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ANDRÉ

 

The Marines trained me to set my sights and wait for the shot. For eight years, I guarded my brothers and defended my country. Now I protect my clients. My personal security firm is the best in the business because I leave nothing to chance… until a dark-haired, hazel-eyed spitfire crosses my path.

 

She and her sexy-as-hell striptease were supposed to be a one-night distraction. But too late I noticed the branding on her back and my blood ran cold. This woman wasn’t a distraction—she was a death sentence. 

 

Knowing who she was left me no choice. I took her on as my client. But running from her past and hoping we wouldn’t get killed wasn’t an option. 

 

The Marines didn’t train me to retreat. They taught me to engage. 

 

One shot. One kill. 


[image: ]

 

 

For my only child, my beloved son, Oliver.

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

 

◈ ◈ ◈

 

For all the men and women in our Armed Forces, thank you so much for your service.
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PERVERSE DIDN’T CUT IT. I might as well have been standing with my dick in my hand in a crowded Afghani marketplace. I shook my head and wondered for the thousandth time what the fuck I was doing.

Roark spoke through the headphones. “Nine minutes.”

“Copy.” Shit.

Five hundred and forty seconds. Enough time to calculate distance and wind speed and set my sights on a target two-thousand yards out. Enough time to make a woman come twice. And enough time to change my fucking mind before it was too late.

Roark started our descent. “You’re nervous.”

“I don’t get nervous.” Nerves were for pussies. The Marines taught me better.

He let loose with a rare laugh. “Your leg is bouncing, you’re switching your cell from hand to hand and you’ve checked the instrument panel more times than I have. What the hell did Talerco ask you to do?”

Fucking Talon. “Check on her.” Then fire her. And my stupid ass wanted to hire her.

“What’s in it for him?”

Good question. “She runs his shop.”

“How’s she going to run it if you extract her?”

“Who said that’s what I’m doing?” Kendall Reed didn’t do anything she didn’t want to do.

He banked east toward land. “You’re having me wait on the tarmac, you’ve got nothing but your sidearm and you’re acting like a virgin on prom night.” He glanced at me. “You’re going to try to bring her home.”

Fucking Scottish Neanderthal. I gave him side eye. “I don’t know what’s more disturbing, you putting on a tux or actually going to a prom.” He’d probably go commando in a kilt before he’d wear a tux. “And she’s not a damn dog in a shelter. I’m not bringing her home.” At least, not to my house.

Half of his mouth tipped up, and he ignored the dog comment. “Never made it inside my high school prom.”

“Of course you didn’t.” I shook my head. If my father had spent his hard-earned cash on a tux rental for me in high school, you better believe I would’ve made it inside.

“But that’s beside the point.” He dropped the half smile. “You’ve got something planned for this woman, or you wouldn’t be in my plane. There are two dozen ex-marines collecting a paycheck from you, any one of them could’ve handled this.”

“Twenty-seven ex-marines,” I corrected.

Roark lined the plane up with the runway and spoke with the tower before glancing at me and giving me a look that said he knew I was full of shit. “You got an exit strategy?”

“Fuck you.” And no, I didn’t. Kendall wasn’t gonna come with me no matter what the hell I offered.

Roark wouldn’t drop it. “You always need one when a woman’s involved.”

“Dios mio.” He was fucking exasperating. “This isn’t a damn extraction.”

He smirked. “Then what are you doing?”

Fuck, if I knew. “A wellness check,” I ground out.

He grinned. “What are you going to do? Take her pulse?”

I rubbed a hand over my face. “If I have to.”

He burst out laughing. “Then what?”

“Hold my dick and hope like fuck she doesn’t kick.” The memory of our first meeting hit me like a blast wave.
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Six months ago.

 

STANDING OUTSIDE MY OWN damn place, not even one foot in the door of my penthouse, and she was already fucking with my head. Mother of God, this woman. Sighing, I punched in my security code, then pushed open my steel-reinforced front door.

I didn’t know what hit me first, her scent or the sight of her standing in front of the wall of windows overlooking a Miami Beach sunrise.

“He returns.” In a little silk number barely covering her ass, Kendall didn’t even spare me a glance as she dished out her own special brand of charm.

“Afraid I wouldn’t, chica?” Tired as fuck from a rescue mission last night, I unholstered my guns and set them on the kitchen counter.

