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ROMEO

 

Pilot.

Handler.

Marine.

 

My first memory was in the cockpit of a plane. My second was of a uniform. All I’d ever wanted was to be a pilot. The Marines gave me wings, and I gave them my all.

 

Half a dozen deployments, countless flight hours—I knew the controls in the cockpit better than I knew my own name. I never made mistakes. But war didn’t care how good you were. One surface-to-air missile and my career was over.

 

Thinking I’d left dangerous missions and adrenaline rushes in my rearview, I was piloting a seaplane in the Florida Keys when a beat-to-hell, dark-eyed blonde washed ashore. In nothing but a bikini, she asked me for help. Help I couldn’t give without an assist from Alpha Elite Security. Except AES wanted a favor in return…. One that would put me right back in the line of fire.

 

Code name: Romeo.

Mission: Rescue.

 

ROMEO is a standalone book in the exciting Alpha Elite Series by USA Today Bestselling author, Sybil Bartel. Come meet Roark “Romeo” MacElheran and the dominant alpha heroes who work for AES!


 

 

For my only child, my beloved son, Oliver.

You were my greatest gift. The world was a better place with you in it.

Everything in my life was better because of you.

Thank you for teaching me unconditional love, perseverance, and compassion.

You are and will always be my entire world.

I love you, Sweet Boy, and I miss you beyond measure.

 

Oliver Shane Bartel 2004-2020
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For my readers, thank you for all of your love and support.

Gratefully yours, XOXO
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Nine Months Ago

 

My fingers raw, my voice hoarse, I sang the last line of the song and abruptly stood from the piano bench. The applause suffocating, tears threatened. I barely bowed before making a beeline for the large open-air deck I’d been staring at all night.

Pushing out the glass door, hoping against hope that a single breath of fresh air would take even one second of this pain away, I was instead hit with the biting chill of a Manhattan autumn night, dozens of stories above the evening traffic.

Going straight for the railing, not caring who was watching, I gripped the edge and looked over.

The pull was overwhelming.

One misstep.

One move.

No pain.

Adrenaline surged unlike a high I’d ever experienced.

The deep voice came out of nowhere. “Sad song.”

Despite the gooseflesh already covering my bare arms, a new kind of chill raced up my spine, but I refused to look in the man’s direction.

“It’s a cover,” I argued pointlessly.

“I know what it is.” Suited arms ending at large hands holding a crystal tumbler leaned on the railing next to me. “It’s supposed to be a love song.” One hand lifted. Ice in the glass shifted. A hint of oak and peat breezed past. The arm returned to its perch on the railing. “But the way you sang it….” His voice trailed off.

I stupidly opened my mouth again. “Love songs are for idiots who believe in fairy tales, and I’m not a singer.”

He chuckled. “Can’t argue with your first assessment, but what do you call sitting at a piano, singing to a crowded room at a charity event?”

Money. I needed the gig, but I didn’t admit to that. “I’m a songwriter.”

His tone turned serious like he gave a shit about me. “Then why were you playing someone else’s songs?”

I stared down sixty-six stories because I wasn’t going to explain to a stranger or anyone else why the music had disappeared. “Please leave.”

“Will you jump if I do?”

My head whipped up, and I looked at him.

Gray eyes, black hair, no smile, custom suit. He looked right through me.

An entirely new and totally different flavor of adrenaline surged, mainlining through my veins. My whole body shivered. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

As casually as if he knew me, he brushed my long, blonde hair away from my face and tucked it behind my ear. “I think you do.” His unwavering gaze studied me. “Bad breakup?”

The new kind of high his expensive cologne and dominating presence were feeding my broken soul stretched out across the entire balcony, and words I was not prepared to say came out. “A death.”

“Mm.” He nodded slowly as his gaze drifted to the cityscape. No condolences, he drank again.

I looked back down.

“Do you want to feel the grief or the guilt?”

Once again, my head lifted, and my eyes met his in a strange, intense kind of pull I wanted no part of but couldn’t bring myself to walk away from. “What are you talking about?” I couldn’t admit, even to a stranger, that there was no difference between my grief and my guilt. Intricately threaded together, they existed as one.

His gaze more focused, his scent stronger, the man moved closer without actually moving. “There’s a third option.”

“Not for me.” Distant, like the street so far below us, my lie carried away in the evening breeze.

“Maybe, maybe not, but I know jumping off this balcony is a waste of both a good voice and a beautiful woman.”

“I’m not beautiful.” I couldn’t be. Not now, not ever.

His laugh came again—deep, ironic, soulless. “But it would be a waste of a good voice?”

Navigating around the question, I foolishly gave even more information away. “I write the songs. I was never meant to sing them.” That wasn’t what I’d been about. But I hadn’t worked in months, rent was due, funeral expenses were sitting on my credit card and I didn’t have any cash to fuel the singular vice of coffee that was keeping me alive.

“You seemed to have done the opposite tonight.” The dark-haired man turned to face me. “How about you try another opposite and polarizing direction?” This time he did move when he leaned down to my ear and dropped his voice. “Let me fuck you for fifteen minutes. Then you can tell me if you still feel the grief that’s making you want to jump. Or….” His lips touched the edge of my ear a moment before his teeth bit. “Maybe you’ll feel something different.”

My head spinning, my body responding, I desperately reached for more. “Fifteen minutes?”

Standing to his full height, he took a sip of his scotch. “The time it takes for my driver to get us from here to my penthouse.”

“How high up is your penthouse?”

“Thirty-two stories.”

That was enough. “Do you have a balcony?”

“Better. I have a rooftop deck with a heated pool.”

Thirty-two stories. That could work. “Private?”

“Of course.”

