty smiles and blushing cheeks. But how much to tell her…

      He considered the hiker he’d killed two years ago. He’d been with Anna, a beautiful woman he had met during his travels to Ashville, North Carolina, where he’d been commissioned to photograph an elitist prick and his family. Afterward, and ready to fuck, kill and photograph Anna, he’d suggested they take a picnic lunch and explore the trails of the Blue Ridge Mountains. After he’d performed his three favorite passions, and Anna had lain dead on the grass, a hiker had surprised him. So, he’d been forced to surprise the hiker back by smashing his head against a boulder.

      “It doesn’t matter. Just know that I would,” he said, since there was no way in hell he’d reveal his dark secrets. The disappointment in her eyes intrigued him. Had she really wanted him to describe how he’d end a man’s life? If he were a moral man with a moral conscience, he’d reconsider the weekend with her. But he wasn’t. And if death was a turn-on for her, who was he to judge?

      “For those of you joining the ghost tour,” Martha Washington announced to the diners, “we’ll begin at nine o’clock. Be sure to be on the front porch then, or you’ll miss out on a spook-tacular time.”

      He checked his watch. “Looks like we have two and a half hours until the tour. What would you like to do between now and then?”

      The pink slashes returned as she looked at their joined hands. “Get to know more about you.” She stole a shy glance at him. “By that, I mean talking. As much as I enjoyed…the other things we’ve done, I don’t want our relationship to be based only on our physical attraction to each other.”

      He couldn’t agree more. Yes, he wanted to be with her in every way possible, kiss her, touch her, explore her body, but he also wanted to know what other secrets she kept hidden behind her pretty smile. “Talking is good. Since I don’t trust myself to be alone with you in one of our rooms, let’s go to the bar for a drink.”

      The blonde who’d cleared their table also worked behind the bar. An undercurrent of anticipation worked through him as he and Ivy sat on two of the stools. If the young woman flirted with him, maybe bent more than she needed to and gave him an eyeful of her cleavage, how would Ivy react?  Unfortunately, the girl had an older woman wait on them, which made Ivy smile.

      “I think I scared her away,” she said, lifting her wine glass.

      “Would you do that all the time?” he asked, wondering if she could be one of those crazy, Fatal Attraction types. What woman would allow a man to say the things he had and to touch her intimately when he had no right? What woman would show her jealousy and her dark colors during a first date? What kind of woman would reveal an interest in violence?

      His match.

      Maybe.

      “Scare women away from you?” She ran her finger along the rim of her glass. “Just the ones who are too stupid to realize you belong to me.”

      Yes, she could definitely end up being a crazy, fatal attraction. The idea that she could, and that she just might, be his match aroused him. He hadn’t been lying last night when he’d told her he was looking for someone like-minded. There was no way he could get away with murdering a woman here at the manor, so he’d hoped to spend the weekend with someone who was intelligent, not hard on the eyes and into a little adventure. Then, once they returned to Norfolk, he’d planned to spend a week seducing her and waiting for the right moment to kill her.

      Now he was contemplating keeping her.

      “I probably should’ve kept that to myself,” she said. “But I’m tired of going on dates and having to worry about every little thing I say.”

      “Honesty can be freeing.”

      She grinned and snapped her fingers. “That’s it exactly. I kept trying to figure out what it is about you that has me feeling lighter.” Her grin broadened. “When we were by the pasture, I worried I’d have to tether myself to you to keep myself from floating away.”

      He leaned toward her ear. “I would love to see you with ropes around your wrists and ankles.”

      She chuckled. “That’s not what I meant, but it might be…interesting.” Her shy smile returned. “Should I assume that you’re not turned off by what I said? I sounded a little psycho.”

      “The insanity spectrum is huge.” He nodded to the middle age couple at the end of the bar. “That man has checked his reflection more than a dozen times since we’ve been here. A psychiatrist might say he’s narcissistic. Watch his wife with the hand sanitizer.”

      “I saw her earlier in the dining room. She must go through a bottle a day.” Ivy refocused on him. “You’re suggesting Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder?”

      “Possibly. My point is we all have a little crazy in us. And I happen to like a little crazy.”

      “Then you should like me,” she said with a teasing smile.

      He rested his hand on her thigh again. Although tempted to move it between her legs, he refrained. The bar area wasn’t as private as their table in the dining room had been. “I already do like you. You’ve talked a bit about your past, tell me about your future. What are your goals?”

      She cocked a brow. “Why do I feel like I’m being interviewed for a job?” After taking a sip of her wine, she said, “When I graduated from college I had a five-year plan. Save X amount of dollars, buy a home, get married, have children. You know, live the suburban dream. Like I told you, teaching made me realize I wasn’t a kid person, so children were crossed off the list. Then my grandma and mom died, leaving me to be able to afford to quit my job and buy a house if I wanted. I wasn’t ready to settle in one place yet, so that part of the plan was put on hold.”

      “And marriage? Does binding yourself to one person still appeal to you?”

      “It does. Since I’m not worried about a ticking biological clock, I’m also not desperate. But, I’ll admit I’ve been lonely lately. I still haven’t made any friends and I work from home, so I spend most of my days alone. Not having anyone to talk to or do things with gets to me now and then.”

      He understood all too well what that was like. “I feel the same way. Most people think that, because I’m wealthy and constantly travel, I live this lavish and exciting lifestyle. But wealth can isolate you. There are so many greedy and deceptive people out there, it’s hard to trust whether it’s you or the money they like. And, while I enjoy traveling the world, it’s sometimes tough. I have the good fortune to see and experience so many beautiful and amazing things, but no one by my side. I’ll never forget the time I was in New Zealand. My guide took me to a secluded waterfall, and it was probably one of the most beautiful things I’d ever seen. As I was taking pictures, I remember talking to the guide about the way the sunlight reflected off the cascading water, and how it looked as if someone had sprinkled diamonds into the pool below the falls.” He grinned as he thought about that day. “The guide grunted, spat tobacco, then drank from a flask, and it hit me that I’ve basically become a traveling recluse.”

      “Isn’t that an oxymoron?”

      “I suppose, but it’s also the truth. I’m constantly surrounded by people, yet I’m completely isolated. What I’m trying to say is that I understand what you meant about the loneliness getting to you.”

      “Are you always this open with women?”

      When it had come to the women he knew he would kill, he’d always been honest. And why not? The dead couldn’t speak, reveal his secrets. Except, he didn’t want Ivy to die. Not yet. Once again, she was draining him of something. Infecting him with a poison that had his thoughts churning in confusing directions, contaminating him with new emotions, ones he hadn’t known he possessed, and which were chiseling away at his concrete heart.

      “I told you, I don’t lie,” he said.

      “You know that’s not what I meant.”

      Since he’d been honest to this point, and he wanted her to keep draining and infecting him, he might as well tell her the truth. Besides, her reaction would be a good indicator as to whether she too liked a little crazy in her life.

      “If you’re asking have I told another woman this, the answer is no. I have yet to meet anyone worth trusting enough.”

      “And since I’m worthy enough to belong to you, you’ve decided to expose your deep inner thoughts.”

      “Am I detecting sarcasm?” he asked, turned on by the challenge in her eyes and tone. Women didn’t challenge him. They spread their legs simply because he ordered it. “Do you believe I’ve been judging you and trying to decide what you deserve to know about me?”

      “I don’t know what to think right now. About either one of us. I’ve been saying things I’d never say three months into a relationship, let alone on a first date. It’s weird. One look from you and I felt as if someone had slipped me the sweetest drug. Everything around me has fallen away, and I’m consumed by this strange urge to be reckless. I shouldn’t feel anything for you. We just met and I shouldn’t be saying the things I have, but I can’t control my mouth. I want you to know what I’m thinking and feeling. I want to shock you and see how far I can push until you run.”

      Considering the number of men and women he’d killed, there was nothing she could say or do to surprise him. “I want you to be reckless and never hold back with me.” Leaning closer, he brushed his lips along her cheek before moving them near her ear. “I want you to always tell me what you’re thinking and feeling. Try shocking me, if you want, but I won’t run. Neither will you. I’ll make sure of it.”

      Her breath quickened as he pressed his lips against her neck. “Are you telling me I can never leave you?”

      This was the point where he should fabricate a line to make himself sound less…possessive. Psychotic. But he’d told her he wouldn’t lie. “As far as I’m concerned, only death will separate us.”
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      ASH COULD BE the death of her. Figuratively and literally.

      “I told you,” Grandma whispered in Ivy’s head as she and Ash walked with the others taking the ghost tour. “He ain’t right in the head.”

      Why, because he decided he wants me after only knowing me for less than a day?

      “It’s not that, honey.” Grandma sighed. “What kind of man tells you he’ll make sure you can’t run from him?”

      That’s not what he said.

      “Then what did he mean by ‘only death will separate us’?” Grandma asked.

      At that moment, Ash took her hand in his. “Scared?”

      “He ain’t right,” Grandma repeated. “He’s moving too quickly and saying all the right and wrong things. Why aren’t you worried? Are you that desperate?”

      Ivy wasn’t desperate. While she was ready to settle down and find a man she could marry, that wasn’t her ultimate goal. Yes, it had—at one time—been part of her five-year plan. But that plan had been made nearly ten years ago, after she’d graduated college. So much had changed since then. She’d lost loved ones to death, had moved a few times and had reinvented herself as she’d settled in each new city. And while she wasn’t desperate, a muffled alarm rang in her head. Ash was dangerous, it told her.

      I don’t care.

      “He could do more than burn you.”

      After hitting her internal alarm’s snooze button and telling Grandma to shut up and leave her alone, she moved closer to Ash. “My mom, grandma and brother rest side by side, next to my dad and grandpa’s empty coffins. So I’m not a fan of cemeteries, but they don’t scare me.”

      “Again, I’m sorry you lost your brother.”

      “I miss him,” she said, remembering Reed’s smiling face. “He talked like you. We always swore that no matter what happened with our parents, it’d always be us. He’d have my back, and I’d have his.”

      “How is that similar to what I’ve said to you?”

      “You talk in extremes. Reed used to, as well. The thing is, I went along with him and believed what he believed. We’d always be together.”

      Ash stopped her and let the other tourists pass them. “Are you just going along with me now?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Are you just going along with me, or do you actually want to be with me?”

      A cloud crossed the moon, blocking out its light and making it difficult to read his eyes. “I want to be with you. What I meant about Reed was that he and I stuck together.”

      His warm hands cupped her cheeks. “That’s what I want.”

      “Run, honey,” Grandma urged her. “Run as fast as you can. He’s a fire you can’t tame.”

      She didn’t want to tame him. She wanted him to make her wild with desire. He had her not caring that he was…different. After spending over two years working from her rental, occasionally dating boring men and having no luck making friends, she was looking for a change.

      “I want me and you,” he continued. “I envy your relationship with Reed and wish I’d had a brother or sister. Someone who’d always be there for me.” He kissed her. “I’m sorry, baby.”

      Her eyes misted and her throat tightened. She usually buried her grief, and not wanting to ruin the night, she would now. “Thank you.”

      “I can’t see your tears,” he murmured, his mouth close to hers. “They’re hot against my fingers. I didn’t intend to make you cry.”

      She hooked her arm through his. “I know. Don’t worry about it. In one day we’ve managed to accomplish what it takes most couples to do in a few months. Now we’ve gotten the tears out of the way.”

      “Don’t make a joke of it,” he said as they followed the dozen or so other people and their tour guide. “I care about you and don’t want you upset. If you’d rather go back to the room or have another drink at the bar—”

      “No, I’m good. I’ve never done one of these tours. Remember, it’ll be spook-tacular fun.”

      “I don’t know about the spooky part, but at least I have an excuse to hold your hand.”

      “You don’t need an excuse to do that,” she said, as the others in front of them stopped. They stopped, too, his hard body pressing against her back.

      “Do I need an excuse to do anything else to you?” he asked, his breath heating her ear and cheek. “Better yet, do I need permission?”

      “No excuses are necessary,” she whispered, and couldn’t stop herself from arching slightly, until her rear was nestled against his groin.

      “And permission?” He moved his hand inside her lightweight jacket, then grazed a taut nipple with his thumb. “Should I ask if I can do this?” He gave the hard peak a gentle pinch and tug. “Or this?”

      When her breast filled his palm, she wished they were alone, lying in the grass, the moonlight kissing his naked body as he spread her legs and filled her.

      Her breath quickened and her sex pulsed with need. As he moved his hand from her breast, she was hit with both relief and disappointment. She hadn’t wanted him to stop, yet she’d worried one of the tourists might catch them. Who was she kidding? She couldn’t care less about these people. She cared what Ash thought. Would he think she was an easy lay? A slut who would screw just about anyone? Or maybe he smelled her desperation? Not for love or marriage, but for someone to ease the loneliness.

      As the guide gathered everyone around, Ash kept them on the fringe—close enough for them to hear, but a couple feet from the nearest tourist. Instead of taking her hand in his again, he ran his palms over her hips. “Unbutton your jeans,” he whispered in her ear.

      Her labia swelled against her damp panties. Other than the half-moon high in the sky, the night was inky with very few stars. Dark clouds periodically blotted out the moon as the wind gave an occasional gust. Unless the guide pointed his light right at them, no one could see where his hands were, or where they might go next.

      She’d never had the desire to have a stranger catch her doing anything indecent, and she still didn’t. But she wanted Ash’s hands on her.

      “Dangerous,” Grandma hissed.