She turned with a drink in her hand. “I’m not your chica. You can drop the bullshit, Cuban Boy.” Her lips touched the glass, but her gaze zeroed in on me.

Half my mouth tipped up because that’s what her attitude did to me. Jesucristo, she was gorgeous. And a fucking handful. “Hitting it early, aren’t you?” I inclined my head at her glass to give her shit, but in truth, I’d have liked to see her a few drinks in. See what happened when she let her guard down, because even at sunrise, her dark, straight hair was picture-perfect.

“I’m not hitting anything.” She spun back around. “Yet.”

I let the smile go wide and shook my head. “But just give it time, right?” I shrugged out of my vest and tossed it on a chair.

She ignored my question. “How long are you going to keep me locked up here?”

I stepped up next to her as she stared out at the view. “You’re free to go.” Now. Yesterday had been a different story.

“Right.” She snorted. “Like I’m free to live with who I want?”

Sunlight hit her face, and I sobered. “Never said you couldn’t.” I didn’t want her going home. I wanted to wrestle her sexy ass down and cuff her to keep her from going back to him.

She swirled the ice in her glass. “Then why am I here?”

I looked down at her. Most biker chicks I’d met weren’t like her. Yeah, she had the attitude, but she was something else too. I couldn’t put my finger on it. “You know why.” She was there yesterday when I’d extracted her from a bar full of bikers. I’d walked in like I owned the damn place, grabbed her and walked the fuck out because that’s what her biker boyfriend, Candle Scott, had wanted, and that’s what I did. Personal security.

This time when she turned to face me, there was something different in her expression. The distance, the aloofness, it was there, but there was also something close to desperation, and it immediately put me on high alert.

Every ounce of hostility disappeared from her tone. “Where’s Candle?”

“No clue.” But if I had to guess? Neck-deep in shit. The ex-Army Ranger turned biker was always in the middle of it. I just couldn’t figure out what he was doing with Kendall. Both of them denied being a couple, but I didn’t buy it. “Who is he to you?” I’d checked every thread on her background I could get my hands on, looking for information about her or Candle, but his records were sealed because he was a former ranger and hers were clean. So fucking clean in fact, it was almost as if someone had made the whole thing up. Nothing about the woman standing next to me fit the trail I’d found. She wasn’t a small-town girl from a stable family who played team sports. I’d bet my business on it. But I’d found it all, including a high school yearbook picture that looked like it’d been taken yesterday, not five years ago. None of her background added up to the mouthy woman in front of me who was shacked up with south Florida’s most notorious motorcycle gang’s sergeant at arms.

Her attitude came back. “Why? You jealous?”

“I don’t get jealous.” Because I didn’t get involved with women. Ever. Except here she was, holed up at my place because I’d stupidly convinced myself it was a favor for a biker.

I could’ve had one of my men drive her home hours ago. I owned the best personal security business in the country. Every one of my twenty-seven employees was a military-trained ex-marine. Any of them could’ve gotten her home safely, and I never would’ve had to see her again. But she was still in my fucking penthouse, because I’d stupidly wanted to see her sexy ass one more time before I let her go.

“Lucky me.” She downed her drink and moved past me in a wave of exotic perfume and attitude. “But now that I’m free to go”—she said free just sarcastically enough that I took notice—“I’ll be on my way.” She spared me a glance as she set her glass down and hefted her bag over her shoulder. “How am I getting back to Daytona?”

Stalling, I tipped my chin at her lack of clothing. “You leaving in that?”

All of a sudden, her body language changed. The angle of her head tilted, and the usually proud set to her shoulders took on a fake relaxed pose as her voice went deceptively soft. “You don’t like my outfit?” Despite her tone, the words were exactly as she intended them to be. A dare.

Schooling my expression, wanting to see if she’d squirm, I didn’t say shit. I stared at her.

She didn’t even blink.

Damn, this woman was a dangerous fixation. “I didn’t say one way or another. I only asked if you were leaving like that.” I stuck to the script because I was quickly learning that any information you fed her, she used against you.

“Like what?” Her voice still quiet, her body language was submissive as hell.

I wasn’t an idiot. I knew her intent wasn’t seduction. Hell no, this woman was throwing down a challenge. I just couldn’t figure out why. She’d been nothing but cold to me since I’d met her yesterday, and this felt like a test where touching was a guaranteed failure. I wasn’t gonna engage in this shit, but, damn, I wanted to fail her test. “Nice try, chica.”