Like an animal trapped in a pit, frantically clawing its way to hell, I pulled more dirt over my self-imposed grave. “How much time does it take to get down sixty-six stories?”

His predatory gaze locked on mine, he took another swallow of his drink. Then he raised one eyebrow. “I’m not entirely sure this conversation won’t come back to bite me in the ass or that I should be entertaining this line of questioning, but I admit, I’m both entranced and turned on by your complete lack of self-preservation. That said, just for clarification regarding your previous question, do you mean by elevator or jumping?”

A second surge of adrenaline, just like the first one he’d given me, flooded my system and I knew. I was going to jump.

“Elevator,” I answered.

His shrug was casual and practiced. “Depends.”

“On?”

Something close to cruelty flashed in his eyes before he masked it. “Some activities make time pass quicker.” His voice lowered. “And some make time cease altogether.”

“Like?”

“Surrender. Delayed gratification.” He paused, his eyes focused on mine like he could read me. “Pain.”

This was a test. I’d met and avoided dangerous men like him my whole life. But tonight, on this balcony, standing on a proverbial cliff, I didn’t want to avoid the danger. “I want the activity that takes away grief.”

The smile that touched his lips as his hand took mine was sinister. “Pain it is, then.”
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Roark

 

Muscles burning, drenched in sweat, I pushed my left leg harder as I headed toward the northernmost tip of the island. The last mile of my morning beach run always the hardest, I glanced out at the ocean as the first hint of sunrise crested the horizon.

Keeping pace next to me, Missy followed my glance and barked once.

“Not yet, girl. You can swim when we’re done, but we better pick it up. Sun’s almost up.” And it’d be hot as hell once it was. “Missy, sprint,” I commanded.

My golden retriever took off ahead of me.

Feeling every pace in my left thigh, I kicked it up and sprinted after her.

As we rounded the last bank, Missy veered off course, making a beeline for the coastal sea grape hammock.

Whistling the command for her to return, I slowed, but she didn’t come back.

Five years old, meticulously trained to obey, Missy never ignored commands.

Cursing under my breath, I headed after her. “Missy!”

A single bark came from deep in the sea grapes.

“Christ.” I scanned the beach in both directions, but it was empty. “If you’re going after a deer or turtle, you’re gonna piss me off.”

Missy barked again, but with urgency.

Hearing the whine in her tone, my instincts kicked in. “Missy?”

This time she didn’t bark. She cried. Twice.

Wishing like hell I had my SIG Sauer P320 9mm on me, I scanned the shoreline again then I looked out to sea. The sun still wasn’t up, but the first rays cast enough light across the water, and I saw what I hadn’t earlier. The silhouette of a sixty-five meter long yacht. Unmoving, about two hundred yards out. Huge. Distinctive.

Fuck.

Missy cried again. Loudly.

Knowing how sound carried across the water, I glanced one more time at the yacht and dropped my voice. “Quiet, girl. I’m coming.” I pushed the sea grapes aside.

Jesus Christ.

Sitting next to a woman who was lying on her side, Missy whisper-cried.

Shaking or convulsing, in nothing but a torn yellow bikini, her hair plastered to her face, half covered in sand, I could still see the bruises and scratches all over her body.

The woman made a small mewing sound.

Missy nudged her shoulder with her muzzle.

The woman flinched, then shook harder.

“She won’t hurt you.” Crawling further into the growth, I spared Missy a quick glance. “Retreat.”

Never willfully disobeying me, my dog didn’t retreat. She lay down next to the woman and softly cried.

Nothing on me but my car keys, I hoped like fuck this woman wasn’t OD’ing. “What’s your name?” Taking in what I could see of her, I crawled closer.

“S-S-Sailor,” stuttering through chattering teeth with a raspy-as-hell voice, she fed me a fake name.

She was fucking lucky Missy had disobeyed me and was worried about her because I didn’t question her lie. Instead, I stripped off my sweat-soaked shirt. “What’d you take, woman?” Draping the shirt over her upper body, I hoped like hell I didn’t need Narcan.

“N-n-nothing,” she whispered, her voice even more hoarse. “Pl-please go.”

I scanned the length of her body again, but this time, I noticed her swollen, bruised ankle. “Not happening. You cold?” It was already in the low eighties. She wasn’t cold. She was in shock, dehydrated and who the fuck knew what else.

“Y-you sh-shouldn’t b-be here.”

“My dog’s here, I’m here.” Where I went, Missy went. And apparently, vice versa, not that it’d been tested before this morning. “Do you have any other injuries besides your ankle?” Glancing at what bruising I could see on her ribs, it was clear someone had worked her over. I only hoped like hell it wasn’t who I suspected.

Missy whined.

“Quiet,” I commanded, putting a hand on Missy when what I needed to do was roll this woman to her back and see what the fuck I was dealing with.

“S-sorry,” the woman barely whispered.

“Not you. Missy.”

“Th-that’s her name?” With a shaking hand, the woman pulled my shirt closer to herself.

“Yes. How long you been out here?” This wasn’t a popular section of beach, but it was Key West. Nowhere on the island was remote. She hadn’t been out here long, otherwise someone would’ve found her, or heat stroke would’ve gotten her.

“Sh-she’s a p-p-pretty dog,” she stuttered in that same raspy voice, evading my question.

Whining once, Missy licked the woman’s hand.

For a single beat, I fucking stared.

Missy didn’t lick women’s hands. She’d been trained to deal with humans in stressful situations, and God knew, I’d put her through enough shit to be a fucking expert, but I’d never seen her deliberately do that with anyone else unless I gave her a command to comfort. Even then, she’d nudge the person, not fucking lick them.