      Yes, he was. For her heart and head. If he could make a snap decision and declare she was his alone, he could just as easily decide he was through with her. Men left.

      “Why aren’t you obeying me?” he asked against her ear.

      “Let’s just wait until we’re in the room.”

      He nipped her neck. “You are scared. What happened to the woman from the dining room? She liked when my hand was on her, and had no problem letting the pretty little blonde see.”

      Damn it. The blonde had been pretty, and had a nice figure and large breasts, much bigger than her own. Obviously, Ash had noticed. Would he think of the blonde when he was touching her?

      “If you think she’s so pretty, maybe I should go back to the room and let you head to the bar. I’m sure she’ll have no problem coming to your bed tonight.”

      His grip on her hips became painful and possessive, just as it had when they’d been at the pasture. “Unbutton your fucking jeans, or I’ll rip them open,” he said, his voice barely a whisper. But it was his tone that had goose bumps coating her skin. A disturbing and impatient undercurrent not meant to be tested or defied. Yet, she wanted to disobey and see if he followed through with his threats. The problem was they were the only jeans she’d packed, and they were her favorites.

      “Back in 1796,” the tour guide began, as Ivy pushed the button through the hole, then slowly slid down the zipper. “Beaumont Abernathy’s granddaughter, Maribelle, snuck out of the manor to meet a young, handsome stable boy right in this small clearing. The two were said to have had a passionate love affair, but Maribelle had been promised to the grandson of Beaumont’s wealthy friend, and they were supposed to marry the following weekend.”

      While she pictured lying on the grass with Ash, sneaking kisses and making love under the moon, he worked his hand into her jeans, then cupped her sex. “Should I have asked for permission to do this?” he asked, sliding one side of her undies over her labia.

      “Desperate to be together,” the guide continued, while Ash caressed her with his finger, “Maribelle came up with an idea. She would steal a bit of money, pack her jewelry which they could sell, and they would run away together. The young couple celebrated their plan by making love here in the grass.”

      In her mind she saw Maribelle’s flouncy skirts shoved above her waist, her lover above her, driving himself inside the young woman’s body. Then she imagined Ash doing the same to her. Desire rushed through her, leaving those butterflies in dazed confusion. They shouldn’t be doing this. She shouldn’t allow a man she’d just met to be doing this.

      “Give me permission,” Ash demanded.

      “Danger,” Grandma shouted as he nipped Ivy’s neck again.

      Her clit throbbed for his touch or tongue—it didn’t matter which, so long as he gave her the release she needed. She pressed her rear against his erection and her hand against his, encouraging him to take this farther.

      The guide aimed his flashlight away from the tourists and toward the trees behind him. “As the young couple were in the final throes of passion, Henry, Maribelle’s younger brother, fell from a nearby tree.”

      Ash grazed his finger along her labia, then teased her clit with a barely-there touch. “Say it.”

      Too turned on to speak, she nodded her permission. But he didn’t enter her.

      “Maribelle’s screams woke everyone at the manor,” the guide said with theatrical flair. “The Abernathys and servants rushed from the home to find the scantily-clothed young couple, and poor Henry, who was on the brink of death. But before the boy took his final breath, he told his grandfather Maribelle’s plans. Beaumont was known to have a cruel streak. Right then and there, with tears of grief and rage, he ordered his servants to beat Maribelle’s lover, and forced her to watch. When the beating was over, he had his grandson’s body taken away, but ordered his people to leave the lover’s.”

      “Please,” Ivy whispered. She was on the brink of something sinfully catastrophic. Her body trembled as ripples of pleasure developed low in her belly. “Please touch me.”

      “You didn’t give me the proper response,” he said, making no move to take his hand away.

      “Back then,” the guide carried on, “the topography and wildlife were much different than they are today. Cougars and bears were not uncommon. And when young Maribelle awoke the next morning to rush to her lover, she found him dead, his flesh torn, his limbs missing. Based on bloody paw prints, a cougar was suspected to have killed and eaten him.”

      The grisly story barely registered as Ivy tried to come up with the proper response. Then it hit her.

      “Don’t say it, Ivy, honey,” Grandma implored. “It’s too risky.”

      She’d rather take risks than continue living a lonely existence. After telling Grandma to go away again, she rested her hand once more along Ash’s and pushed it against her sex. “It’s yours, remember?” she asked in a hushed tone. “You don’t need permission.”

      “Maribelle was beside herself,” the guide said with sadness. “Holding what was left of her lover’s torso and head, she wailed. Crying his name over and over: ‘Jed! Jed! Jed!’ Then, as her grandfather watched, she pulled a knife from her boot and slit her throat.”

      Ash drove two fingers deep within Ivy’s heat. A delicious wave of desire shot through her. She gasped. The crowd did, too.

      “They say Beaumont never got over that moment.” The guide took a few backward steps, while Ash thrust several times. “Apparently Maribelle hasn’t, either. Some nights, when the wind is just right, and the night creatures are extra quiet, you can hear her crying and calling her lover’s name. She’s even been spotted during the day wearing a white nightgown soaked with blood oozing from her neck. Okay, then, let’s head over to the cemetery.”

      The other tourists murmured during their departure. As they walked off, their thin beams of light slowly being swallowed by the darkness, Ash forced Ivy toward the woods. When her back hit a large tree, she rested her head against its bark.

      “Come for me,” he said, now in front of her, his mouth close, his breath coming in short spurts. “Imagine the two lovers, his cock buried deep in her pussy. Can you see it?”

      “Yes,” she said on a groan.

      “Imagine her pain.” He grabbed a fistful of her hair and tugged her head away from the tree. “Could you love someone enough to slit your throat?” he asked, pushing a third finger between her swollen lips. “Would you take a knife to your soft skin? Let the blood trickle onto your naked breasts?”

      The gruesome image mingled with the one she’d created of the two lovers and her orgasm neared. It shouldn’t be, and neither should her heart be racing. Desire shouldn’t be coating his fingers. She should be terrified, not titillated.

      He dragged his mouth along her throat, then placed open-mouthed kisses to the area where she imagined Maribelle had sliced her own neck. Her eyes watered as he tightened his hold on her hair, the pleasure his fingers were giving her outweighing the pain. “You’re so wet,” he murmured. “Come on my fingers.”

      She rubbed her hand along his crotch and gripped his thick erection through his jeans. “Are you turned on because of what you’re doing to me, or because you’re imagining a gash where you’re kissing my throat.”

      He pushed a fourth finger deep inside her and captured her moan with his mouth. His hot punishing kiss made her dizzy. Loosened her muscles, her thoughts. As he kissed her and her orgasm continued to build, she didn’t care if anyone caught them. Except for Ash, no one else mattered at that moment.

      “Come,” he said, his voice rough, commanding. “I want to feel your pleasure wrap around my fingers. Then I want to taste you.”

      She instantly imagined him kneeling in front of her, spreading her labia apart and spearing her sex with his tongue. The erotic picture had her core coiling, then shattering. Before she could cry out his name, just as Maribelle had cried out Jed’s, his mouth was on hers, muffling her moans. Pleasure rocked her body, her mind and heart.

      When he withdrew her fingers, leaving her empty and longing to have them back, she sagged against the tree. As she fought to catch her breath and slow her heart rate, he tore one side of her flimsy panties, then the other. The clouds moved past the moon, allowing its light to shine on Ash. A small smile played along his lips as he licked his fingers, then he yanked the torn cotton from her jeans, leaving her panty-less.

      He stuffed them into his pocket, then righted her clothes. “Mine.”

      God, the man was domineering and so damned hot. Her sex came alive again.

      “Let’s go join the others,” he said as if he hadn’t just made her orgasm or shredded her underwear.

      She took his hand. “Maybe I don’t want to continue the tour.”

      “Anxious to go back to the room?”

      If any other man had asked her that, she’d have thought him arrogant. But Ash, as he’d said and proven, wasn’t like other men. “I’ve never gone without panties before. I’d like to put on a new pair.”

      “Why? Given the chance, I’m just going to rip them off you.”

      While the undie-ripping had been hot, she hated shopping and didn’t want to have to buy more. “Then I guess we’re off to the cemetery.”

      He gave her hand a gentle squeeze. “If going there brings back…if it bothers you, we can head into the manor. The bar is still open and—”

      Touched by his concern and pleased to know that he cared about her, not just what he could do to her body, she stopped. “I’m fine, thanks.”

      “You’re sure?”

      She stood on tiptoe and kissed him. “I’m with you. That’s all I need,” she said, meaning it.

      He kissed her again, then they continued to catch up with the tour. As they did, Grandma cleared her throat.

      “That’s all I need,” the old woman said, echoing Ivy’s words. “What you need is to have your head examined.”

      Shut up, Grandma.

      “Why, so you can continue down this depraved path you’re taking with a man you don’t know?”

      There’s nothing depraved about what I’m doing. Leave me alone.

      “Ivy, honey, listen to Grandma. Men leave. You know this better than anyone.”

      As they neared the others, she glanced to Ash. Shadows played along his profile, making his hair, beard and skin darker. When he met her gaze, his eyes glittered in that sinfully wicked way she loved. Banked within them was promise. Trust. Affection.

      Only death will part us, she reminded Grandma.

      “I remember. But whose?”
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      “WHAT DID YOU think of the tour?” Ash asked as they entered his room.

      She couldn’t think about much of anything except the way the rough denim of her jeans rubbed against her sex. The exquisite friction had been driving her insane. Rather than listen to their tour guide’s ghost stories, her focus had been on Ash. On what he’d done to her against the tree, and what he might do to her later.

      Now that it was later, she wasn’t sure what to do. Sex would be fantastic. Again, she also didn’t want him to think she was an easy lay. Considering how she’d behaved today, he probably thought that anyway. Still, she didn’t want a relationship based solely on sex. And if he was as into her as he’d claimed, he would understand and allow their relationship to take a natural course.

      “It was fun, but a little tame,” she replied.

      “I was trying to be a gentleman.”

      She grinned. “I wasn’t talking about you being tame—which you weren’t. I don’t know, I guess I was hoping to see or hear something unexplainable.”

      “Maybe Susannah Abernathy will visit you tonight.”

      “Oh, God, don’t say that. I don’t mind walking around outside with ghosts, but I don’t want to sleep with one.”

      He chuckled and shrugged out of his coat. “I’m not into that, either.” He glanced to the nightstand clock. “Do you need anything else before I go to bed?”

      Wow. She hadn’t expected him to dismiss her for the night. Maybe he’d changed his mind. Or maybe he, too, didn’t want to rush their relationship.

      “An explanation would be nice,” she said anyway. Screw it. If he didn’t want to rush things between them, then he wouldn’t have staked his claim to her or threatened they’d stay together until death parted them.

      He untied his boots. “I’m not following.”

      “I had the impression that the night wasn’t over.”

      “It’s after eleven.”

      She’d once dated a guy who’d enjoyed playing head games, and she suspected Ash might, too. Irritated with him, herself and especially Grandma, she opened the door to her adjoining suite. “You’re right. It’s late. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      “Don’t bother with panties,” he said, stopping her in the doorway. “If I find you in a pair, I’ll rip those, too. And it’s pointless to lock your door since I have the key.”

      Her irritation intensified. “What are we doing here?”

      “I thought we were going to bed,” he said, not looking the least bit tired.

      “Then why the panties comment?”

      He shrugged. “Why not?”

      She fisted her hands. “Never mind. I’m going to put a pair on anyway because you can’t tell me what I can and can’t wear. And since you claim to be a gentleman, you won’t come into my room without permission and you won’t ruin more of my underwear.”

      She left his room and closed the door behind her. Yes, he was most definitely playing head games. She was too old for that kind of nonsense and wouldn’t put up with it, no matter that he was fun, sexy and could coax her into a heart-stopping orgasm. There were other men out there. He just wasn’t the one for her.

      How could she have actually thought this could be love at first sight, and that destiny had brought them together? Maybe she was desperate and foolish. As she walked toward the bed, the denim rubbed against her sensitive skin again, driving her almost as crazy as Ash. She should probably add horny to that lovely list. Desperate, foolish and horny.

      After she stripped off her clothes, she put on an over-sized T-shirt and a pair of panties. Again, who was he to tell her what not to wear? Her body belonged to her. All his caveman talk had been hot in a deliciously disturbing way, but that was exactly what it was—just talk. And she’d fallen for it. She’d allowed him to seduce her into believing his crappy lines. Fortunately, she’d come to her senses. If something was too good to be true, it usually was. And that was Ash: too handsome, too rich, too famous.

      Too good to be true.

      She turned off the light and crawled into bed. Well, at least she’d had a fun day with him. It’d been a while since she’d had any fun. Maybe she’d ask him to take her home tomorrow. Or better yet, she would call a cab. The ride would probably cost over one hundred dollars, but she’d rather pay the fare than spend an uncomfortable hour in his car.

      The door to Ash’s room opened and light yawned across the hardwood floor. She shifted to her elbows. He filled the doorway, his large frame haloed by the lamp behind him.

      “Dangerous,” Grandma whispered. “Look how big he is. Think how easily he could hurt you.”

      For once, the old lady was right.

      “Who knows you’re here? Who would know if you went missing?” Grandma laughed. “Who would even care?”

      She was right again. Sure, the people at the winery knew she’d won the bid and where Ash had planned to take her. But other than the blonde who’d been running the auction, none of them knew her name. She worked from home and all interactions with her clients were done via email. She didn’t have any friends and wasn’t close with her neighbors. The only person who might question her whereabouts or notice she was gone was her landlord, and it would be another three weeks before her rent was due.