“That wasn’t trying.” She dropped her bag and reached for the hem of her dress, whipping the flimsy material over her head so fucking fast, I never saw it coming. “How about this? You like this better?”

Jesucristo. I forced my eyes to stay on hers, but I still caught a glimpse of the see-through lace barely covering her sexy rack. It took every ounce of my military training to keep my expression neutral and not grin like a fucking niño on Navidad. “You want me to like it?”

“Cute.” She stepped forward and dragged a finger down my chest. “Answering a question with a question. Did they teach you that in the Marines?”

“Did your boyfriend teach you to strip in front of other men?” Because I was damn sure Scott would kill me if he saw us right now.

She repeated the same thing she’d already told me. “Candle’s not my boyfriend.”

Fuck, she was gorgeous, but only an idiot would mess with a Lone Coaster’s woman. “He know that?” Men like Scott didn’t protect women they didn’t give a shit about.

“I have no fucking clue what Candle thinks.”

I fought a smile. “You’ve got a mouth on you, woman.” It shouldn’t have been hot, but it was. Sexy as fuck, hot.

She tilted her head and her black silky hair swayed away from her face. “You want to know what my mouth’s good for?” Her finger coasted over my junk.

I grabbed her wrist, but not before my traitorous cock jumped to attention. “How much have you had to drink?” Her blatant come-on was a one-eighty from last night. I wasn’t gonna judge, nothing wrong with wanting to get fucked, but this woman had something else going on. I could smell it as sure as I could smell the fear of my brothers downrange. “You’re not a woman who throws herself at a man.”

The attitude, the disdain, it immediately came back. “You don’t know me at all.” She tried to jerk her hand back. “Let go.”

I held on tight. “Not until you tell me what this is about.”

“Fuck you, Cuban Boy.” She spat the nickname out like an insult.

I ignored it. “You looking to get out from under Candle?” All she had to do was say the word, and God help me, I’d fucking do it. LCMCs be damned, this woman had lit a fire in me.

“Unlike you, Candle lets go when I tell him.” She kicked me.

She fucking kicked me.

The blow smarted on my shin and I let go of her wrist, but I didn’t give her the satisfaction of a reaction. “You didn’t want anything to do with me yesterday. Now you’re stripping in front of me?”

She snatched her dress—nightgown—whatever the fuck it was off the floor, and yanked it over her head. “Fuck you.” She grabbed her bag, stepped into heels worthy of a stripper, then glared at me. “Take me home.”

Her eyebrows drawn together, her hands shaking, her movements jerky, she didn’t look like a woman scorned. She looked scared as fuck.

The overwhelming urge to protect her hit me square in the chest. “Chica—”

A knock sounded on the front door.

She stomped to the door and yanked it open while I stood there trying to figure out what the fuck just happened.

My right-hand man, Tyler, glanced at her. “Ma’am.” Then he looked at me. “Am I—”

“Take me home,” Kendall demanded, pushing past him.

Tyler looked over his shoulder at her, then raised his eyebrows at me. “Boss?”

I nodded.
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Present Day

 

I SWAYED AND THE drink in my hand sloshed onto the tile floor.

Shit.

I looked down.

The floor moved around like the inside of a kaleidoscope, and a giggle bubbled up my throat like I was one of those women. Sparkle bunnies.

I snorted, then downed the whiskey.

I wasn’t sparkly or pretty or bubbly or even fun. I didn’t bounce through life without a fucking care in the world. Men didn’t look at me and want to make more sparkle bunnies. Who the fuck wanted kids anyway?

Not Candle.

He didn’t even want me.

But he was coming home today, and I’d be able to breathe again. Maybe. If I hadn’t drunk so much. And if I could remember when the last time I’d slept was. I rubbed my burning eyes and aimed for the window. Jack Daniel’s dulled the thousand spiders of anxiety that crawled across my skin, but it didn’t kill them.

Fuck.

My short, choppy breaths fluttered the curtain before I stumbled back from the front window. The driveway still vacant. I didn’t like being alone. Empty houses were targets. Unprotected breeders are sinners.

I shook my head, pushing the ugly words away. “Be a fucking bunny, Kendall.” I tipped the empty glass to my lips. “Goddamn it.”