“She likes you,” I grudgingly admitted. “But she’s not trained in first aid. Let’s get you out of here and to the hospital. You can have that ankle looked at.”

Two things happened at once. One I never thought I’d see.

The woman vehemently said no, and Missy moved.

Positioning herself in front of the woman, my dog bared her teeth at me.
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Sailor

 

The golden dog moved quick as lightning, putting herself between me and her huge, shirtless, muscled owner who had a tattoo covering his entire left shoulder.

Cold, shaking, my ankle throbbing unbearably with every beat of my heart, I almost wanted to cry in relief. No one had been on my side in so long, I’d forgotten what it felt like, but I didn’t have time to capture the sentiment, let alone hold on to it.

They were going to find me the second the sun came up, and this giant beast of a man was only making it worse.

“N-no hospital,” I forced out past my stupid chattering teeth. “Leave.” I couldn’t trust him. I couldn’t trust anyone.

“Woman—”

His dog growled.

The man’s expression turned murderous, and he barked out a dominant, threatening command. “Missy, retreat.”

His order scaring even me, the poor dog slowly lay down, dropping her head to her front paws, but she didn’t move away from me.

Looking angry as hell, the man eyed the dog.

As if they had a silent line of communication, Missy whined, but her tail thumped against the sand.

My hands shaking uncontrollably, I tried to pull his damp T-shirt closer, but my fingers slipped, and the shirt slid to the sand.

“Okay, woman, that’s it.” Snatching the T-shirt and shaking it out, he aimed for me. “Arms, neck, head—any injuries there?”

It wasn’t simply a question, it was a demand. The same kind of forceful demand he’d issued to his dog that said not answering wasn’t an option.

“No.” I barely got the single word out before he was shoving the shirt over my head.

Salt, heat and musk hit me full force, and suddenly, I was there. That place. My eyes closed, my mind blank, my thoughts floating, the heady escape between free and numb I couldn’t achieve on my own. A reprieve I’d only ever gotten from one other source, but this distraction, it was different. So very different. No sex, no pain, no leaving my body so my mind could soar free. This was earthy and dark and masculine, and one single inhale made me want to taste, touch and feel his scent until it drowned out every other breath. I wanted to—

“Woman.”

My eyes popped open as he barked at me the same way he’d barked at his dog, and the grief, the pain, my bruised body, my circumstances—they all came rushing back. But so did something else—the reality of this giant man hovering over me. Except now, there was the beginning of sunlight coming through the dense leaves, and I could truly see him.

Or rather his chest.

And his huge biceps.

And every defined muscle that looked too big to fit in the T-shirt he was currently threading my arms through like I was a rag doll. The movement making my ribs hurt, I sucked in a sharp breath, and a small cry escaped.

The dog sat up and nudged him then me.

For a brief moment, his expression tightened, and he nodded, but I wasn’t sure if he was acknowledging Missy or me. Then his voice came out, but it wasn’t dominant like when he was asking me questions or commanding like when he was ordering the dog. It was gruff. “I see those ribs.”

Part of last night flashed through my mind.

The sea breeze lifted my hair and brushed it off my shoulders. The touch softer than any I could remember over the past nine months, I gripped the cool metal railing and closed my eyes.

Before I could draw my next breath, a hand fisted in my hair and yanked my head back. “You still want to jump?”

It wasn’t a question. It was a threat.

Spidery threads of awareness I didn’t want any more crawled across my skin, and I lied. “No.”

Hot breath touched my ear. “You’re lying.” The fisted hand tightened. “What happens when you lie to me?”

Everything. Nothing. I didn’t know anymore.

Pulling me back from the railing by my hair, then slamming me against it so hard pain shattered my breath and radiated from my ribs, he growled in my ear. “I asked you a question, song bitch.”

The stars closed in on me, and I made a decision. “Yes.”

Yanking me back before throwing me against the railing again, he jerked my bikini bottom to the side. “Too fucking bad. I own you, and I’m not done with you.” Hard length shoved roughly into me from behind. “You’ll fucking jump when I say jump.”

“You gonna manage to get out from under here, or do you need an assist?”

I blinked away last night’s memory.

 

Finished with dressing me in his shirt, the man with the deep voice pushed my hair off my face as if he were petting his dog, and a ray of sunlight glinted. Then, in a spectacular show of force, it fell across the man’s face and lit up his eyes.

Blue, striking, like the ocean at his back, they stole my breath. But then suddenly, same as my midnight swim, it felt like I was drowning. Except this time, I wasn’t holding my breath for as long as I could. I wasn’t kicking my legs as hard as humanly possible, or pumping my arms as I ignored sore ribs and searing pain in my ankle while bullets dove through the water all around me.

This time, I was drowning in regret.

“You can’t help me.” Turning my head, closing my eyes, I tried to inhale a breath shallow enough for air but not deep enough to feel the bruises on my ribs. “You have to leave.”

Grasping my chin, he turned me back to face him. “Not happening.”

His firm hold sending a telltale shiver down my spine as his words made tears well, I tried not to cry. Last night, I’d promised myself I was done with that. But now, I was fighting pain and the gnawing desperation this stranger’s single touch made me feel, and it was everything I could do not to lose it.

Pulling out of his grasp, I looked away. “Please, you have to go.” They would shoot him if they saw him, right after they shot me. Or worse, they’d shoot him and take me back. The thought alone made me want to reach for this man even more and beg for his help, but I couldn’t. I already had the blood of that crew member on my hands. I wasn’t going to be responsible for one more person’s death.

On his knees to fit under the low-hanging trees, the giant man leaned back on his heels as he checked his watch before his hands went to his hips. “The truth?”