      “I told you not to come to my room,” she said, keeping her tone firm as she practically choked on worry.

      “Move the blankets,” he said, his voice strained with an undertone of anger.

      Between the darkness of her room and the light behind him, she couldn’t read his eyes or face to know if he was mad or not. Why should he be? She hadn’t done anything wrong.

      “No. Please leave. If you don’t, I’ll go to the front desk and see if I can be moved to a different room.”

      “Move the blankets, Ivy. I don’t want to have to ask you again.”

      Her worry multiplying, she pulled the sheet and comforter to her chin. “Please stop this. You’re scaring me.”

      “I thought you liked being scared.”

      “Not like this.” When he walked toward her, she scooted against the headboard. “Don’t come any closer or I’ll scream,” she threatened, then relaxed slightly when he turned on the nightstand lamp.

      Still dressed in his jeans and long-sleeved shirt, he stared down at her, a dark brow cocked, his eyes clouded with confusion. “You’re seriously scared of me?” he asked, disappointment in his tone.

      She nodded. “Because you’re so different and, well, hot, I got caught up in you. I didn’t bother to consider how vulnerable I’d be here, alone with a stranger.”

      His gaze became pained as he shifted it to the floor. “A stranger,” he echoed. “Is that what I still am to you?”

      Part of her wanted to swallow back the words. He was a powerful, dominant and sometimes arrogant man, yet at this moment, he looked uncertain and…hurt. The other part of her suggested she stay the course and not allow herself to be swayed by his words or actions. They weren’t real. Neither were the emotions he’d evoked. They couldn’t be, not after only knowing him a short time. “Jesus, Ash, we hardly know each other,” she said, not wanting to be mean, but to make her point clear. “We met yesterday. So, yeah, we’re technically still strangers.”

      “Are we?” he asked, the tenderness in his eyes belying his stony expression. “Would a stranger know you secretly wanted your dad gone so you could have your mom all to yourself?”

      Regretting she’d been too open and honest with him, she looked away. He took her by the chin and forced her to face him.

      “Would a stranger know you’re lonely? That you’re possessive? That you’re funny and smart?” He released her, then braced his arms on either side of her, pulling the blankets taut and caging her against the mattress. “Would a stranger know the softness of your lips or the eagerness of your tongue? Would he know you taste like heaven? Has he heard your sweet groans or felt your heat wrapped around his fingers?” His tender gaze darkened with desire. “Well, has he?”

      She stared at his lips, which were inches above hers. “No.”

      “Since I know all these things about you, then I guess I’m no longer a stranger.”

      “Then what are you to me?”

      “The only man who’s allowed to touch you.”

      “Damn it, this is what I’m talking about. You say things like this, then you practically push me out of your room and call it a night.” When his mouth curved in a slow, cocky smile, she narrowed her eyes. “What?”

      “You’re mad because I didn’t invite you into my bed.”

      “I’m mad because I think you’re playing head games with me, and don’t like it.”

      He inched his face closer. “Admit it. You wanted me to fuck you.”

      Of course she had, but hell if she’d help add to his arrogance by telling him the truth. “I want to know you’re not fucking with me.”

      “Then tell me what I need to do to prove that I’m not playing any games.”

      “Why did you call it a night?”

      “Because I wanted to see what you would do.”

      “Forget this,” she said, squirming under the covers. “Get off of me. I need to be out of this room.” He didn’t budge. “Please, Ash. Let me go.”

      “I was honest. What was wrong with my answer?”

      “You wanted to see how I would react to you blowing me off, and yet you claim you’re not playing any games with me.”

      “That’s right. I’ve never talked to a woman the way I’ve talked to you. Ever. When we were on the last leg of the tour, I got to thinking about that, which had me wondering what you were thinking. So, I decided to back off a little, end the day on a high note, then ease into tomorrow.”

      “You were trying to give me space?”

      “I want to be with you. I’ve made that clear. And now I need you to decide if you want that, too.”

      She loved this thoughtful side of him, but had to admit she adored his aggressive, domineering side even more. “I didn’t think I had a choice.”

      “It’ll be the only time, but I’m giving you one. Afterward, I’ll honor your decision. If you don’t want to see me again, you won’t. If you want me in your life, then you’ll move into my bed.”

      The man was so damned extreme. With him it was nothing or everything and no in between. She didn’t want to stop seeing him. Now that he’d explained himself, and she understood he had been trying to give her space, she wished she could go back to when they’d first gotten back to the room. Instead of being childish and stomping off, she should have told him she was disappointed he’d wanted to end the evening. They probably could have hashed all this out then.

      Except…he had scared her. Or had he? Had she been afraid of him harming her, or afraid of her emotions. All day she’d been seesawing. She’d wanted to throw caution into the pasture and take a risk. She’d wanted to believe everything he’d said to her. On the flip side, she’d kept telling herself this couldn’t be happening, that men like Ash didn’t exist. That he was too unreal to be real. But he was real. She stared up at him. He was flesh and blood, had feelings and dreams. Yes, he was extreme and at times too intense for her. His passion, though… He was a passionate man. She’d tasted it in his kiss, felt it in his touch and also had small bruises on her hips as evidence.

      And no one had ever loved him. Given his looks, career and charm, she didn’t understand how that was possible. It didn’t matter. What did, though, was could she love him? And if he ended up falling for her, would their love be equal? Dad hadn’t loved Mom as much as she’d loved him. Even at a young age, that had been clear to Ivy, and she didn’t want to end up like her mother.

      “I’m waiting,” he said, jarring her thoughts.

      “I would like to keep dating you.”

      With disappointment chiseled on his stony face, he nodded. “I’ll either take you home in the morning or call a taxi.”

      He pushed away, and she was finally free of her blanket prison. “What are you talking about?” she asked, and threw off the covers. “I just said I wanted to date you.”

      His gaze drifted to her panties, before he went to the door. “Goodnight.”

      What the hell had she said wrong? She quickly remembered the ghost tour. He’d asked for permission to touch her, and even when she’d given it, he hadn’t until she’d said what he wanted to hear.

      Knowing what she needed to tell him, she got off the bed and followed him into his room. “I don’t want to date. I want you in my life.”

      His expression unwavering, he faced her. “You better be absolutely certain, because you won’t be given a choice again.”

      “You’re dealing with the devil,” Grandma said. “He’ll own your soul and drain you of life.”

      Shut up, Grandma.

      She needed to think, not have the old woman in her ear. There was something cryptic in his words, in his tone. Grandma could be right. Not about the devil crap, but about him owning her soul. If he were indeed her soulmate, then she most certainly belonged to him. Again, the problem was, would he belong to her? Would he love her enough, or would he be like the rest of the men in her life and leave?
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      ASH HELD HIS breath and waited for Ivy to tell him to go to hell. He didn’t want her to, even if she should.

      If he’d used his normal lines on her, he would have already had her in his bed—multiple times—and had her death plotted and planned. Because Ivy was different, he’d chosen to be blunt and honest, and say things he knew most women would balk at, not to shock her, but to show her the real Ash. For once in his life, he wanted someone to see him. See inside of him.

      He wanted to know love. Tonight, when they’d been on the ghost tour and he’d secretly tasted one of her salty, hot tears, his stomach had grown sick. He’d seen women cry, he’d made them cry. But he never wanted his woman to shed another tear. Never wanted to be the cause of it. Which had been why he’d decided to give her a choice. He could have easily played her, cajoled her into believing they could be a couple, then, when her guard was down and he was deep inside her, have wrapped his hand around her throat and killed her.

      He didn’t want her dead. That something that she kept pulling from him, had told him it would be wrong to take her life. Was the something his morals? His conscience? Doubtful. He had no morals and constantly told his conscience to fuck off. Whatever that something was, he wanted to discover its meaning. If that took the rest of his life, then Ivy had to live, be by his side. Every single day and night.

      “You asked me if I wanted to love someone as much as my mom loved my dad,” she said, finally breaking the silence.

      “You said it was a scary kind of love. Not more than ten minutes ago, you also told me I scared you.”

      “I said you were scaring me. Big difference.”

      Another unfamiliar emotion tugged at him and had him wishing he’d chosen his earlier words differently. Was this guilt? He thought about Elena, how horrible and disgusted he’d been with himself when he’d realized he’d accidentally killed her, then how quickly he’d dismissed those thoughts as he’d photographed her beautiful face and eyes. He was a bastard who’d never dealt with guilt until this woman had rolled into his life. And he hadn’t even killed her.

      “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      She tossed her auburn hair over her shoulder. God, he wanted that hair on him. Caressing his chest as she dragged her lips down his torso.

      “I know I said things that most men wouldn’t, but—”

      “You’re not like most men,” she finished for him, a small sexy smile tilting her mouth. “I’m realizing this. And while I love that you’re different, what scares me is falling in love with you. Men leave. That’s what I know. That’s all I know. I’m afraid of loving you, only to have you leave me.”

      It took everything in him not to go to her. He had no intention of leaving her. At this point, he still wasn’t sure what he’d do with her. Make sure she was happy and satisfied until the urge to kill was with him again? Then what? Kill and come home to her? Could he do that? But what if the urge came on when he was with her, buried in her body, her sex gripping him? He considered the attic idea again. Would she love him if he locked her in there?

      Doubtful.

      Fuck.

      “I won’t leave you,” he said, knowing it was the truth. He’d kill her before he let her walk away from him.

      “How can you be sure?”

      “I just know. You have to take me at my word.”

      She looked to her bare feet. “Okay.” She nodded, then locked her gaze on his. “I told you my decision, and I’m sticking with it,” she said, trust in her eyes. “I want you in my life.”

      Pride and that something swelled in his chest. The need to mark her again surged through him. She was now his. As much as he wanted her naked and in his bed, he needed to be patient. She would expect him to rush, to haul her to him and rip those sexy little panties from her sweet ass. He would eventually, but for now, he needed to continue to earn her trust.

      “What, did I still not say the right thing?” Those pink slashes returned to her cheeks. “Fine, is this what you were waiting for me to do?” She hooked her fingers round the waist of her panties, then let them drop to her ankles. “Well?” she asked, kicking her underwear across the floor.

      His dick grew painfully hard as he fought to control his urges. He took a step forward. “You said and did everything right. It’s me who’s wrong. You worry I’ll leave you, and I worry I’m not good enough for you to love.”

      Tears sparkled in her eyes. “Tell me this is real and I’m not being a gullible fool.”

      He ate up the space between them and cupped her face. “It’s real for me,” he said, searching her eyes until he found the trust he needed to see in them. “I want us to be real.” For however long he could go between killings, he truly did.

      “Are you going to bed now?”

      He half smiled, then kissed her. “I’m not tired. Take off your shirt.”

      Her teasing eyes challenged him. “I don’t feel like undressing myself again.”

      He grabbed the collar of her T-shirt, then ripped the material. Her gasp hit him square in the balls. “That’s one problem solved,” he said, yanking the rest of the cotton from her body. “Now get on the bed.”

      Holding his gaze, she climbed on the mattress. Damn, she was beautiful. Strong legs, curvy hips, small waist, full breasts and an ass he couldn’t wait to grab. His gaze dropped to the thatch of auburn curls above her sex.

      He undid his jeans. “Spread your legs.” As she exposed herself, he worried he’d come before he had the chance to touch her. He loved her pale skin, knew its softness. He noticed the tiny bruises along her hip. Instead of guilt, he had the primal urge to mark her again. She was, and always would, belong to him. Dead or alive, he owned her.

      After stripping off his shirt and jeans, he moved onto the bed. His focus on that thatch of curls, he slid his finger along her labia. She hummed and her knees fell to the side. Taking the invitation, he grazed his lips along her swollen flesh. Kissed her there, then he held down her legs and dragged his lips and beard over her inner thighs. Her breath quickening, she lifted to her elbows and watched him.

      “Did I not say the right thing again?” she asked, longing in her eyes.

      He kissed his way around her sex, avoiding her pleasure points. He wanted her to beg him to lick her. “You’ve done nothing wrong,” he said, brushing his lips near her bottom. Would she eventually let him take her there? His balls tightened as he tickled her rear with his tongue. He couldn’t think about that, or he would definitely come and ruin this for both of them.

      She sucked in a breath. “That’s…no one…you shouldn’t do that.”

      “I shouldn’t do a lot of things,” he said, and as he massaged her labia, he flicked his tongue along her rear entrance.

      She squirmed, not to get away, but to press her behind against his mouth. Although he enjoyed the wicked side of sex, he wanted their first time to be special, to show her she was special to him. How could that be possible? Yesterday he’d woken up alone and bitter, yet anxious to find his next victim. Today he wasn’t thinking about his next portrait. For the first time, he was thinking about what the future would be like.

      With Ivy.

      “Please, Ash.” She reached down and touched herself. “Please kiss me here,” she said, pressing two fingers between her wet folds.

      The sight was so damned sexy. As he tongued her bottom, he watched her moist fingers slide in and out of her heat. “Keep doing that,” he said, tracing his tongue from her rear to her sex. “That’s good. Just like that.” He lapped at her fingers, before pushing them away, then he pressed his tongue inside her.

      Her head dropped back as she released a groan. He’d wanted her to beg him to do this and more. The way his dick throbbed and his balls ached, teasing her would have to be saved for another time. If she stopped him now, he would be the one forced to do the begging.