Playboy Bunnies didn’t drink so much they forgot their glass was empty. And sparkly Barbies didn’t go on three-day benders and ignore work. Fuck all the sparkly Playboy Bunny Barbies in the world. I wasn’t them.

I never would be.

I was short and dark haired, and I just wanted a goddamn night’s sleep without wondering who the fuck would crash through my front door… Candle’s door.

Tarquin “Candle” Scott.

Candle. Ha. That street name was a joke, but he wasn’t. He came out of the Army a different man. Hell, maybe it was before that when he’d…. I shook my head and the fucking living room spun.

Shit.

I fell to the couch then snatched my cell off the coffee table. Trying to force my eyes to focus, I looked at the text for the hundredth time, but the words drifted and my arm wobbled with the weight of predawn whiskey.

I tossed the stupid phone back on the coffee table. Fuck it. I didn’t need to see the text anyway. I knew what it said.

Coming home, baby. Need to see you. Wait for me.

I wasn’t his baby.

This wasn’t my home.

I didn’t wait for anyone.

Except I did.

I’d waited six long, bloodletting, torturous months for him to come home… the boy who’d ruined my life.

The front door rattled as someone pounded on it.
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EVERYTHING I’D BEEN TAUGHT not to do, I did.

No recon, no backup, no visuals, no intel, I pulled the rented SUV up to south Florida’s most notorious MCs sergeant at arms’s house. The sun barely above the horizon, my only advantage was the early hour. I scanned the dark house.

Mierda.

I crossed myself and got out of the vehicle.

Five strides later, I banged on the door like a fucking amateur. My hand on my piece, I spotted movement behind the curtains, then I heard her voice.

“Go away,” she growled.

Even muffled through a door, hearing her voice sent a shockwave through my veins like hearing automatic fire downrange. It’d been six months since I’d heard that voice, but I remembered it like it was yesterday. “Open up, chica.”

Silence.

“Come on, chica. I’m here to check on you.”

“Cuban Boy?” she asked in a small voice.

Alarm hit my gut. Something was off. Seriously off. The Kendall I’d met had never spoken without confidence. “Yeah, baby girl. The one and only. Let me in.” I glanced behind me.

She fumbled with the lock, then the door swung open.

Jesucristo.

Her eyes bloodshot, makeup running down her face, she smiled. “Cuban Boy!” She launched herself at me.

An empty tumbler in her hand, she threw her arms around my neck, and her mouth crashed over mine. A lethal dose of whiskey on her breath, she tried to kiss me as the hand holding the glass thumped against the back of my head.

Taken off guard, I grabbed her arms and pushed her back. “Hey,” I barked, with more force than I intended.

Her eyes glazed, then a scowl spread across her face. “If you didn’t want to kiss me, then why the fuck are you here?” She slurred her words.

Dios mio. It wasn’t even oh-seven-hundred. “How long you been drinking?” Not waiting for an answer, I stepped her back inside and let go of her.

She stumbled.

“Whoa, chica.” I caught her arm.

She giggled. “Since yesterday, or last week. Maybe last month.” She looked up at me and the sneer returned. “I hate your stupid handsome face. How come you shut me down? Wait.” She shook her head and swayed. “You don’t get to answer that. I don’t care.” She frowned. “I hate you, remember?”

Ignoring the hate comment, I caught a glimpse of an almost empty fifth of whiskey on the coffee table. No wonder she hadn’t been at work. “Still with the attitude.”

She snorted. “You expected different?” As if just realizing I was holding on to her, she looked down at her arm. Yanking it away, she spun and aimed for the couch. Two paces short, she pitched.

I reacted. “Mierda.” My arms went around her waist and I caught her, but a split second later, all hell broke loose.

The saucy drunk who’d opened the door in a too-short nightgown instantly turned into a hellcat. A fiery roar crawled out of her chest and filled the house as her head whipped back in defense.

Instinct had me turning away from the blow, but she still caught me in the jaw. My teeth knocked together as both of her heels kicked back into my shins. Her elbows hit my ribs, and I fucking grunted as I stumbled a step. “Jesucristo, chica,” I barked. “Relax!”

“LET GO.” Her small body amped up to Mach-one flailing. Arms hitting, legs kicking, head thrashing, she fucking let loose.

With the glass coffee table a foot in front of us, I wasn’t about to let go. “Calm down.” I took a step sideways.

The hand holding the glass swung up, and a bottom-heavy tumbler slammed into my temple.