Pain eating away at my resolve, I nervously glanced at the leaf canopy above us as more early morning sunlight started to filter down. “It doesn’t matter.” A dose of reality from a striking man kneeling in front of me wouldn’t change the fact that I was royally screwed. With or without his help, my days were numbered. I didn’t even know why I was fighting it at this point, but I was, so I needed to get deeper into what little cover I had before the sunlight grew any brighter.

Ignoring me, he answered his own question. “If I thought my dog would follow me out of here with voice commands, and if I hadn’t seen the yacht two hundred yards out, I would leave you here. I’d call it in when I got back to my SUV, give the EMTs your coordinates, and make it their problem.”

Forgetting about my bruises, I sucked in a sharp breath as my fear compounded. “You can’t do that.” Oh God. The boat was that close to shore?

Shaking his head in either disgust or resignation, he scanned our makeshift hiding place and glanced over his shoulder toward the ocean before looking back at me. “You limping out, or am I carrying you? Because I have a charter flight in an hour, and I need to do prechecks.”

For the first time in forever, I felt a seed of hope. “You have a plane?” He was a pilot?
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Roark

 

No hospital, no EMTs. Fucking figured.

Fighting for patience since I’d crawled under this insect-infested canopy of sea grapes, I refrained from swearing. “You limping out, or am I carrying you? Because I have a charter flight in an hour, and I need to do prechecks.” I didn’t. This was one of my rare days off, and I had shit to do at the house. The remodel wasn’t going to finish itself, and the last thing I wanted to deal with was a woman who was either using or running or both.

Her expression did a one-eighty. “You have a plane?”

There was a lot of shit I didn’t put up with. Surviving six deployments did that to you. High on my list were women who wanted a piece of you because of the uniform or the fact that I had wings.

Fucking hating that she was injured, pretty and screwing with my morning schedule, I watched her dark doe eyes for tells. “That depends.”

“On?”

I should’ve counted the fact that she was no longer shivering as a win, but I didn’t. Suspicious of the whole damn situation, I tested her. “What do you need a plane for?” I fucking knew why. Not that I was holding my breath for her to tell me the truth. I knew what went down on that yacht, and I was betting she’d either jumped ship, literally, or was tossed. Either way, getting involved was a surefire way to shorten my lifespan, not to mention break the one damn promise I’d made to myself on my last fateful day of active duty.

She looked away. “To get out of Florida.”

I didn’t give her any points for a half truth before I gave her one of my own. “Then you’re out of luck. I fly sightseeing charters over the Keys and Tortugas.” Flights guaranteed not to get me shot at, which was the promise I’d made to myself. No more fucking firefights. “Let’s go.” I held a hand out, but we both knew she couldn’t walk.

Not taking the bait or my hand, she turned her entire body away from me, but not before I saw the grimace on her face as she moved. “I’m good. You can leave.”

Christ. “Woman, if you were good, my dog wouldn’t be sitting here, refusing to leave your side.”

Without looking, as if she had zero self-preservation, she reached back and casually pet Missy like she wasn’t a trained canine capable of sinking her teeth into her jugular with a single voice command. “She’s a good girl.”

Missy licked her hand.

Fucking speechless, I stared.

Missy hated women. All women. She would sit by them at my command. She would nudge if she sensed duress. She’d even sit at a woman’s feet if she felt compelled. But she didn’t fucking lick women. Ever.

She was exactly as she should be—a jealous bitch who knew who the fuck her master was. Until now.

Incredulous, I looked at my dog. “You gonna pull her out, too?”

The traitorous bitch wagged her tail.

“Remember who feeds who,” I warned as I reached for the blonde.

The woman sucked in a sharp breath as I slid my arms under her. “Wh-what are you doing?”

“Not leaving you here.” Picking her up, holding her against my chest, I pushed with my legs to a crouch. Despite her weighing next to nothing, I felt every pound in my left leg. “Duck your head, and hold your injured leg as still as possible.”

“No,” she rasped, grasping at my neck and digging her fingers in as her whole body shook. “Y-you can’t. The sun’s up.” She frantically looked toward the water. “They’ll see me.”

“Someone from the Contender? Or Kentworth himself?”

Her dark doe eyes landed on me, and she fucking froze with fear.

“Knowing who owns the yacht doesn’t make me associated with that asshole.” I’d heard stories, all of which I’d hoped weren’t true, but her reaction to his name and the shit condition she was in told me more than I wanted to know.

No stutter, no shivering, not even a blink, she stared at me.

Kentworth wasn’t known for mercy, not in the circles he traveled in. “Did you jump, or were you thrown overboard?”

Her throat moved with a swallow, then her voice came out in a haunted whisper. “I jumped.”

“They know you’re missing?”

She barely nodded. “A searchlight was crisscrossing the water all night.”

Fuck. Glancing through the sea grapes at the anchored yacht, I knew full well the second I stepped out from under the cover of the hammock, we’d be in their sights.

Holding the woman, making a choice I didn’t want to, I tipped my chin at my dog. “Missy, patrol.”

The traitorous bitch nudged the woman’s foot and whined.

I put more authority into my tone. “Patrol. Now.”

Reluctant, my girl whined once more, but then she ducked under the bushes and hit the beach.

“What is she doing?” the woman’s raspy voice whispered next to my ear.

“Hopefully not being a target.” I didn’t relish sending Missy out as bait, but I was hoping none of Kentworth’s guards were skilled with a sniper rifle. “What kind of firepower is on the Contender?”

She practically shrank in my arms as Missy ran north up the beach. “I don’t know.”

Christ. “Handguns, rifles, automatics?” Missy turned at the point and started heading back. “How many guards on board?”

She shivered. “I-I’m not sure. Some wear guns in holsters, some carry them.” Her rasp got quieter. “You sent her out there to see if they would shoot at her?”