      When she ran a hand through his hair, he swept his tongue over her clit and focused there. Keeping her legs pinned, he drew her clitoris between his lips and gently sucked.

      “Yes,” she whispered, and held his head still. “Don’t stop.”

      Without taking his mouth off her, he moved his hands under her and lifted her bottom off the bed. As he sucked and licked, her body went taut. He looked up the length of her, at her hard nipples, the pleasure crossing her flushed face, and tasted her passion. She released a moan and fell back against the pillows. Her body writhing, her legs trembling, he tongued her while she rode out her orgasm. Before she could come down from the sexual high, he moved between her outstretched legs and grabbed his dick at the base, then pressed the tip at her entrance.

      When he looked at her face, her eyes were on him. They’d darkened to evergreen and held desire and that something he longed to discover. Whatever it was, it swelled in his chest, and spread a strange warmth throughout his body. Was this love? He hadn’t a clue and wasn’t sure he liked this thing that was happening to him. He was used to control. Without being able to identify these new emotions, how would he know if he could control them?

      “Yours,” she said, cupping her breasts and lifting her pelvis to rub her labia along the tip of his erection.

      He thrust his hips and buried himself deep within her womb. “Always,” he vowed, then leaned forward and kissed her. Hot, open-mouthed, she kissed him back. Wrapped her legs around his lower back and her arms around his neck. Clung to him as if her life depended on it.

      As they kissed, he moved over her, rocking his pelvis, sliding his length into her heat. He’d had plenty of sex—hot sex, kinky sex, boring sex. This…being with Ivy was a different kind of sex. Intimate. Affectionate. Passionate. Erotically romantic. While he’d always seen that his partners were pleasured, he wanted more for Ivy. He wanted her overwhelmed with pure rapture. To crave his body and touch. He wanted her sick and depressed when he wasn’t around, and happy when he was with her. He wanted her to love him so fucking much she would die without him.

      Picturing her eyes lifeless and holding those final seconds of fear, he broke the kiss and held himself still. As her vaginal walls clenched around his erection and she lightly scraped her nails over his chest, he stared down at her. At her throat. His stomach twisted with anxiety. Did he want fear in her eyes?

      “What are you thinking?” she asked, then gasped when he pushed himself deeper.

      He leaned back and massaged her breasts. “How I’m going to keep you.” After he rolled her hard nipples between his fingers, he slid his palm from her breast to her throat. “Forever,” he said, and tightened his grip.

      Instead of fear, there was trust in her eyes. They glittered with it, and lust.

      Incredibly turned on, he worked his hips like a piston. She reached between their bodies and circled her thumb and index finger around the base of his dick, intensifying his pleasure. He would have the greatest orgasm of his life if he squeezed his hand a little tighter and crushed her windpipe. But then it would be the only one he could ever have with her.

      And he would never know her love.

      He moved his hand from her tempting throat. Needing skin on skin and her arms around him, he leaned forward until they were chest to breast, lips to lips, then he kissed her. She let go of his dick and held onto him. As if she couldn’t get close enough, her hands were everywhere…his hair, arms, shoulders, back and ass. Her roaming hands, soft sighs and moans, were driving him to the edge.

      He wanted to end the pressure building through his entire body yet wanted it to go on forever. Although he was ready and needing to release, she hadn’t come again. “Get there, baby,” he murmured against her lips. “What do you need?”

      “Put your hand on my breast and squeeze,” she said between pants, and after he did, she added, “Harder.”

      With animalistic possessiveness, he gripped her breast and did as she asked. When he gave her nipple a brutal pinch, she tensed and cried out his name. Her vaginal muscles contracted and hugged his length, just as pure pleasure shot through his body. In those few mind and body-numbing seconds, he glanced down at her and the ecstasy relaxing her face.

      Dragging in a deep breath, he filled his lungs and enjoyed the occasional orgasm aftershocks contracting around his dick. “Did I hurt you?” he asked, as he rolled her on top of him.

      She used his chest to lean back and straddle him. “Is there a mark on my boob?”

      He looked to her right breast. Although he’d just come, seeing his fingerprints on her flesh aroused him almost as much as wrapping his hand around her throat. He nodded. “I’m sorry.” Cradling her in his lap, he held her lower back and sat so her breast was in his face. He kissed one bruise, then the other, before gently swirling his tongue around the nipple he’d abused.

      She shuddered and hugged him to her breast.

      “Tell me the truth,” he said, shifting his mouth to her left breast. “Did I hurt you?”

      “Yes.”

      He stilled and looked up at her. “Then why did you ask me to do it?”

      “I’m not sure.” She held his face in her hands and rubbed her thumb over his beard. “When you were holding my throat, I sensed a change in you. As if the caveman in you wanted release so he could claim his mate.” She brushed her thumb across his lower lip. “Did you enjoy hurting me?”

      “I would never hit you out of anger.”

      “That’s not what I asked.”

      He’d never struck a woman. Strangulation was his preferred mode of murder. Over the years he had occasionally experimented with a knife. While blood added depth to his portraits, using a knife created too much of a mess for his liking. But Ivy wasn’t asking about how he liked to kill women.

      “I like rough sex,” he admitted.

      “All the time?”

      “Depends on my mood and partner. I had no intention of getting rough with you tonight.” He gently caressed her bruised breast. “Thank you for giving me what I needed.”

      “You’re welcome.” She gave him a lingering kiss and began to grind on his erection. “Now give me what I need. No rough stuff this time.”

      Since her pleasure was all that mattered, he could deliver that. But as her muscles contracted around his length, he realized there was an issue that needed addressed. “I didn’t wear a condom,” he said, wanting to let her in on one of his secrets. “You don’t have to worry, though. I can’t have kids.”

      Her hands still along his jaw, she met his gaze. “Did something happen to you?”

      He grinned. “Yeah, a vasectomy. After the way I was raised, there was no way I would risk bringing a kid into the world.” He tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. “Does this change your mind about me?”

      A slow, seductive smile curved her lips. “I had my tubes tied after I quit my teaching job. I also don’t want any kids,” she said, then kissed him. And as she rubbed her body against his, he realized what that something might be and why he’d needed to make her his.

      Ivy was just as fucked in the head as him.
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      RAIN BEAT AGAINST the window. When thunder clapped and the wind kicked up, Ivy snuggled closer to Ash’s warm naked body. All of her muscles ached, especially her legs from being stretched as if she were a contortionist. The orgasms were worth it. He was worth it.

      She still couldn’t get over that he’d chosen to have a vasectomy but was glad he had and didn’t want children. Having her tubes tied had been the reason one of her relationships hadn’t ended well. Since they wouldn’t have to worry about babies, she and Ash could focus on themselves and their life together. Because she worked from home and made her own hours, she could pick up and go whenever she wanted. How nice would it be to see the world with Ash?

      “It’ll all be good and well until he leaves,” Grandma said.

      Go away, old woman. This one won’t leave me. I feel it in my gut.

      “Oh? Did your little belly butterflies tell you this? Stupid girl.” Grandma tsked. “Those damned things are the reason why men leave. So, do yourself a favor and swallow bug killer and get rid of those things. Then maybe you can start thinking with your head.”

      God, you’re annoying and rude. Ash is a good man. You’ll see.

      “No, in a few weeks I’m gonna see you crying and moping around because he dumped you.”

      Not going to happen. I’m going to marry this man.

      Grandma laughed. “It’ll be a sham of a marriage. He’ll cheat on you. Mark my word, he’ll get sick of banging one pussy and look for another, then another. And if you won’t go away, he’ll make you gone. I’m tellin’ you, Ivy, he’s dangerous. Look what he’s done to your skin.”

      You’re being terribly vile this morning. Go away. I don’t need it. Why can’t you be happy for me?

      “Oh, honey, it’s not that I don’t want you to be happy. I worry about you, is all. What if he finds out your secrets?”

      He won’t. I…I’ve already told him the one about Daddy and Grandpa.

      Grandma gasped. “Everything?”

      No! I’m not as stupid as you think. And I’ll be careful. Just relax about it. Ash and I were meant to be together. Nothing bad is going to happen.

      Ash’s large, warm hand cupped her rear. She rolled over to face him, then gave him a kiss. “Morning,” she said, her girl parts waking up under his heated gaze.

      “Morning. How’d you sleep?”

      “Wonderful. You?”

      “Great. The best part of sleeping with you is waking up with you in my arms.”

      “Oh, Christ, tell me you’re not falling for this sappy shit.”

      Shut it, Grandma.

      “I agree,” she said, ignoring Grandma’s protests. “I think I woke up a few times during the night just to make sure you were still here.”

      He smiled, then kissed her. “It’s miserable outside. We don’t have a TV and the Wi-Fi is spotty. What would you like to do today? We could head downstairs for breakfast, then explore the manor’s haunted rooms.”

      “Or we could order room service and stay in bed all day.”

      “I knew you were perfect for me,” he said, kissing her again. “I want to photograph you.”

      She hated having her picture taken or seeing herself on video. “I’d have to do my hair and put on makeup. And I’m too lazy to do either right now,” she said, snuggling close to him.

      “You’re beautiful just like this.” After he shifted his body on top of hers, his hard length pressed against her stomach. “This is how I want to photograph you. When you’re lazy and sleepy.”

      “And well loved?” she asked, spreading her legs.

      Desire darkened his eyes as he repositioned himself. “Yes,” he said, the head of his penis kissing her sex. “Well loved.”

      Pleasure pushed through her when he thrust. “I want to wake up like this every morning.”

      “Same.” His warm breath puffed against her cheek. “I can’t get enough of you.”

      She arched her back and ran her hands along his. “Don’t stop,” she said, and gripped his rear. Her orgasm came on quick. Although not as intense as the ones he’d given her last night, it was equally satisfying. The intimacy, his gentle touch. Being with Ash was more than she’d ever hoped for or expected. When she’d bid on him, she’d been sure they had a connection. That destiny had brought them together. But, as Grandma liked to remind her, she’d thought the same about past relationships.

      Ash was different, though. Everything he said and did was intentional, honest. He’d admitted to never being loved, to never being in love, and she was certain she could love this man beyond death, that they were soulmates and would spend eternity together.

      As his body tensed, he murmured her name, then kissed her. After he rolled off her, they both laughed when his stomach growled. “I think that’s our cue to order room service,” she said, scooting off the bed to search for a menu.

      He went into the bathroom and started the shower. “Find it?” he asked.

      “Yes.” She closed the nightstand drawer and read off the breakfast items. Once they’d both decided, she placed the order, then headed into the bathroom. When she sat on the toilet to take care of morning business, he slid open the shower curtain. “Sorry, I had to pee and couldn’t wait. Does this bother you?” she asked, then joined him in the shower.

      “Strangely, no.” He closed the curtain. “I’m so comfortable around you. It’s weird to feel familiar with someone I met two days ago.”

      “It is, and I kept questioning myself about it yesterday.”

      “And today?”

      “Today, I’ve decided to go with it.”

      He grinned as he rinsed her hair. “It doesn’t really matter what you’ve decided today. You made your choice last night and can’t undo it.”

      “He ain’t joking. Something’s not right with him. Listen to me, honey. He’s trying to control you.”

      Ignoring Grandma, she closed her eyes as Ash used his strong fingers to lather her hair. “Why would I want to undo anything when you’re massaging my scalp. Mm, that feels so good.”

      He ran his soapy hands over her breasts. “And this?”

      “Even better,” she said, though her right breast was still a little tender. If she wasn’t careful, she could end up with small bruises all over her body.

      “See what I mean?” Grandma asked. “That’s not normal. Normal people don’t get their rocks off by hurting their lover.”

      I don’t think he ‘got off’ because he hurt me.

      “Oh? Are you sure about that? You saw the look in his eyes when he had his hand around your throat. There was darkness there.”

      No, he said he likes to have rough sex now and then.

      “Hrmph.”

      God, just shut up, Grandma, I’m trying to fool around with Ash and it’s kind of hard when I have a wrinkly old woman in my ear.

      “Did you fall asleep?” Ash moved his slippery hands between her thighs. “Or am I boring you?”

      “I was enjoying the moment,” she said, then gasped when he slid his fingers over her clit.

      “How long before our food arrives?”

      “Twenty minutes.”

      His soapy finger teased her bottom entrance. “That’s not enough time for what I want to do to you.”

      “Good God, girl! He is depraved. He’s one of those perverted sadist types I once read about in the paper. Get away from him!”

      “And what do you want to do to me?” she asked, nervousness working through her stomach. What if Grandma was right? She loved sex, and loved it with Ash, even when he was  rough. But she wasn’t sure she could get into anal sex, bondage or whips and chains.

      While his finger continued to tease her in a divine and naughty way, his other hand slid to her throat. “I’d rather it be a surprise,” he said, then kissed her shoulder. “I’ll show you later, when I’m photographing you.”

      “Don’t you do it! He’s gonna want to take nudie pictures of you. Don’t disgrace yourself for this pervert. What if those pictures get out and people see them? Oh, oh, I swear you’re gonna give me a heart attack.”

      You’re already dead, so stop with the drama, she told Grandma, then said to Ash, “I’m looking forward to later.

      Later arrived in the afternoon. After their shower, they’d had breakfast, then had fallen asleep for a couple hours. When they’d woken, they’d spent time talking and kissing, then eventually had made love. Much to Grandma’s chagrin, Ash hadn’t brought out his camera—the lighting wasn’t right for what he wanted to photograph—and he’d left the kink out of their sex. No rough stuff, just satisfying loving.

      “At least he left your fanny intact.”