“Fuck.”

“I said let go!” she screamed.

Blood dripped down my face, and I lost my fucking temper. “Damn it, woman! I’m not here to fucking hurt you.” For fuck’s sake.

The front door flew open.

“Put her down, Luna,” Candle snarled.

Motherfucker. “Stand the fuck down, Scott,” I warned. His homecoming was probably the reason she’d been drinking. Fucking asshole had been locked up for six months. I knew he was getting released today. It’s why I’d called Roark and asked him to get me here before the crack of dawn. I’d stupidly wanted to give her an out before he came home.

“I hate you!” Kendall screamed, flailing against my arms. Her hair, six inches longer than the last time I saw her, whipped across my face, and I wasn’t sure which one of us she was yelling at.

Candle glared at me like I was a fucking tool. “Don’t grab her from behind.” He took Kendall’s face in both hands and dropped his voice. “Take a fucking breath, baby. Right now.”

“I hate you!” She kicked Candle in the thigh.

Candle didn’t flinch. “No you don’t, baby.”

“You left me!”

For half a second, Candle’s face fell, then he locked that shit down. “Who takes care of you?” he demanded.

Her limbs went slack, and her weight shifted in my arms. “You left me.”

“I didn’t leave, baby.” Candle took her from me. “I got locked up.”

Her arms wrapped around his neck. “You left me alone,” she accused.

Candle sank to the couch with her in his lap. His hands all over her back and hair, he touched her like a man touches his woman. “I know, but I’m here now.”

Not his woman, my fucking ass. Pissed off at myself, at her, at Candle, at fucking Talon, I turned to go as the distinct sound of exhaust pipes coming down the street filled the small living room.

“Luna,” Candle barked. “Wait. I need to talk to you.”

I didn’t have shit to say to him. I was a fucking fool for coming here. “Not happening.”

“This isn’t about me.”

My first mistake was not leaving.

My second was turning the fuck around.

Candle tipped his chin toward the hallway as he held Kendall in his arms and stroked her back like he was her fucking savior. Worse, she clung to him like she needed every fucking lie he was selling. “First aid kit’s in the bathroom,” he told me.

Irrationally angry at him for touching her, I did what I should’ve done the second he’d shown up. “I’m out.” Fuck the blood on my face. It was nothing compared to being shot at. I reached the door just as it burst open.

Five LCMC members walked in like a fucking parade of convicts-r-us.

“Can-daaaaaaal!” the first one shouted.

The second glanced at me and smirked. “Already fucking shit up, Candle?”

The third one eyed the broken glass on the rug then put his hand on a holstered 9mm. “Need me to take out the trash?”

The fourth asshole had his gaze glued to Kendall’s ass as it practically hung out of her short nightgown. He grabbed his dick. “Fuck yeah, let’s team this bitch.” He lifted the hem of her nightdress.

It was automatic. My gun was out and trained on the biker before I drew a single breath. “Hands off,” I warned, glaring at him.

Candle smacked the prick’s hand away. “You so much as fucking breathe on her and you’re dead.” He eyed every asshole. “She’s under my protection.”

Four LCs froze as if in shock.

But the fifth one moved. He pulled out a gun and aimed at Kendall’s head. His murderous glare shot from Kendall’s back to Candle. “What the fuck?” Incredulous, irate, his trigger finger twitched. “Are you fucking kidding me, Sarge?”

My aim went to number five’s head.

“Drop it, Rip,” Candle barked.

“No fucking way,” Rip seethed. “Do you know who—”

“Shut the fuck up!” Candle threw Kendall off his lap and was in Rip’s face so fast, he didn’t have time to react. Grabbing the barrel of Rip’s gun and shoving it down, Candle fumed. “Walk the fuck outside, now!”

Chest heaving, looking like he could taste murder, Rip spat at Candle’s feet. “This ain’t over.” He walked out.

The first biker dropped to the couch next to Kendall.

Candle glared at the other three. “I told you all to wait at the clubhouse.”

My instincts on high alert, I trained my aim on the asshole who’d sat down next to Kendall.

Smirking at me, he tipped his chin toward Candle. “What clubhouse, Sarge?” He fingered the hem of Kendall’s nightgown, taunting me.

“Try that again,” I warned, “and it’ll be your last move.” I didn’t give two fucks about taking any of these assholes out.