Yeah, I did, and it was fucking killing me. “Are the guards prone to shooting?”

Watching Missy’s retreat, she didn’t answer my question. “Why would you do that?”

“Would you prefer they shot at you?” My dog was quick, and she knew what to do if she heard gunfire.

The woman looked up at me. “But she’s just an innocent animal.”

Innocent was a far cry from what my girl was capable of. “She can handle herself.” As Missy approached our position, I quietly whistled for her to hurry up.

Five yards out, Missy made a final sprint toward the sea grape hammock, and a distinctive sound carried across the water.

A split second later, a bullet hit the sand two feet from her.

“Goddamn it.” I spun as I issued Missy a command. “Divert!”

Hitting the ground, I covered the woman with my body. She gasped, and Missy flew into the hammock ten yards from our position. Four more shots rang out in the early morning dawn, then shit went eerily quiet.

I didn’t fucking move.

I listened.

Wind, surf, swells hitting the side of the yacht, the woman’s rapid heartbeat, mine, Missy’s panting.

The woman started to speak, but I quickly put my hand over her mouth. Holding my weight on my elbows so I didn’t fucking crush her, I put a finger to my lips. No time to deal with her terrified expression, I glanced toward Missy’s position.

Laying low like I’d taught her, she waited and watched me for her next command.

The foliage thick on this part of the island, the canopy just high enough for her to clear it, I gave her the hand signal to crawl.

Quick but careful, Missy maneuvered under the sea grapes toward us.

Rolling off the woman, making sure not to rustle any of the leaves, I whispered to Missy. “Guard.”

As I moved away from the woman, Missy backfilled my position.

“Wait,” the woman begged in a panicked whisper. “Where are you going?”

“No time to wait, woman. We’re chasing dawn, and they’re plucking shots. They know you’re here.” We were out of options. Without water in her already compromised state, she wouldn’t survive the heat of the day. “I’m going to my truck to grab supplies.” Mainly, my fucking gun. “Stay hidden and wait. Missy will protect you. When I get back, I’ll patch you up, then get you out of here.”

“What if you don’t come back?”

I didn’t throw it in her face that before the shots, she couldn’t wait to get rid of me. “Wait an hour past nightfall, then crawl out. Get to the main road, and follow it north until you find help.”

“And Missy?”

“Keep her with you. She’s trained. Guard, attack, patrol, heel—say her name then give the command. She’ll listen.” She’d also find her own way home.

The woman didn’t ask any more questions. Holding her ribs and rolling to her side, she put her arm around Missy and laid her head in the sand.

Missy licked her again.

For a split second, irrational anger flared. I didn’t know if I was fucking irate that my dog was choosing this woman, of all people, to take a liking to or if I was more pissed that I was noticing the color of her eyes and wondering what she’d look like when she wasn’t beat to hell.

Shaking the thought away, I turned to leave.

Her raspy, hoarse whisper hit my back and fucked with my head. “I don’t know your name.”

I glanced over my shoulder. “Roark.”

“How will I find you?”

“You won’t.” I’d find her. If I made it out alive.
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He said his name like he said everything else—short and firm and full of lethal dominance. “Roark.”

I didn’t have time to soak in the unusual name or consider where it might have come from. Instead, I asked the one question I didn’t want an answer to. “How will I find you?” Thirstier than I’d ever been, my ankle throbbing harder with each passing heartbeat, surviving the day out here seemed impossible. If I had to crawl my way out hours from now, and if I somehow managed to go looking for him, which would be a big if, I couldn’t imagine where I would find a man like him.

A man who hadn’t asked any prying questions.

He didn’t even question why I was on the boat in the first place.

He’d just blindly jumped in to save me and literally used his body as a shield when the bullets started flying.

I’d never met a man like him.

And while I didn’t know anything about him except his name and that he had a highly trained dog, I did know this. He was as lethal as the guards on the yacht.

Quiet in tone, but no less deadly, he issued two words as his piercing blue eyes landed on me. “You won’t.”

Then he was gone.

Silently escaping the makeshift hideaway I’d found after crawling up the beach and brushing away my tracks in the sand, the man who looked like a guard himself disappeared into the sunlight.

Missy nudged my hand.

“I know, sweet girl,” I whispered, petting her soft fur. “Doesn’t feel the same without him. I can only imagine how you feel.” I scratched behind her ear. “Thank you for staying.”

Her tail thumped like she knew what I was saying, then she licked my hand.

In another life, I would’ve smiled. “I like you, too.”

Gentle, as if being careful of my bruises, she leaned into me and rested her head on my thigh, but she trained her gaze toward where her owner had gone.

“He’ll come back,” I reassured. “I have a feeling he’s not going to leave you for long.” The way he was with her, I suspected she went everywhere with him.

Missy thumped her tail but didn’t lift her head.

Shifting in the sand as gingerly as possible, I was trying to ease some of the pressure off my ribs when shots rang out, echoing across the water.

Missy flew into a protective stance, putting herself between me and where the sound of the gunfire had come from.

Adrenaline surged and I was on my knees. Grabbing her collar, I held her back and gave her a command I assumed she knew. “Missy, stay.”

More gunfire, in quick succession, popped across the beach, and the golden retriever strained against my hold. Whining, she quickly looked back at me like she was asking for permission to run after her owner.

Panicked, torn, not knowing what to do, I was only certain about one thing. If she yanked against my hold, I wouldn’t be able to hang on to her.

More shots sounded, but this time, they were closer.

Flinching, swallowing down fear, I released her and whisper-yelled, “Go, Missy. Guard!”

She didn’t hesitate.