      Jesus, Grandma, let it go. My sex life isn’t any of your business.

      “Your grandpa wouldn’t have thought of touching me in such a filthy way.”

      Now that I know what a prude you are, you probably only had sex one time and that was to get pregnant with Mom.

      Grandma laughed. “You’d be surprised by the fun your grandpa and I used to have.” She let out a wistful sigh. “And then he wasn’t fun anymore. But that’s all in the past. Where’d your pervert go?”

      He went to the gift shop for a deck of cards.

      “How cute,” Grandma said with sarcasm. “Your demented boyfriend is going to try to pretend he’s a normal guy. And my dummy of a granddaughter is falling for it.”

      I’ve had enough of you, old woman. You do this to me every time I start dating someone, and I’m sick of it. When I’m sitting alone on my birthday or Christmas, I don’t hear a peep from you. But put a man in front of me, and here comes the nosy old lady offering up unsolicited advice. No more! Why can’t you go away?

      Hello? she asked when Grandma didn’t respond. Grandma? Are you there?

      Still no answer. Strange. Grandma had started visiting her shortly after her death. Ivy had been living with her mom when she’d met Richard. He’d been ten years older than her, handsome, had had a high-paying career, owned a home and had no children. She’d thought there could be something special between them, and there was, until the old lady had started yapping away. One thing she’d say about Grandma, if there was an award for nagging, she would win it every time.

      Grandma had gotten so into her head, by the time the old woman had finished, Ivy was convinced Richard was a liar and cheater, even when she’d had no evidence of it. Grandma had had her so paranoid, she’d broken up with Richard. And then the old lady had disappeared again. Those had been good months. She’d spent time with her mom and had done some serious soul searching. Once her mom was doing better without Grandma living there, Ivy had decided it was time to get her own place. Done living in Dayton, she’d chosen Atlanta, where she’d met Theo. Then guess who’d started talking again?

      She’d begun to worry that she was just as crazy as her mom and grandma. Then she’d figured grief had messed with her head, and ‘hearing’ Grandma’s voice was a coping mechanism. She’d considered going to a psychiatrist about it, then had changed her mind. She’d never been a good patient and hated taking medications. Besides, Grandma only bothered her if she was dating someone. Maybe Grandma hadn’t really been in her head, but represented her subconscious, her inner voice. And maybe it was her subconscious that had tried to sabotage her relationships because those men hadn’t been right for her.

      Since Grandma had showed up now, did that mean her subconscious thought being with Ash was a bad idea? And if that was the case, then where’d Grandma go? This was all confusing and ridiculous. If Ash knew she’d been carrying on a conversation with her dead grandmother, he’d think she was mad as a hatter and run the other way.

      “Honey, I’m home,” Ash called from his bedroom.

      She left her room to greet him, then froze in the adjoining doorway. Her butterflies went nutso in her belly, fluttering and dancing and making her dizzy. “I thought you went downstairs for a deck of cards,” she said, staring at the serving cart. A bottle of champagne sat on ice, two glasses next to it, along with chocolate-covered strawberries, a beautiful bouquet of roses and several dishes with metal covers on top.

      He held up a pack. “I did. But along the way I happened to find all this stuff and thought you might like it.”

      She approached the cart, then lifted one of the metal covers. “Mmm, smells wonderful,” she said, eyeing the chicken dish.

      “I wasn’t sure what you’d like, so I ordered chicken and steak. I figured we could share.”

      She thought back to his earlier comment about being comfortable around her, how he hadn’t expected a feeling of familiarity so quickly. She hadn’t, either. Christ, she’d peed in front of him. She’d had to go and hadn’t thought twice about it. What did that say? Either she had zero manners or her subconscious was good with Ash. After all, Grandma was no longer in her ear.

      “I thought you didn’t know how to share,” she said, loving this little surprise. Loving him.

      Wait. Was that possible? Yes, she believed in love at first sight, but it had never actually happened to her prior to meeting Ash. Could she be falling for him?

      This was the point where Grandma should tell her she was being a silly, stupid girl. Or she might remind her how Mom had loved Dad too much, and that it had nearly broken her mother when he’d gone missing.

      She wasn’t her love-sick mom or her bitter, paranoid grandma. She was her own woman, searching for her own happiness.

      “I know how to share, I just don’t like doing it. With you, it’s different.” His gaze grew intense. “Everything I have is yours.”

      Her heart skipped a beat as she twined her arms around his neck. “I’m yours.”

      He kissed her. “I know. And I don’t remember ever being happier.”

      “Yet you’ve traveled the world and—”

      “No lie. I’ve never been happier. Seeing the world…I’m lucky to have the means. But it’s like I told you. I’ve been a traveling recluse, and that needs to change. Get on the bed and let me feed you.”

      She did and relished every minute. Loved that he wouldn’t let her use her hands, how he held the fork out for her to take a bite. His chocolate-strawberry kisses. His champagne kisses. Every single damned kiss he gave her.

      Hours later, their bellies full, their heads buzzing with  the champagne, they made love. Afterward, he held her in his arms. “Check out is noon.” He kissed her shoulder. “I’d like to leave earlier, though.”

      “Do you have work to do?”

      “Not work-work, but we need to go to your place, get you packed, then put your things away.”

      She did everything in her power to keep her body relaxed. “Get me packed?”

      “My house is now yours.”

      “Ash, I have my own place.”

      “Right, but you made your choice. When you agreed to be in my life, you agreed to move into my bed.”

      She didn’t bother to hide her tension. “I thought you meant for the weekend.”

      He rolled on top of her and covered her with his big body. If Grandma was around, she’d cry, “Danger!” But she didn’t feel endangered. With the way he was looking at her, as if she was the only person, the only thing in the world that mattered, she felt cherished. Loved.

      “No, baby, I don’t want one weekend. I want your lifetime.” He cupped her face. “I want you in my life.”

      She melted under his heartfelt gaze, his gentle touch. “This is moving fast. I’m…not ready to give up my rental house.”

      Disappointment clouded his eyes. “I understand,” he said, moving his hand between her legs. “I don’t want you just for sex.” He thrust a finger inside her, making her groan. “I want you for you. I can’t explain what’s happened to me between yesterday and today. All I know is I need you with me. This morning, when I’d jumped in the shower—”

      “Please don’t bring up the peeing thing,” she said, her cheeks burning.

      “Yeah, not a sexy subject, but when you did that, I realized I wanted more. Not peeing of course.”

      She laughed. “Of course.”

      “I wanted more of that familiar stuff. Cooking alongside you, brushing my teeth next to you, dragging the garbage out together. Never mind that, I’ll take out the garbage.”

      She grinned and ran her palm along his soft beard. “Unless you’re out of town, you’ll be on garbage duty.”

      “If I’m out of town, you’ll be with me.” He looked away for a second. “I know I don’t say the right things. I thought about your caveman comment last night and I guess I can get that way. But it’s only because I…I want to be with you. And, I also know I have dark urges.” He looked to her bruised breast, then kissed it. “Hurting you has been eating at me.”

      “Let it go. I told you to do it.”

      “Yes, but if that’s something you don’t like, I can try to change.”

      Change? Hell, no. “I like you the way you are. Even when you’re being all caveman and letting your dark urges show. I like you.”

      His gaze softened as his lips moved closer to hers. “One day you’ll love me.”

      If it wasn’t too soon, she might say it now. But would he eventually love her?

      He pressed the head of his erection against her sex. “Since being with you, I’ve had so many strange feelings running through my body and mind. Feelings I haven’t had before. And that’s no line.”

      She leaned up and kissed him. “I know,” she said on a moan as he entered her.

      “Be with me, baby. Move into my bed.”

      How could she say no when he was on top of her, filling her, giving her so much pleasure and taking away the loneliness? For the first time in years, she wouldn’t be alone. She would have a lover and friend, someone to share the day and night with, someone to hold her and maybe even love her. Someone to keep the butterflies fluttering.

      “Yes,” she said, wrapping her legs around his back. “I’m not ready for the weekend to end, so I’ll stay with you for a few days.”

      He thrust hard, then held himself still. “You’ll stay with me forever.”
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        One week later…

      

        

      
        Ash’s house, Norfolk, Virginia

        Saturday, 10:22 a.m. Daylight Saving Time

      

      

      IVY WAS IN love. She grinned at her reflection as she finished brushing her hair, then slipped into the silk robe Ash had bought her. She still couldn’t believe she’d been here at Ash’s for a week, or that half of her things had been brought over from the rental. Who did that? What normal, rational person would move in with someone after knowing them for only a couple days?

      A person in love, she supposed. And she was in love. She was crazy about Ash and suspected he loved her, too. At least she hoped he did. While it was abnormal and irrational for her to stay here, it was also a great way to get to know him better. She’d learned they had similar tastes in movies, books and music. On the surface he’d appeared to be a neat freak, until she’d opened a few closets and drawers and discovered otherwise. He loved to eat, so long as the food didn’t contain nuts. She’d figured out that one after she had made him pecan crusted salmon for dinner. He was also ambidextrous—which she still couldn’t wrap her brain around—and spoke Spanish, French and German fluently. He played the cello, too.

      Although Ash was open and honest about most anything, he tended to clam up if she said anything about feelings. The only F word he preferred to discuss was fucking, and that was okay. They had their entire lives ahead of them. There would be plenty of time for both fucking and feelings.

      A knock came at the bathroom door. “Are you almost finished?” Ash asked.

      “I need to get dressed, then I’ll be ready to go,” she said, opening the door. The local meteorologist had promised them a warm, sunny spring day. While the water would be too cold to go into, Ash had suggested they take a drive to the beach, have lunch and people-watch.

      “We’ll go later, or tomorrow.”

      She hid her disappointment. She’d bought a new bikini and hoped to show it off to him. “Did you make other plans for us, or just for yourself?”

      There’d been a few times this week when he’d left without saying where he was going and had stayed gone for hours. Since she’d had work to do, that had been fine. But she couldn’t help wonder where he’d gone. If Grandma was still around, she’d suggest Ash had other women on the side. She didn’t believe that, not given how thoughtful, generous and attentive he was to her. He made it clear she was special to him. Even during the couple times he’d been withdrawn and had needed to be alone, he’d reassured her that she was the only one for him. Maybe that had been why he was leaving the house. Maybe he needed time for himself. They’d both lived alone for years and being here in his house, together, was an adjustment for each of them.

      “What would I do by myself?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. Whatever you do when you leave me here.”

      His mouth curved into a cocky grin. “Do I detect a hint of jealousy in your tone?”

      “No. Maybe. I’m sure you wouldn’t like it if I left and didn’t bother telling you where I was going or when I’d be home.”

      His grin faded. “You’re right, I wouldn’t. I apologize. I…sometimes I need space.”

      Just as she’d figured.

      “I take my camera with me,” he continued. “Sometimes I take photographs, other times I think about you. And when I’m thinking about you, I’m wondering why the hell I left the house in the first place.”

      “This is new to you.” She rested her hands on his chest. “We’re going to have to deal with some growing pains. Maybe we need a small break. Why don’t I go back to my place tomorrow and give you a few days to yourself?”

      Irritation flashed in his eyes and furrowed his brow. “You moved into my bed. That’s where you belong.”

      “Oh, stop with that. I didn’t move. I still have things at the rental, and I’m still paying rent and utilities. Here, I’m playing house.”

      “Playing house,” he echoed. “I’m not playing.”

      God, the man’s way of thinking could be ridiculously severe. She gave his beard a gentle tug. “It’s just a figure of speech, my love. This is real for me.”

      His face and eyes softened. “Sorry, you know I sometimes take things literally.”

      “No worries. So, what new plans did you make for us?”

      He spun her around until she faced the king-sized bed. His room was decorated in a masculine yet minimalistic style. The walls were a cool gray and adorned with a few framed black and white photographs of various landscapes and random objects. The dark bulky furniture looked heavy, and probably was, and the bed—which was draped with a blood-red comforter—had a black cushioned headboard. But her gaze wasn’t on the room’s décor, but the strips of white material lying across the comforter, and the camera next to it.

      He’d mentioned wanting to photograph her, but it hadn’t happened yet. Although nervous about what he’d see through the lens, her dancing butterflies told her not to worry.

      “Take off your robe,” he said, untying the sash for her. “The sunlight is too perfect to waste. Let me photograph you.”

      Her heart beating a little faster, she glanced to the two large windows facing the backyard. A little sunlight spilled into the room, and a few of the sun’s rays tiptoed across the bed. “Here?” she asked, holding her robe closed, and not understanding her own apprehension. She trusted Ash. He’d seen her naked and had touched every part of her body. But for some reason, this made her nervous.

      “Yes,” he said, dragging the red comforter to the edge of the bed to reveal the stark white blanket and sheets underneath.

      “Okay, give me a minute to check my hair and put on makeup.”

      He walked over, speared his fingers through her hair and kissed her. Just as the kiss turned hot, open-mouthed, he pulled away. He shifted his gaze from her hair to her lips. “Perfect.”

      She glanced at her reflection in the dresser mirror and couldn’t help smiling. Of course he liked what he saw. She looked as if she’d just had sex.

      “Come on, off with the robe.” He patted the bed. “I need you here.”

      Releasing a breath, she let the garment slide from her body, then went to where he’d indicated. Once seated, she held her hands in her lap.

      “What’s with you?” He sat next to her and kissed her shoulder. “Why are you so tense?” he asked, running his fingers up her spine.

      “I don’t know. These pictures…no one is going to see them, correct?”