Kendall slapped his hand. “Fuck you, small dick. Don’t touch me.”

Candle grabbed the asshole off the couch by the front of his shirt. “Get the fuck out of my house, Link.”

Link held up his hands with a shit-eating grin on his face. “Didn’t do nothing, Sarge, but I’ll wait outside. Keep Rip company.”

Candle shoved Link back then pointed at the door. “Out.” He glared at the remaining three LCs. “All of you, get the fuck out. I got business with Luna.”

The second one chuckled. “We’ll give you ten, Sarge. Should be enough time to handle your shit and get your dick wet. Come on, assholes.” He walked out with the other two on his heels.

I waited till the door closed, then I holstered my weapon.

Candle trained his glare on Kendall. “I told you not to taunt them.”

“Hey,” I barked. “She didn’t do a damn thing.” Except move in with an asshole like you.

Candle jabbed a finger at my chest. “Stay the fuck outta this.”

I was already in it, whatever the fuck this was. You didn’t pull a gun on an LCMC and not have them remember it. “Who did Rip think she was?”

“I’m right here, and I don’t need to listen to you assholes talk about me.” Kendall stood up.

Candle spun back toward her. “I’m out five goddamn minutes and you’re already getting into it? You’re not supposed to fucking drink.” His tone firm, he sounded more worried than pissed off.

“And your asshole bikers aren’t supposed to pull a gun on me!” Yelling at Candle, she sounded a hell of a lot more sober than she had two minutes ago.

Candle ran his hands through his hair. “Jesus Christ, woman. What the fuck is wrong with you?”

“You heard Cuban Boy,” Kendall taunted. “I didn’t do anything wrong.”

Candle’s face contorted with anger. “You were drinking before sunup!” he roared.

“They came back!” she yelled.

Candle’s shoulders sagged, and the anger bled out of his tone. “We’ve been through this.” He stepped up to her and grasped her chin. “You know what to do, babe.”

“No.” Shaking free of him, she pushed him away. “I’m not taking pills to fucking sleep.”

What the hell did she have nightmares about?

“Goddamn it, woman.” Candle’s hands went to his hips as his demeanor changed from pissed off and worried to resigned. “Get some clothes on and pack a bag. You’re going with Luna.”

“If she’s coming with me, I want answers.” I wasn’t walking blind into whatever the hell just happened.

Candle barely spared me a glance. “All you need to know is she’s going with you.”

Panic spread across Kendall’s features. “You promised.”

Candle gripped her chin. “You know how this works. I make the rules, you follow them. Get. Dressed.”

The Kendall I’d first met—the one who was all mouth and attitude, the one who would never give a man the upper hand—she showed back up.

Her hands went to Candle’s chest and she shoved him, hard. “Fuck you, you worthless piece of shit biker.” She spat the last word out with venom.

Candle pretended to stumble back as he smiled wide. “That’s my girl.” He chuckled. “Now go clean up.”

She stomped out of the room.

Candle’s smile dropped the second her door slammed shut. “What the fuck did you do to set her off? Why’s she drinking?”

Was he fucking serious? I didn’t bother telling him he was an asshole. “You lied.”

“I lie about a lot of shit.” He walked to the kitchen and grabbed a towel off the oven door. “You’re gonna have to be more specific.” He tossed the towel at me.

I grabbed it and pressed it to my head. “Who the hell did Rip think she was?”

“No one.”

Bullshit. “She’s your woman.” That much was fucking obvious.

Candle laughed. “I thought you were fucking smart, marine.”

“I know what I saw, ranger.” I pulled the towel back and glanced at it. No glass, and the bleeding had all but stopped. Thank fuck for small favors. “Sober her up, then tell her she’s fired. Talon replaced her when she didn’t show up for work all last week.” I tossed the towel on the counter and turned to walk out.

“Wait.”

If I was smart, I would’ve kept walking. I would’ve forgotten about the brunette in the short black nightgown, and fucked someone else for the night. But ever since I’d laid eyes on her six months ago, my dick started calling the shots. Worse, I listened. “What?”

“I need a favor.”

I turned around. “You’re not in a position to ask a favor.” He had nothing to offer in return. I didn’t give a shit how decorated his Army Ranger past was. I ran a rock-solid, legit security firm. I didn’t fuck with parolees freshly out on assault charges, let alone MC assholes that needed a favor. “Find someone else.”