With more agility than any dog I’d ever seen, she maneuvered out of the thick tropical brush and went flying down the beach.

Before I could take a terrified breath, gunfire erupted all around me.

Leaves and bark raining down, an involuntary cry escaped, and I didn’t think.

Frantic, blindly half-crawling, half-limping, pain shooting up my leg, I pushed farther into the dense underbrush.

I didn’t care about my ribs or my leg or my cracked lips and parched throat. Shots were sailing past me, and I was pushing against sharp branches, crawling for my life.

I would not die like this.

I would not die like this.

Tears I didn’t know I had left smeared my cheeks as sharp branches scratched at my skin.

My breath coming shorter, my vision started to tunnel, and a ringing filled my head.

Then I saw it.

Light.

A hole in the dense, punishing underbrush.

Escape.

Desperate, panicked, I reached.

Crawling over a low branch and around roots coming out of the sand, my injured leg got caught, and I fell on my stomach. Pain shot through my middle, black spots swam into view and the ringing in my ears got louder. But then my brother’s innocent voice breached my tropical hell.

Come on, Sailor. Keep going!

My arms shaking, I pushed up. “Shane?”

You’re so close!

Dragging my leg over the branch, I openly wept. “Shane.”

Almost there, Sailor. Push through!

“I’m coming, Shane.” Pain seared every muscle, and I faltered.

Push through, PUSH THROUGH.

My head spinning, I did what my brother said.

I pushed through.

Hot sunlight covered my upper body, and for one labored breath, I felt it. “I’m free, Shane.”

His sweet voice squeezed my heart in memories. Not yet, Sailor.

I fell face-first into the sand, a boat engine whined, a dog barked and shouting erupted.

Huge hands wrapped around my waist, and I was pulled upright.

I looked up into ocean-blue eyes on a stern face.

“I did it. I pushed through.” My vision blurred.

Then everything went mercifully black.
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Double-timing it through the mangroves, I ignored the wild shots sailing past my head until a cluster of firing echoed across the island from where I’d left the woman.

Running back the way I’d come, I cleared the sea grapes to see Missy sprinting up the narrow beach. With half a dozen armed guards on board, the Contender’s ferry speedboat gunned it toward our position as movement downwind caught my attention.

Fucking Christ.

I sprinted out of the hammock as the woman hit the sand face-first.

The Contender’s ferry speedboat beached, Kentworth’s guards started shouting, and Missy went full throttle toward them.

I reached the woman as Missy attacked the first asshole jumping off the boat.

The guards shouting, Missy barking, shots fired.

No time to be careful, I grabbed the woman around the waist, pulled her legs out of the mangroves, and yanked her upright. For half a second, she looked at me with sheer determination. “I did it. I pushed through.” Then her eyes rolled back, her head slumped and she went limp.

Picking her up, I fucking ran.

Whistling for Missy, hitting a footpath through the mangroves and sea grapes, I didn’t aim for stealth or covering my tracks. Holding the woman with one arm and palming my keys with the other, I cleared the end of the path as it fed out to the public parking lot.

Scanning, I sprinted toward the Defender.

Ignoring my left leg, opening the rear, unceremoniously dumping her in the back, I went for the driver’s door.

Missy burst out of the path and ran full tilt at the SUV.

Making zero attempt to conceal their pursuit, two of the guards fired wild shots as they chased Missy.

Jamming the key in the ignition, I turned the old engine over and threw it in drive. Leaving my door open, I stepped on the gas and cranked the wheel. The Defender turned on a dime, I slammed on the brakes and Missy jumped onto my lap.

Hitting the gas, yanking my door shut, I floored it out of the parking lot as shots plinked against the back of the Defender.

Cursing the motherfuckers firing as Missy settled into the front passenger seat, I reached out to her. “You hit, girl?”

She licked my hand as I ran it over her coat and glanced in the rearview mirror.

Not feeling any wet fur, I took the wheel with both hands as I turned onto the Overseas Highway. The shooters didn’t have a vehicle, but I didn’t think for a second that they wouldn’t follow us.

They would.

I’d taken one of Kentworth’s girls, and they’d seen my red ’97 Land Rover Defender 90, which was the only one like it on the island. If they asked any of the locals, they’d know in a heartbeat who I was and where to find me.

I weighed my options.

The woman was right, she did need a ride out of the Keys. Taking my next left, I turned toward the airport, then glanced back at her.

Still passed out. Fuck. “Woman, you hear me?”

Missy looked in the back and whined.

“You were supposed to stay with her, girl, not come after me.” I raised my voice. “Woman.”

Still no response.

Like a fucking fool, I didn’t drive straight to the hospital and dump her. I turned into the airport and headed toward my seaplane. The woman needed medical attention, but patching her up wouldn’t make a damn bit of difference if Kentworth’s men got their hands on her again.

Driving across the apron toward my plane, I saw the two black SUVs before they saw me.

“Goddamn it.” Hitting the brakes, I threw the Defender in reverse.

Staring toward the plane, Missy whined.

“I know, girl, but we’re not flying the Cessna today.” Spinning the SUV around, I threw it back in drive and gunned it out of the airport. I wasn’t a hundred percent sure the black SUVs were waiting for us until I spied one turn around in my rearview mirror.

Making a sharp left onto a side road, thankful there was no one out this early, I drove over a center divide and headed into Key West proper.

Rolling when I took the turn, the woman groaned from the back.

Missy looked at me.

I tipped my chin. “Go.”

Missy jumped into the back as I saw the SUV in my rearview come barreling out of the airport.

Three successive turns and I was deep into a residential neighborhood, weaving a random path, but I could only do this for so long. The island was less than eight square miles with only one road in and out. I didn’t have a garage at my place to conceal the Defender, and if they’d already traced the tail number of my plane, they’d find my house.