      “You’re mine. No one sees what’s mine.” He moved a lock of her hair over her shoulder. “Move to the center of the bed and face the window. Good. Now sit as if you’re straddling my dick.”

      Her nipples hardened. She glanced over her shoulder at him and to his crotch. “I wish I was right now.”

      “Soon,” he said, promise in his eyes. He moved the sheets and pillows, making the bed look used. “Okay, back straight, and look toward the window.” The camera clicked a few times. “Pull the sheets so they cover part of your breasts.” Click, click. “Excellent. Lie down.”

      For the next thirty minutes he had her shift into various poses. She’d expected him to take pornographic shots, but he surprised her and kept the photoshoot tastefully sexy. “Can I see a few of the pictures?” she asked.

      He sat next to her and showed her one of the digital shots. “Stunning.”

      The picture was beautiful, sultry. “I wish I looked like this all the time. Even in clothes.”

      “You do. Even in clothes,” he added with a grin.

      “Thank you, but—”

      “No buts. Look at your eyes.” He switched to the next picture and she did as he instructed. “This is what I see when you look at me.”

      She glanced to the photo again and saw what he saw. A woman in love.

      “Why are you blushing?” he asked, then kissed her warm cheek.

      “No reason.”

      “No lying.” He set the camera aside in exchange for the white strips of material, which turned out to be long, sheer silk scarves. “Tell me,” he said, wrapping the soft silk around both of her wrists.

      “Only if you explain what this is about.”

      “The scarves? Photo props.” He finished binding her wrists together, then had her go and rest against the bed’s cushioned headboard. Taking the loose end of the scarf, he forced her arms up and over her head, then he reached behind the headboard. After a moment, he sat on his heels. “Give it a tug.”

      Her heart raced when she couldn’t free her wrists, and her earlier nervousness returned. Yes, she trusted Ash, but even after only a week she knew him well. He had dark urges, loved rough sex, and she knew he wanted to be the one and only man to take her anally. And that was something she didn’t want.

      “If I ask you to untie me—”

      “Then I will. I don’t have rape fantasies,” he said, loosely tying the scarf around her neck.

      “I know that.” Did she? She thought she knew him well, but what if he was hiding something from her? “But you like things rough.”

      He tied one scarf around her ankle. “With a willing partner,” he said, taking the long end of the scarf and tugging it.

      “Are you tying that to the bedframe?”

      “Yes, go ahead and give it a try.”

      Her leg barely moved. And though her nipples had grown hard and her sex ached for his touch, this bondage game still had her anxiety high. By the time he’d finished tethering her other ankle to the bed, she worried she might have a full-blown panic attack.

      “I don’t think I want to do this,” she said, squirming her bottom and trying to break free.

      “Shh.” He smoothed a hand along her torso. “Just relax. Let me take a few photos. If you’re still uncomfortable, I’ll untie you.”

      She willed her body and mind to unwind. Her physical relationship with him had been beyond wonderful. Chances were, she would enjoy what he was introducing to her now.

      He picked up the camera and began snapping pictures, focusing more on her face than the intimate parts of her body. As he clicked the device, he would occasionally murmur his approval, and between shots, his gaze drifted to her sex and breasts. She glanced to his crotch, where his erection strained against his jeans. Knowing this excited him aroused her even more.

      “Put down the camera and join me,” she suggested, giving the scarves around her wrists a tug. “I’m getting chilly and I can’t use my arms to pull up the covers.”

      His mouth slid into a grin. “Do you want me to warm you with my body or the blankets?”

      “Your naked body. Take off your clothes.”

      He set down the camera, then pulled off his shirt. “You’re pretty bossy for someone who can’t move their arms and legs,” he said, stepping out of his jeans. Staring at her, he stroked himself for a moment, then crawled onto the bed.

      Smiling, her breath quickening with anticipation, she watched as moved between her outstretched legs. When he swept his tongue along her labia, she shivered. “More,” she said, pulling at the restraints, and wishing she could run her hands through his hair. Curious about fooling around this way, she’d wait a little longer before demanding he remove the scarves.

      His gaze on hers, he licked her again. Then he closed his eyes and kissed her sex as if he were kissing her mouth. His tongue drove her crazy, had her writhing and pressing her pelvis toward his face. He shoved his hands under her rear and held her still. Feasted off her body. Goose bumps rose along her skin as a sensational ache coiled low in her belly where the butterflies danced. And when he flicked his tongue over her clitoris, she tensed, moaned his name and shattered.

      As she rode out the glorious sensation, he moved to his knees. With a hard thrust, he buried himself inside her, then ran his palm along her breast. “You look so sexy this way,” he said, and taking one end of the scarf around her neck, he teased the soft material across her nipples.

      She drew in a breath. “Oh, God. You’re killing me.” She pulled harder at the restraints. “Untie me.”

      “Patience.” He reached over and picked up the camera, then aimed the lens at her face. “Fucking beautiful,” he said, pressing himself deeper toward her womb.

      When she closed her eyes and groaned, the camera clicked. She snapped open her eyes. “Ash, put that down and hold me.”

      He leaned forward slightly, then placed a hand around her throat. “Just a few more.”

      That familiar, sinfully wicked glint darkened his eyes. With his hand tightening around her throat and his hips rocking to their own rhythm, he somehow snapped a few pictures.

      The pressure against her neck increased. “Ash.” The camera clicked. “Ash, this doesn’t feel good.” Click, click. Panicking and worried Grandma had been right all along about him, she tried bucking her hips. “Ash,” she shouted as loud as the pressure from his hand allowed.

      Blinking a few times, he moved the camera from his face and stared at it. Then he quickly pulled his hand from her throat. “I’m sorry, baby. I didn’t mean to get carried away.” He made a few adjustments to the device. “I’ve taken thousands of photos, but none will ever compare to these,” he said, setting it aside. When his gaze met hers, worry filled his eyes.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “The way you’re looking at me.” He moved off her, and quickly untied her wrists and ankles. Once finished, he had her in his arms. “We’re never doing that again.”

      “Fine by me, but how was I looking at you?”

      “It’s how you weren’t. I…I don’t ever…I’m deleting these.”

      She stopped him before he reached the camera. “Honey, talk to me.”

      He wiped a hand down his face. For someone so strong and confident, the shame etched in his eyes surprised her. “I want you to look at me the way you always do.”

      “Like in the photos you took earlier?”

      He nodded. “As if you love me. But I fucked it up and…” He sat up and moved his legs over the side of the bed. “I never want to see fear in your eyes again.”

      She rose to her knees and, pressing her breasts against his back, wrapped her arms around him. “I wasn’t afraid of you.”

      “No lying.”

      “I’m not.” She slid off the bed and straddled his lap. When he kept his focus on the wood floor, she nudged his chin. “Hey, look at me.” Tears misted her eyes once he did. His gaze held misery and apology. “Ash, I do love you. How I feel about you scares me. You don’t. I trust you and know you wouldn’t hurt me.”

      “I know what fear looks like.”

      Unsure what to do, or how to convince him, she climbed off his lap. “I think I should go home.”

      “You are home.”

      She shook her head and picked up her robe from the floor. “I’m not joking. I think we should do what I suggested earlier and take a short break.”

      “I don’t want a break and I don’t want you leaving.” He stood. Still naked, still erect, he approached her, crowded her space, yet he didn’t touch her. “You love me?” he asked, tension vibrating from his body.

      “Everything about you.”

      “But you’d still leave?”

      “I don’t want to go. I thought maybe you needed time to deal with whatever is going on in your head.”

      “No, Ivy, I need you,” he said, his gaze tender and imploring.

      She’d come to realize Ash was more complex than she had originally thought. She couldn’t imagine what it had been like for him growing up without the love of family or anyone. For as strong and confident as he was, she believed his mother and her coldness had broken part of his heart. That there was a child inside him waiting to be nurtured and loved. Unfortunately, she didn’t like children. But she loved him and would do what she could to help mend him, to teach him to love.

      “I think we need each other.” She let the robe drop to the floor again. “And since we’re both still naked, I think we should get back to having sex.”

      “I don’t want to have sex.” He caressed her cheek with the tips of his fingers. “I want to make love to you.”

      Her breath caught. She searched his eyes and found the love of her life. The only man who would ever touch her again and would stay with her until death parted them.

      Men left, but this one wouldn’t. She’d make certain of it.
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        Mason Jewelers, Norfolk, Virginia

        Sunday, 2:38 p.m. Daylight Saving Time

      

      

      ASH IMPATIENTLY TAPPED his fingers against the glass case. He still had to pick up flowers and dinner and had promised Ivy he’d be home by four. He probably should’ve waited and planned this out better. After yesterday, he couldn’t.

      The moment he’d seen fear in Ivy’s eyes, that something he hadn’t been able to identify had hit him square in the head. He loved her.

      He’d intended for the playful photo shoot to result in hot sex. Instead, it had been life changing. While he had taken a few photos of her with his cell phone previously, he’d had yet to use his camera until the day before. Once he had, once he’d seen the first still shot of her—lying on the bed, the sheets barely hiding her breasts, her auburn hair spread on the pillow and her loving gaze directed at him—it’d rocked his world. At the time, he hadn’t been sure of her feelings, and it hadn’t mattered. He’d simply loved the way she looked at him. As if he was all she would ever need, the only person who would ever matter.

      The scarves… Damn, had she been a sexy sight. But he’d taken it too far, had lost himself in the pleasure. And when he’d viewed the pictures of her, the last of the concrete surrounding his black heart had disintegrated. Even now, and even though she’d reassured him dozens of times she didn’t fear him, he hated himself for having scared her. Based on the photos, the look in her eyes, he’d definitely scared her.

      When he’d gone to the auction last Thursday, he’d planned on finding his next victim. Not the love of his life. At Abernathy Manor, he’d spent two days contemplating what to do with the woman he’d originally intended to kill. Kill her or keep her. Ten days later, and he was buying her an engagement ring.

      What choice did he have? There was no way he could kill her. His world wouldn’t be the same if he couldn’t look into her eyes, see the life, the love… He also couldn’t keep her locked in the attic. He doubted she would love him if he kept her prisoner, plus, he traveled and moved around too much. What would he do with her then? Pack her in a moving truck or suitcase? Absurd. No, if he wanted her to remain in his life, to bind her to him and make sure she never left, marriage was the only way.

      “Here you are, Mr. Wolfe.” The jeweler approached with paperwork and a red velvet box. “You’ve made a beautiful and unique choice. When I brought this piece to the store, my wife claimed that no one would be interested in an emerald and diamond engagement ring.”

      Ash opened the delicate box and studied the platinum ring. “My woman is beautiful and unique. The first time I saw her she wore an emerald dress. The color matches her eyes,” he said, unsure why he told the man this. “They were bewitching.”

      The jeweler smiled. “Spoken like a man in love. Best wishes, Mr. Wolfe. I’m sure you and your future bride will have a wonderful life together.”

      As Ash left the store, it occurred to him Ivy could decline his proposal. What would he do then? Before worry grabbed hold of him, he shoved the ridiculous thought aside. She would say yes to him. After all, only death would part them.

      “Ash?” a woman called from behind him.

      He turned and smiled as Nadine Marx exited a coffee shop. “How are you?” he asked, then kissed her cheek.

      “Great. How did your weekend date go? I hope it wasn’t a dud.”

      “Hardly.” He pulled the velvet box from his pocket and showed her the ring. “I’m proposing to Ivy tonight.”

      Her eyes wide, she looked from the ring to him. “But it’s only been…” She ticked off on her fingers. “You’re getting engaged after only knowing each other for ten days?”

      He pocketed the ring. “Why not? I love her, she loves me…I see no point in waiting because society believes couples should date for months on end before making a commitment.”

      She frowned. “Then I guess congratulations are in order.”

      Anger brewed beneath the surface. Fuck this woman. He didn’t need her congratulating or judging him. “Thank you for being happy for us,” he said, not bothering to make his tone sarcastic. He didn’t care what ‘Nads’ thought of him. He currently tolerated her presence because if she hadn’t asked him to take part in the auction, he would have never met Ivy.

      “Ash,” she said when he continued toward his car. “Sorry, I am happy for you. It’s impulsive and crazy, but it’s also exciting and romantic.”

      He glanced back at her and forced a smile. “I hope one day you do something impulsive and crazy that will lead to an exciting romance.”

      She smiled back. “You never know.”

      During the next hour, as he stopped at the florist and restaurant, he thought about how he would propose. But Nadine kept invading his thoughts. Was he being too impulsive, too crazy? Did it matter? If the marriage tanked, and he came to hate Ivy, he’d kill her.

      He parked in his garage, then brought the packages into the house. After setting the food and flowers on the kitchen counter, he went to the staircase. “Ivy?”

      “Right behind you.”

      When he turned around, his mouth went dry. Ivy wore nothing but a tiny emerald green string bikini. And it was a good thing there were strings because, in about two seconds, the bikini would be off her, and he hated to tear up something so sexy.

      “Do I smell Italian food?” she asked.

      He tore his gaze from the way her nipples pierced the scraps of material covering her breasts. “What?”

      She grinned. “I asked if I smelled Italian.”

      “Yes, I picked up dinner. It was supposed to be a surprise. I thought you were working upstairs in our room.”

      “I finished early.” She stepped close and ran her hands along his chest. “Then I got to thinking about this bikini. I bought it this week and planned on wearing it yesterday. But someone kept me in bed all day.”