He ignored me. “I need you to get her out of here. A few days, a week. I’m cleaning up what’s left of the LCs. Then I’m regrouping.” He braced his hands on the counter. “It’s gonna get bloody.”

Cleanup or not, he was bullshitting me. He wanted her watched over, and as much as my dick would’ve been down with that plan, I wasn’t getting involved in whatever the hell they were hiding. “Find someone else to babysit your girlfriend.”

“Goddamn it. She’s not my fucking girlfriend.” He pushed off the counter. “She never was.”

“Who is she?” I demanded.

He threw his hands up and evaded. “She’s my fucking responsibility, okay?”

“You’re an asshole,” Kendall bit out.

We both spun around at the sound of her voice.

Her arms crossed, her face scrubbed clean, Kendall stood in the living room in the same short nightgown, glaring daggers at Candle. “I never asked you to take care of me.”

“Jesus fuck,” Candle muttered. “I’m not having this conversation. You know how it ends. Get some clothes on, woman. You’re going with Luna for a few days.”

She eyed her keys on the counter, then her gaze cut to the front door.

“Shit,” Candle muttered.

Faster than I would’ve thought possible, Kendall went for the front door.

“Luna,” Candle barked.

“On it.” Closer to her than Candle, I moved. But I’d learned my lesson in grabbing her from behind the first time. “Incoming,” I warned.

“Right behind you,” Candle answered, moving in on my six.

I scooped Kendall up from behind and tossed her to a waiting Candle.

Kendall shrieked as Candle caught her, but she didn’t start kicking him. “Put me down!”

Candle held her tight to his chest and dropped his voice. “You know I don’t ask you for anything.”

Kendall stilled, but she spat words out at him. “I hate you.”

For a second, torment clouded his face. “I know, baby.”

I felt like a fucking voyeur at the same time I wanted to pry her out of his arms. “I don’t have all day. I’ve got a plane waiting.”

His gaze locked on her, Candle ignored me. “You need to do this for me. You need to go with him.”

Panic laced her features, then something close to resignation followed. “I have to work.”

“You lost your job when you didn’t show last week. Luna was here to deliver the message.” Candle set her down but then grabbed the sides of her face. “I’m just asking for a few days. Then maybe you can come home.”

Her arms crossed in a protective stance, she looked more vulnerable than I’d ever seen her. “This isn’t my home.”

Candle sighed as he dropped his hands. “I hear you, babe, loud and clear.” He tipped his chin toward her room. “Go get dressed.”

Without another word, she went to her room.

My head grasping for any fucking logical explanation, I looked at Candle. “Start talking.”

“Can’t,” he muttered, grabbing the bottle of whiskey off the coffee table. He took three gulps and closed his eyes. “You know what you miss most when you’re locked up?” He opened his eyes and focused on me. “Besides pussy?”

“Freedom. What the fuck just happened?”

“Nothing.” He took another long swig then exhaled through his teeth. “I don’t give a shit about freedom. But whiskey?” He glanced at the bottle and smiled. “That, I give a fuck about.”

“I can think of another thing you give a fuck about.” Asshole.

He nodded toward the hall. “Yeah. Well, that just makes me stupid.”

“Answer my question or I’m not doing you any favors,” I lied. I was getting her out of here no matter what.

Candle chuckled. “You’ll take her. I see the way you look at her.”

“Which time? When I was wondering why the hell she was drinking at six a.m., or when she was trying to head-butt me after catching her before she pitched face-first into the coffee table?”

Candle set the bottle down. “Don’t grab her from behind, and you’ll be fine.” He turned toward the front door. “I got shit to handle. Good luck with her.”

He didn’t say good luck with sarcasm or even sincerity. He said it as if I were well and truly fucked. “All right.” Damn it. “I’ll take her on one condition.”

His hand on the door, Candle looked at me. “You think you’re owed a condition?”

Hell yes. “You don’t have another option.” Not if he wanted someone outside his MC to take her.

He puffed up his prison muscles like he could intimidate me and glared. “You’re in my fucking house, without permission, and you’re still breathing. That’s your fucking condition.”

I called his bluff. “Fine. She stays.”

“Why are you even here?” he snapped.

“Same reason you gave her. Talerco sent me.” Talon didn’t send me, he’d asked, but I’d stupidly jumped at the chance.