That left air or water to get her off this island, but my plane was compromised, and I didn’t have a boat. Fuck. Fuck.

I took two more quick turns, and Missy whined from the back.

I glanced at her.

Sitting on the seat as the woman lay on the floor, Missy nudged her shoulder, but she didn’t move.

Christ. A fucking morning run. That’s all I signed up for when I’d rolled myself out of bed at oh five hundred. “It’s going to have to wait, girl.” I took another corner and wound my way down a narrow alley, then came out the other end and headed west across town.

After a few more turns, when I was confident I’d lost them, I pulled into the Old Town parking garage to buy myself a few minutes. Finding a spot on the upper level with a view of the street, I grabbed my cell and dialed.

Neil Christensen answered on the first ring. “Ja.”

Danish, former Special Forces, we’d met in Afghanistan. He was now a real estate developer building high rises in Miami, but he had a place in Key Largo, and more importantly, he usually had his boat docked there.

“Hey, need a favor. Is your Cobalt in Largo?”

“No, Miami. What is going on?”

Fuck. “Ran into a problem this morning.” I scanned the street for the black SUV.

“What kind of problem?”

I glanced in the back. “An injured blonde one.”

Neil was quiet a beat.

The black SUV turned the corner and slowly came down the street. “I gotta go.” I started to hang up as the second black SUV came around the corner and caught up to the first SUV’s six.

“I can have the Cobalt in Largo in three hours,” Neil clipped.

It would’ve taken me two hours to drive up there, but now I wasn’t chancing it. “Thanks, but my options just downsized.”

“Explain,” Neil demanded.

“If I had time, I would.”

“You need Luna.”

André Luna owned a personal security firm based out of Miami. All his guys were former Marines who knew their shit, but Luna was localized. “Not unless he’s gotten a bird or wings since I last spoke to him.” Every time Luna needed air support, he called me.

“Trefor, then,” Neil stated.

“Already on my radar.” Except that wasn’t a call I wanted to make. Not unless I had to. Adam “Alpha” Trefor owned Alpha Elite Security, and he owed me a favor, but cashing it in would come with strings.

“I will make the call. What is your location?”

“Parking garage, Old Town.” One of the SUVs pulled into the garage. “But it’s too late. Incoming tangos. I gotta go.” Hanging up, I killed the engine, shoved my SIG Sauer 9mm into the back waistband of my sweats and jumped out.

Rushing to the rear, I opened the door, grabbed the cover I had for the Defender and gave Missy the hand signals for silent and stay. Shutting the door, I threw the cover over and prayed like fuck the woman didn’t come to yet.

I was lowering to a crouch behind a sedan parked across from my Defender when one of the black SUVs hit the second level and came down the aisle.

Sighting, I aimed.

Then I waited.
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Leg throbbing.

Ankle on fire.

Sweat dripped.

My thoughts fractured as I tried to open my heavy eyelids.

Hot breath panting.

Wet warmth.

Whine.

Oh God.

The beach, the dog, the man—I tried to speak past my parched throat. “Missy?”

The voice that rasped through an eerily muted, confined space didn’t sound like my own.

More wet warmth, but this time it was on my hand.

I reached up as I forced my eyes open.

My fingers landed on soft fur before my eyes could adjust to the muggy darkness.

I pet the dog as she sat on a seat looking down at me. “Where are we?” The last thing I remembered was pushing through the dense brush and rooted trees on the edge of the beach and…. oh my God, the boat engine I’d heard.

“No, no, no.” I grabbed the seat and tried to pull myself up. Searing pain shot through my ankle and ripped up my leg. My head swam, and I tried to suck in a breath, but suddenly, it felt like I was suffocating on the dense air as my ribs ached in protest.

Shoving my dirty, sandy hair from my face, I frantically looked around.

“Missy, where is—” I stopped midsentence. Driver seat, steering wheel, oh thank God. “Whose car are we in?” Why were all the windows dark?

Nudging my hand and putting her paw on my arm, she then lay down on the bench seat with her head on her paws.

It was almost as if she were telling me to get down and stay quiet.

Suddenly more afraid, I stopped trying to pull myself up. Dropping my voice to a whisper, I asked a dog a question like an insane person. “What’s happening?”

Big brown eyes stared back at me, but she didn’t whine or sit up.

“Okay.” I nodded as I heard a car engine and tires making a rubber-on-polished-concrete sound.

Closing my eyes, trying not to panic, I took another breath, but this time, it was measured and slow so I didn’t hurt my ribs any more than I had to.

Before I finished the inhale, I smelled him. The ocean-eyed, dominant stranger who hadn’t asked me any real questions. His scent—beach, metal, musk, fresh laundry. This was his car.

Before I could think what to do, the tire-screeching sound came closer and stopped. Then muffled voices were arguing. Men’s voices. Muted, their conversation indistinct, it didn’t matter. The cadence, the rhythm, the tone, I knew those voices.

I’d heard them for the last nine months.

I didn’t hesitate.

Grabbing Missy, I pulled her down on the floor and covered her body with mine as two shots rang out.
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With the front windows down, the SUV stopped behind my Defender and the passenger door opened.

“Check under that cover,” the driver ordered as I sighted on him.

Stupidly not scanning his surroundings, the guard in the front passenger seat checked his magazine and slammed it back home before getting out. “What the hell am I looking for? No one’s going to hide under a car cover in this heat. You’d be cooked in under five minutes.” His arm lose, his weapon pointed down, he walked toward the driver’s side of the Defender. “You honestly think the stupid bitch jumped ship just to hole up in a fucking parked car? Shit. I know she’s been off since day one. I told Boss she had a fucking screw loose, but did he listen? No. Now look where the hell we are. Miss Loose-Screw takes a nosedive off a billion-dollar yacht, and I’m what? Looking under fucking tarps in a rank garage in this swamp-ass hellhole for her crazy ass? I don’t care how hot she is, this is bullshit.”