      He moved his hands to her rear and cupped her bare ass. “There is no way you can wear this out in public,” he said, suddenly possessive and jealous.

      “Prude.” She gave him a teasing pout. “Then what am I going to do with it now? I’m not allowed to wear panties and—”

      “You are most certainly allowed to hang around the house in this,” he said, testing the string buried in the crevice of her ass. Before the need to fuck blocked out everything else, he stepped away from her. “Head back to our room so I can salvage my surprise.”

      With excitement in her eyes, she closed in on him. “Okay, but I need a kiss first.”

      He held up his hands to avoid touching temptation. “Not a good idea.”

      “Sure it is.” She ran her hand along the front of his jeans, then applied pressure to his erection. “I just want a little kiss,” she said, unzipping his fly and sneaking her hand inside. “Feels like you want that, too.”

      God, yes. He loved when she took him in her eager mouth. “I do. After my surprise.” He sucked in a breath when her fingers wrapped around his hard length. Although he’d had an agenda for the evening, he could postpone his plans long enough for her to give him a little kiss. Plus, she’d gone through the trouble of putting on the sexy bikini and he didn’t want to disappoint her.

      “You’re sure?” she asked, unbuckling his belt. “I promise this won’t take long.”

      “I don’t know.” He ground his teeth when she went to her knees and brought his erection to her lips. “I guess I can spare a few minutes.”

      “Gee, thanks,” she said with a sultry smile, then she licked him.

      “Yes,” he hissed, and pushed his pelvis forward. “I love your mouth.”

      “Is that all?” she asked, before sucking him deep.

      He should tell her to stop. They had all night, and the food would go cold. Then she drew his testicles into her mouth and sucked hard. Fuck it. He owned a microwave.

      As he moved her hair to the side so he could watch her, she slid her hand over his thigh, then stopped. “What’s this?” she asked, her hand on top of the ring box inside his front pocket.

      Damn it. “Nothing. Keep going. I love having your mouth on me.”

      Holding his erection in her hands, she looked up at him. “Are you hiding something?”

      “No, just let it go.”

      She licked him again, then sat back on her heels. “If you’re not hiding anything, then just show me what’s in your pocket.”

      “Ivy, let it go. It’s part of your surprise.”

      “This is going to bug the crap out of me.” She pulled him into her mouth again, then just as quickly released him. “Now I can’t concentrate on what I’m doing.”

      He joined her on the floor and pulled out the red velvet box. Their entire relationship had been unconventional, so why would his proposal be any different? Because she was unique and special, he’d still try to do this right. “Ivy,” he began, holding the box between them. “I love you.”

      Tears filled her eyes. “I love you, too.”

      “You taught me what love is about. Now that I know, I can’t imagine my life without you.” He opened the box. “Will you marry me?”

      As she stared at the ring, a tear slipped down her cheek. “Ash, it’s beautiful. The emeralds are…I love it.”

      “They remind me of your eyes and the dress you wore the night we met.”

      She rested her palm along his jaw, and her loving, tearful gaze upon him. “You were trying to surprise me and I ruined it.”

      “The only way you could ruin anything is if you tell me no.” He took the ring from the box and placed it at the tip of her finger. “Will you be with me always?”

      She helped him slide the band into place, and the fit was perfect. “Only death can part us.” She kissed him, then twined her arms around his neck.

      He hugged her back. “Was that a yes?”

      Laughing and looking at the ring again, she nodded. “Absolutely.” She rested her newly bejeweled hand against her breast. “Look how well the ring matches my top.”

      His gaze was on her nipple, which wasn’t far from the emerald and diamond ring. He reached behind her and tugged at the string holding the bikini top in place. “It won’t for long,” he said, then kissed her.

      Later, after they’d made love and eaten, then made love again—this time in their bed—he held her in his arms. “I had no idea what it was like to be truly happy until I met you.”

      “I didn’t, either. Every time I’m with you or think about you, I get butterflies in my belly. I hope it never stops. I love that feeling.”

      “They aren’t going anywhere, baby. Not if you’re with me.”

      

      
        
        Three days later…

      

        

      
        The Split Bean, Norfolk, Virginia

        Tuesday, 3:44 p.m. Daylight Saving Time

      

      

      Ash wasn’t sure why Nadine wanted to meet him for coffee. The only reason he could figure was she’d wanted to do a follow-up story to the auction.

      Not going to happen.

      While he wanted her charity to do well, and he liked the free promo, what he had with Ivy was private. He wasn’t interested in sharing their relationship. He was only interested in making his fiancée happy, then making her his wife.

      He sat at a table and waited for Nadine, the word ‘wife’ still on his mind. Never, not in this lifetime, had he considered falling in love, let alone marriage. After growing up without love, he hadn’t thought it was possible.

      Ivy had changed his mind.

      She was all he would ever need. Her, and her love. A partner to make sure loneliness never took up residence in his house. A friend, a lover…

      Nadine entered the coffee shop. Instead of going to the counter, she glanced around, saw him, then rushed to the table he’d secured.

      “Thanks for meeting with me,” she said, sitting across from him.

      “No problem, but I’m not interested in doing a follow-up piece to the charity auction. What Ivy and I have is between us.”

      She puffed her cheeks, then blew out a deep breath. “That’s not why I asked you to meet me.” Concern sharpened her eyes. “I’m not going to dance around this. I prefer to be blunt.” She reached across and rested her hand on his. “Ash, did you know Ivy has been married three times?”

      He froze. Impossible. She would have told him.

      “By the look in your eyes, I’m going to assume she hasn’t told you. But it’s true. After I ran into you on Sunday, and you told me about getting engaged, I…well, I couldn’t help myself. I had to look into her background. You’re wealthy and famous, and, hey, there are a lot of horrible people out there who love to con people out of their money.”

      “She has her own money,” he said, but a tiny voice in the back of his mind asked him how he knew this. What proof did he have? None. All he had was her word.

      “Right. Inheritance money from her mom and grandma. I don’t think this is about money, though.”

      Annoyed the woman was wasting his time, he stared at her throat and now wished he’d performed at least one of his favorite passions on her. If the woman was dead, she couldn’t bother him. “Get to the point.”

      She let out another breath. “All three of her husbands ended up dead. One was an accidental drowning, the next died when he accidentally electrocuted himself, and the last died from carbon monoxide poisoning. Each coroner in every city ruled her husbands’ deaths as accidental. Detectives had to go along with it because there was no evidence of any kind that she’d been involved. And, as you pointed out, she has her own money. In total, she only gained about fifty thousand dollars from all three husbands’ life insurance policies, which she used to cover their funerals.”

      His head spun and his heart raced. No. This wasn’t possible.

      Or was it?

      He’d assumed that something, which had been nagging at him from the moment they’d met, had been his body, his mind, grappling with the idea of love. If Nadine wasn’t bullshitting him, he now knew what that something meant.

      She was just like him.

      Anger rushing through him, he leaned forward. “If you print any of this, I will do everything in my power to destroy you. Do you understand?”

      Eyes wide, she sat back. “Yes.”

      “The cops, the ME, they let her go. Have you ever considered that Ivy has had bad luck with men?”

      “I did. And if that’s the case, I don’t think I’d want to be you right now.” She glanced around them, then also leaned forward. “Ash, I know you think you love her, and that you don’t want to believe any of this. But please read the files I sent to your email. It contains the police and MEs’ reports. Once you do, I hope you reconsider marrying Ivy.”

      “Fuck off,” he said, leaving the bitch reporter at the table, only to rush to his SUV and open up the email she’d sent. He stared at one of the files on his cell phone. His blood went ice cold. Ivy had married Liam Klien right out of high school, then they’d both attended the University of Cincinnati. During their sophomore year, while on a camping trip with a group of friends, Liam had gotten drunk and fallen into a lake, where he’d drowned. His blood alcohol had been well above the legal limits.

      He moved on to the next file, which was from the St. Louis, Missouri, ME and police. Her second husband, Jordan Garfield, who she’d married after graduating from the University of Missouri, had electrocuted himself while changing a socket at their recently purchased home. Ivy had been at the house, but there’d been no evidence of foul play.

      The final file came from the Atlanta PD and ME, and stated that Theo Darwin, Ivy’s third husband, had died while working on his car. According to Ivy’s statement, Theo had been drinking—blood alcohol levels confirmed this—and had decided to stay up late to repair his car. At some point, while the garage had been closed, he’d decided to test the engine, then had passed out with the car running. Cause of death was accidental carbon monoxide poisoning.

      As he thought back to their past conversations, how she’d only been in three relationships and had thought she’d been in love, how she’d claimed men left—and they would if you killed them—how she’d lived in Dayton, St. Louis and Atlanta…

      He laughed. The biggest, deepest belly laugh of his lifetime. “Holy fuck.” He shook his head.

      He was engaged to a serial killer.

      Now he had to kill her before she killed him.
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        Ash’s house, Norfolk, Virginia

        Sunday, 6:24 p.m. Daylight Saving Time

      

      

      POISON IVY.

      Ash stared at the gold charm resting along the base of Ivy’s throat, then to his fiancée’s beautiful and innocent face. He had no idea how he’d managed to get through dinner and their conversation without strangling her.

      I love her. I don’t want her dead.

      He didn’t, but how could he sleep next to a woman who would eventually plot his ‘accidental’ death? After his meeting with Nadine, he’d read through everything she’d emailed him. Twice. He could guarantee any investigator who’d worked those three cases—especially the third one—had wanted to find a way to charge Ivy with murder. But she’d been careful, conniving and so fucking smart.

      God, he loved her. Her mind and her body. How had she done it? More importantly, why? Not one of her husbands had had money or large life insurance policies. Her first husband, Liam, had been nineteen when he’d died and hadn’t even had life insurance. The second husband, Jordan, had been working a shitty sales job when he’d met his demise and had been worth next to nothing. Theo, hubby number three, had actually made a good living, and had brought money into the marriage. But after he’d died—with a modest life insurance policy—Ivy had given everything he’d brought into the marriage to his family.

      With each marriage, she’d walked away with absolutely nothing. Was it possible he and Nadine were wrong about Ivy? If medical examiners, crime scene investigators and detectives from three different cities and states—who’d had access to top-notch investigative tools—hadn’t been able to pin any of her husbands’ deaths on her, then maybe there was a reason for that. Maybe she was unlucky in love. That could be the reason she hadn’t told him about the three men. If, on the first night they’d met, she had mentioned having been married three times, and how all of her husbands had died in freak accidents, he would have still taken her to the manor, but he would have killed her on the way home.

      Hell if he’d spend sleepless nights wondering if he was next on her list.

      “Did you hear a word I said?” Ivy asked, then took a sip of her wine.

      “Beach wedding or Vegas.” He forced a smile. “Since neither of us have family or friends, either will work. I’ll be happy with whichever place you decide.”

      She beamed. “I’m thinking the beach. Of course, I’ll have to buy a new, more conservative bathing suit.”

      He pushed his plate aside and reached for his whiskey. “Bring the green one for when we’re alone in our room.”

      “We should book a suite that has its own private pool.” She stood and gathered a few of the dinner dishes. When he pushed his chair back, she said, “I have these. Take your drink to our room. I made you a special dessert that can only be served in bed.”

      A special dessert? How thoughtful. What was it, cookies and antifreeze ice cream? Or maybe arsenic cream pie? Or maybe a venomous snake had mysteriously found its way into the house and into their bed. Had she considered that kind of ‘accidental’ death for one of her future husbands?

      “Are you sure I can’t help?”

      She kissed him on her way to the kitchen. “Nope, I’m good.”

      Good at killing. Again, why had she done it? What had been the gain?

      As he made his way to their room, he considered her father and grandfather. She’d claimed to have been twelve when they’d disappeared. If that were true, he couldn’t imagine a young girl being able to murder two grown men, hide their bodies and any evidence of a crime. He thought about her grandmother, how the woman had given Ivy the charm the day before her death. Had the older woman known about Ivy’s husbands?

      He pulled back the comforter and sheets, checking for anything that shouldn’t be there. When he didn’t discover any venomous snakes under the pillows or poisonous spiders hiding in the sheets, he told himself to relax. There was no reason to be paranoid, and he needed to continue to act natural. She had no idea about his meeting with Nadine or his suspicions and had the element of surprise on his side.

      Guilt pierced him in the gut as he hid his camera under the bed. Did she have to die? He could break up with her, move to another state and leave her to hunt for her next victim. He could, but he wouldn’t. She was his, and when he’d informed her that only death would separate them, he’d meant it.

      He dismissed the guilt and focused on the anger and betrayal. Damn it, he loved her. For the first time in his life, he’d been truly happy. She’d drained him of his loneliness and had brightened the future.

      Killing her would hurt him but fuck it. He’d eventually get over it and her.

      “Ready for dessert?” she asked, carrying a tray into the room.

      He eyed the various items. Strawberries, chocolate sauce, whipped cream and two glasses filled with a drink that was probably laced with bleach. “I’m ready for you,” he said, pulling off his shirt. “What kind of drinks did you make?”

      “Brandy Alexanders. It has a yummy chocolate taste to it, which I thought would go well with the strawberries and whipped cream. If you’re not in the mood for anything sweet, I can get you something else.”

      She was sweet and sexy and, damn it, why did she have to be a husband killer? If she murdered random people for sport, he wouldn’t be preparing himself to kill her. He’d suggest they give a new meaning to ‘date night’ and kill together.