“Shut the fuck up and look. It’s the only covered car in this garage. Where the hell else do you think she’d be?”

“With that pilot dude who took her,” the guard argued.

“His plane’s grounded, you fucking idiot. Just check under the goddamn cover,” the driver ordered impatiently. “Boss said to find her, so we’ll fucking find her.”

“Fine, but if there’s no one under here, next time, it’s your ass who’s getting out to check.” The guard grasped the front of the cover.

I pulled the trigger.

The driver’s head snapped right, the guard spun, and I fired a second shot through the open front windows of the SUV.

Before the guard drew his weapon, the bullet pierced his skull between the eyes.

His body hit the ground, and I was moving.

Quickly checking the rear of the SUV to make sure there were no other guards, I rounded the side of the Defender and lifted the cover only on the driver’s side before opening the front door.

Panicked, the woman gasped. “Are you okay?”

For a split second, I fucking paused.

My life was compartmentalized. Missy, work, the Cessna, the house. I didn’t walk away from the Marines unscathed. No one who served in combat did. I wasn’t fucking special. But those first dark months post medical retirement shaped my current life.

I didn’t get attached.

I didn’t fuck around.

I worked and took care of Missy.

A woman asking me if I was okay wouldn’t have thrown the man I used to be. It shouldn’t have taken me off guard now. But a beaten, half-drowned, underfed hot mess of a woman with armed men after her was asking me if I was okay?

Not fucking with the irony of that, I barked an order at my bitch. “Missy, come.” Then I threw the woman a warning glance. “You stay.”

Doe-eyed, the woman gave me a silent nod.

Leaving my gun in the Defender, I grabbed an extra T-shirt and a pair of gloves I kept for emergencies.

Missy jumped out, and I gave her another command. “Missy, patrol. Perimeter.”

Barely giving the body next to me a sniff, she took off, trotting down the length of one side of parked cars as I pulled on the gloves.

Knowing Missy would bark in warning if someone was approaching, I still moved as quickly as possible.

First reclining the driver seat, then opening the rear driver’s side door, I yanked the dead driver into the back seat. Sliding behind the wheel, I raised the front windows, pulled the SUV into the parking spot next to the Defender and cut the engine. Opening the rear, I picked up the dead guard lying on the ground and heaved him into the back. Nothing I could do about the bloodstain on the concrete, I slammed the liftgate, rounded the side and grabbed the two phones sitting on the center console. Removing the SIM cards and crushing them, I tossed the debris into the back of the vehicle. Carefully wiping down everywhere I’d touched with my T-shirt before leaving the key inside, I hit the lock button and slammed the door shut.

Getting behind the wheel of the Defender, tossing the T-shirt behind my seat, I ignored the shell-shocked woman in the back who was staring at me and cranked the engine.

Her raspy voice came at me with a frightened stutter. “Y-you can’t drive with the cover on.”

Sparing her a glance as I braced a hand on the passenger seat and looked out the rear window, I backed out of the space. “I’m not. We’re moving parking spots.”

“W-why?”

No time to assess whether she was in shock or scared, I cut to the chase. “You cold again?”

She cleared her throat. “No.”

Scared. “Good. Hang on.” I spun the Defender, drove down the aisle and pulled into a parking spot at the end. By the time I threw it into park, cut the engine and opened my door, Missy was running toward me, barking once in warning.

Grabbing my gun, I glanced at the woman. “Wait, and don’t make a sound. Someone’s coming. I’ll let you know when we’re clear.” Getting out, I held the door open. “Missy, car.” She jumped in, and I gave her the hand signal for silent before quietly closing the door and quickly pulling the cover back down.

Gun in hand, squatting behind the SUV, I watched a couple come out of the stairwell.

Laughing, not paying attention to the covered Defender or the black SUV, they made their way to a vehicle parked halfway down the aisle. A minute later, they were gone.

Lifting the cover, I opened the rear door of the Defender.

Two pairs of eyes met mine. One terrified, one excited.

Missy thumped her tail, then licked the woman.

The woman stared at the gun in my hand.

I leveled with her. “Two of the guards are down, but there was another vehicle. I doubt we have more than a few minutes before the second SUV finds us. Less, if anyone heard the shots. Kentworth had people watching my plane, and my Defender is the only one like it on the island. That means your options for getting out of here are limited.”

“Did you kill the guards?” she asked in a throaty rasp that I was beginning to think was her natural voice.

Reaching around her, I stowed my gun in my backpack and grabbed the water bottle I’d brought for after my run and handed it to her. “Yes.”

Taking the water with trembling hands, she only nodded before drinking half the bottle. Then the woman fucking threw me for the second time.

Sitting on her ass on the floor of my Defender in nothing but my T-shirt and a wrecked bikini, she gently placed her hand under Missy’s jaw like she was a fucking dog whisperer and held the water above my bitch’s muzzle.

“Drink, sweet girl.” The woman tipped the bottle.

Like I’d trained her to do, Missy drank.

After giving my dog half of the water that was left, the woman took another swallow for herself. Then her eyes closed, and she went still for a beat. Taking a shallow breath and opening her eyes, she gave me an expression steeped in resignation as she offered the water bottle back.

Her tone in check, she asked the right question. “What are my options?”

Hands on my hips, I fucking stood there.

“I can’t go to the police,” she added when I didn’t say shit.
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