      “I’m definitely in the mood for something sweet.” He lifted the hem of her sundress, then slid his hand between her legs to cup her naked sex. He pressed two fingers into her heat and pumped a few times. When her passion moistened his fingers, he brought them to his mouth for a taste. “Yeah, definitely sweet. Get on the bed and let me have my dessert.”

      She stroked the front of his shorts and ran her hand over his erection. “For my dessert, I think I’ll be covering this with whipped cream.”

      Imagining her licking and sucking the sweet cream from his hard length had his balls tightening. Unfortunately, they wouldn’t get to that point. The longer he dragged this out, let her touch and talk to him, the harder it would be to kill her.

      “I think that’s an excellent idea,” he said, and unable to resist her tempting lips, he kissed her.

      As she swept her tongue over his, he unzipped the back of her dress and let it fall to the floor. After unhooking her bra, he palmed her breast and teased her nipple. She hummed and undid the front of his shorts. Once those and his underwear were around his ankles, she wrapped her hand around his dick and pumped him.

      They kissed and caressed each other as they slowly made their way to the bed. Once he had her on the mattress, he spread her legs and had his dessert. Today would be their last time together, and he needed one more taste of her. He licked and kissed her sex until she was holding his head against her heat and coming on his tongue.

      Goose bumps coated her soft skin. Her legs trembled and her breath came in short pants. “Oh, wow,” she said on a sigh. “That was…wow.”

      He kissed his way up her body. Drew one nipple in his mouth, then the other, before settling himself between her legs.

      “What about my dessert?” she asked with an adorable pout.

      “Later,” he said, and thrust deep.

      Her sex gripped him as she released a groan. He wanted to hate her, erase his emotions and pretend she was just another victim, another beautiful portrait with mesmerizingly haunting eyes.

      Knowing her body and the signs of an impending orgasm, he did as he’d done at the manor and during the photo shoot. Slid his hand over her breast, then to her throat. Her gaze locked on his, not with fear, but cautious curiosity.

      “A little tighter,” she said, running her hands along his forearm and chest. “I know you like it, but not too tight. Okay?”

      His heart rate skyrocketed. Dread settled in the pit of his stomach, making him nauseous. He’d truly never understood the concept of panic until now. Once he applied enough pressure, there would be no turning back. The thought made him so lightheaded his vision swam and he had to momentarily close his eyes. When he opened them, Ivy was wearing a small smile.

      Infused with anger, he stared at her mouth. How many times had she smiled at her husbands before she’d killed them? He tightened his grip on her. Or told them she loved them? Had she loved them?

      “Do you love me?” he asked, leaning in and pressing down on her throat.

      Her eyes widened and her face reddened. While trying to pull at the hand around her neck, she mouthed, “Yes.”

      “Did you love Liam, too? What about Jordan and Theo?”

      Tears slipped from her eyes and onto the pillow as she tried to buck him off her.

      “You were eventually going to kill me, weren’t you? How were you going to do it?” His tongue grew thick, heavy and a tickle caught at the back of his throat. “Now I know why your grandma gave you the poison ivy charm. You’re fucking toxic to men,” he said, panting. He stopped fucking her to catch his breath but couldn’t. His skin tingled. His heart beat too fast. Panicking, growing dizzier by the second, he glanced to the tray of desserts, then to Ivy.

      She stared at him with a mixture of regret and sadness, then mouthed, “Sorry.”

      Sorry?

      Wheezing, trying desperately to draw air into his lungs, he rolled off her and the bed. His knee slammed into the wood floor. Ignoring the pain, he half-crawled, half-walked to the bathroom. Weak and worried about losing consciousness, he searched the vanity drawer. The backstabbing bitch had given him something and he was having a severe allergic reaction. If he didn’t inject himself with epinephrine, his airways could close, and he could go into shock or cardiac arrest.

      He could die.

      He gave up on that drawer and moved to the next. Christ, where was his medication? He always kept it in the same places throughout the house and in his car.

      “Looking for this?” Ivy stood in the doorway, naked and holding the medicine that would save his life. “When I was going through your email, I came across the one from Nadine Marx.”

      Gasping, his body heavy, his head swimming, he slumped against the vanity.

      “FYI, I’m a snooper. You really shouldn’t keep a notebook with all of your important passwords. Or at least lock it away.”

      “Please,” he panted, and tried to will his arm to reach for the injector.

      “Anyway, you gave me no choice.” She walked over to him and removed the injector’s safety cap. “I discovered your secret room two days ago,” she said, jabbing the needle into his leg and sending epinephrine into his body. “I’ve seen enough dead people to know when I’m looking at a picture of one—or nineteen.” After opening the linen closet and pulling her cell phone from between the towels, she sat cross legged on the floor. “The slit throats on a few of the women were also a dead giveaway.”

      As his muscles relaxed and his airway opened, his heart rate slowed and he dragged in several deep breaths. “Messy,” he managed.

      She wrinkled her nose. “I have no doubt. I’m assuming that’s why you prefer strangulation.”

      He nodded and licked his dry lips.

      “Why did you kill those women?” she asked.

      “Their eyes. I love to capture the fear in them.”

      “You said mine were beautifully unearthly. I think you even used the word enchanting. Why didn’t you kill and photograph me?”

      “I planned to, then I fell in love with you. You’re the only one I’ve ever loved. I couldn’t imagine my life without being able to look into your eyes.” He glanced to the poison ivy charm. “Why’d you kill your husbands?”

      She shrugged. “Liam’s death wasn’t planned. We’d only been married for about six months when the butterflies stopped flapping their wings.” She sent him a rueful grin. “Grandma used to tease me about how I loved those butterflies fluttering around my belly. But I did love that sensation. I still do.”

      “Did you kill your grandma?”

      “God, no. Although she did figure out I killed Liam and Jordan. She died before she had the chance to meet Theo. For the record, I’ve never harmed a member of my family.”

      “But your dad and grandpa…”

      “Grandma did that.”

      “You said you didn’t know where their bodies were. You lied to me.”

      She chuckled. “Jesus, Ash, I almost killed you and you’re going to reprehend me for lying?”

      He grinned at the idiocy of it all. “You make it sound ridiculous.”

      “Because it is.” She checked the time. “Okay, back to Liam. He wanted me to quit school so I could work fulltime and help pay for his tuition. His plan was for him to graduate, start his career and once we had extra money, then I could go back and finish my degree. I didn’t like his plan. He wouldn’t listen to me, though.

      “The night he died, we were camping with friends. He was so drunk, it was embarrassing. I went to bed in our tent and woke up around one in the morning. He wasn’t there, so I went to check on him. He’d gone down to the lake and had passed out on the pier. When I tried to nudge him awake, he just snored.”

      There was a faraway look in her eyes as she stared past him. “In that moment, I hated him. He’d killed my butterflies and was trying to kill my college career. So, I pushed him into the water to wake his stupid drunk ass up and teach him a lesson. I expected the water to revive him, but he just sank.” She blinked a few times before meeting his gaze. “You’re wondering why I didn’t go for help. I stood on the pier for probably a solid ten minutes and thought about it, then I honestly panicked. I jumped into the water and tried to pull him to shore. He was too heavy, so I ran to the campsite and woke up our friends. Liam was dead by the time they got there, and I was no longer married.”

      “My first murder was an accident, too,” he said, then told her about Elena.

      “Fascinating. I wonder…if you and Elena had never crossed paths, would you have ever killed anyone?”

      “I’ve been asking myself that same question for over a decade. I still don’t have an answer. Did you feel any guilt over Liam’s death?”

      “At the funeral, when his mom started crying, but that’s about all. I was done with him and ready to move on with life.”

      “You mean move to Missouri.”

      She nodded. “I don’t need to go into detail about Jordan and Theo’s murders. It’s not important. The heart of the matter is why, correct? You want to know why I did it. It’s quite simple, really. Those butterflies I mentioned, I’m addicted to them. And when my husbands took them away, I got a little…cranky about it, and then I was done being married.”

      “Normal people would ask for a divorce.”

      “I think we both can admit that neither of us are normal,” she said with a smile, then sighed. “Theo and I were going through a divorce when he died. I actually asked for one. I’d already killed two husbands and didn’t think I could get away with it the third time around. The night Theo died, we argued, then he drank himself stupid while he worked on a car he was restoring. I’d gone to the garage to make sure it was locked for the night, and that’s when I saw him. Sitting in the driver’s seat, out cold. The radio on and the key turned to the accessory position. I was so angry at him for taking away my butterflies. Instead of trying to wake him up, I started the car, then went to bed.”

      “You didn’t plan any of the murders.” He rested his head against the cabinet door. “But you planned mine.”

      “I most certainly planned Jordan’s. He was the only one I truly wanted dead. The idiot made the mistake of hitting me. As for you…” She rubbed the spot on his leg where she’d injected him. “I wasn’t going to let you die.”

      “Why? It would’ve been the perfect murder.”

      She came closer to him and touched his jaw. “I love you. When I found the photos of the women, I thought about your dark urges, then I thought about leaving.”

      “Why didn’t you?”

      “Would you have let me?”

      He smiled into her palm. “No.”

      “In all honesty, and this will sound crazy, I still trusted you. In my heart, I never once believed you’d kill me.”

      His body back to normal, he slid his fingers into her hair and cupped the back of her head. “Until I found out about your husbands, I had no intention of killing you. All I wanted was to love you.”

      Her eyes filled with tears. “I’m sorry I tried to kill you. It’s been about twenty minutes since I injected you. Are you feeling better, or do you need another injection?”

      “I’m good right now, but let’s keep it handy just in case.”

      “You should probably go to the emergency room.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I need to finish making love to my fiancée.”

      A tear slipped down her cheek. Her gaze uncertain, she searched his eyes. “After what I did to you and my husbands, you still want to be with me?”

      “I’ve murdered nineteen women and three men, and you’re still by my side,” he countered.

      “I know, but…how are we going to handle this? What if you get the urge to kill? What if my butterflies die? I don’t want either of us to worry about what the other might or might not do.”

      She was right. Neither of them had a great track record with the opposite sex. Then he considered the idea he’d had for their date nights. He inched her mouth closer to his. “Have you ever considered killing just for the pleasure of it?”

      “Not until this moment.” Her eyes sparkled with excitement as she twined her arms around his neck. “Are you suggesting we kill together?”

      He shifted her body onto his lap. “It’ll be more fun than killing each other.”

      A slow, sexy smile curved her lips. “I have a feeling my butterflies will never stop fluttering,” she said, then kissed him.

      He hoped that was the case. Otherwise, he was a dead man.
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        Two weeks later…

      

        

      
        Bora Bora, French Polynesia

        Tuesday, 5:55 p.m. Tahiti Standard Time

      

      

      “I PROMISE TO love you, to trust you and to never kill you,” Ash said, then kissed Ivy’s wedding ring.

      She curled her toes into the sand and looked into his eyes, which were filled with love and tenderness. They had been properly married earlier that day but wanted to privately exchange their special vows. “I promise to love you, to trust you and to never kill you.” She placed her lips on his wedding band, then on his mouth. With the sun setting over the South Pacific, and the waves crashing along the shore, they sealed their vows with a kiss.

      “Let’s go back to our room,” he suggested. “I want to see your ass in the green bikini.”

      “That’s because you can see my entire bare ass.” When they walked past one of the resort’s outdoor restaurants, she squeezed his hand. “Let’s grab dinner and a drink.”

      “We can order room service.”

      “I know,” she said, pulling him toward her so she could whisper in his ear. “The couple from the beach is here.”

      After they were married, they spent the day lounging under one of the beach cabanas. When they’d spotted the couple in the water, Ash, with mischief in his eyes, had suggested they give themselves a wedding gift and kill the woman. She was a pretty brunette with a tiny waist and big, fake boobs. Ivy had become instantly jealous and wanted the woman dead just for existing and flaunting her curves. Hoping to make Ash just as jealous, she’d insisted they take out the man instead. Of course, Ash had protested, and went all caveman on her. She hadn’t minded since they’d ended up going back to the room and he’d made her orgasm multiple times.

      Ash pulled out a chair for her, then sat beside her. After he ordered them drinks, he rested his hand on her thigh. “Have you decided to give me the woman?”

      “Do you really think I’m going to allow you to fuck another woman on our wedding night?”

      Chuckling, he shook his head. “Who said anything about fucking her? I want no one but you.”

      “Then how are you going to do your thing. I thought you killed your victims during sex.”

      “Ah, but I’m a married man now. If you were into women—”

      “Don’t go there. Besides, you’re so jealous, I think once you saw a woman pleasuring me, you’d go caveman on me.”

      He stayed silent while their server brought their drinks. “Okay,” he said, after the worker left. “Let’s agree that there will be no sex during a kill, unless it’s between me and you.”

      She stirred the fruity looking cocktail with a straw. “I don’t even know how that could be possible.”

      He laughed. “Yeah, we’d have to be inventive.” He gave her thigh a light squeeze. “Because I want our marriage to start off right, we’ll do this your way and kill the guy.”

      God, she loved this man. He was so sweet and considerate of her feelings and needs. “I was just thinking,” she said, taking his hand in hers. “Marriage is all about compromise, so why don’t we compromise on this. Let’s kill them both.” The thought of being bad with Ash had her sex pulsing. “We should take our drinks back to the suite. While I’m going down on you, I want you to tell me how you want to kill them.”

      His gaze turned sinfully wicked and intense. He gave her a hard, quick kiss. “I am so fucking in love with you.”

      Her butterflies fluttered. “I love you, too. Now let’s go plan a double homicide.”
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