“Right.” Candle smirked. “Keep lying to yourself. Like that won’t catch up to you.”

“You really wanna go down that road, pendejo?” I nodded toward the front door. “You’re the one with his past sitting outside waiting to fucking pounce on your woman.” I had more shit going on than I could handle in a thirty-hour day. I didn’t need to stand here and take his shit.

Candle snorted. “My past ain’t got nothing on hers.”

Cagey prick. “What’s she coming from?”

“Nothing. Get her out of here.”

I wanted to know what the hell he was talking about, but first he needed to know I wouldn’t fucking kidnap her. “I’m not taking her against her will.”

He kept talking like I hadn’t said shit. “Take her to your place, and when she sobers up, I’ll talk to her. She knows I have club business to handle. She’ll know it’s better for her to not be around.”

I hated the asshole, but even I had to acknowledge he was trying to do right by getting her away from his shit. “What club business?”

“Damage control.”

“What’s left to control?” The Lone Coasters had imploded after he’d gone to jail. Their president was in the wind and anyone left outside had gone rogue. Or they had until this morning.

Candle leveled me with a look. “My reputation.” He walked out the door.
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NO SLEEP AND TOO much alcohol were making my hands shake. My chest hurt like a heart attack, and I couldn’t focus. Fucking Candle. André. Whatever. I hated them both.

All set to tell them both to fuck off and take my chances on my own, I opened the door, but the voice I’d dreamed about for months made me pause.

“All right,” André sighed. “I’ll take her on one condition.”

I shut my bedroom door, and every embarrassing second of that morning in his condo six months ago flooded my head.

André Luna. Cuban Boy. President and owner of Luna and Associates, a damn personal security firm. Six feet, two inches of pure golden muscle and melting chocolate-brown eyes that sold a promise of lies. I hated him. I hated his strong muscles, and I hated every inch of his stupid, charismatic, heavenly musk smelling, infuriatingly alpha self.

My eyes filled with tears.

I hated him touching me. I hated his presence. I hated his smile that was more beautiful than a lifetime of peace.

God, I wanted him.

I’d wanted him six months ago, and now I wanted him more. Just once, I wanted to know what it would be like to be in his arms, just once before….

I shook my head.

Fucking focus, Kendall.

Goddamn it. I hated the fucking alcohol fucking with my head, and I hated my own damn thoughts. I hated Candle for going to jail and leaving me without a backup plan, but more, I hated the sexy Cuban in the living room who’d made me want more from this godforsaken life than I was ever going to get.

God-fucking-damn it.

I sucked in a breath. Then I ripped my favorite slip off and threw it on the ground. Stupid slip. Stupid clothes. I grabbed the first thing in the closet my hands landed on and pulled it over my head. Tight and black.

Okay, Kendall Reed, whoever the fuck you are, suck it up. Deep breath. Focus, focus, focus. Candle home. Kick out the Cuban. Disappear. Hate everyone.

But put shoes on first.

Hate needed shoes. Really good shoes.

My vision blurred. I swayed. Then I closed one eye and saw them.

Boots.

Like the military boots Cuban Boy wore. Laces and treads. I snatched them off the floor then stumbled to my bed. Candle’s bed. Because this was Candle’s house. Everything was his. Nothing was mine. Except the boots. And the Jack Daniel’s I’d been drinking for a week as I waited for a tattooed biker to come home. A tattooed biker who was no less military than a Cuban Boy. But Cuban Boy was a different kind of military. Fresher, more there. More everything, like he’d never left the military. Not like Candle. Candle took his training and twisted it all to hell, then spat it out with a mouthful of rage and regret.

Cuban Boy didn’t do that. He packed his service in the Marines into an impenetrable second skin and wore it like the proud armor of an Olympian gold medalist in badassery.

I yanked at the laces. I hated laces. I hated rope. I hated anything that bound my body. But almost everything I wore had laces or strings. Because I was fucking bound.

I sucked in another breath.

Then I tied the boots tight and stood.

Fuck Cuban Boy. Fuck Tarquin “Candle” Scott. Fuck them all.
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“I’M NOT GOING WITH you.”

Mierda. Second time she’d caught me off guard. My expression locked, I turned away from the window. Her hair combed, wearing a black dress that was tighter than her nightgown, she was more beautiful than I remembered. “Yes, you are.”

She gave me a defiant look. “I have somewhere I need to be.”

I half smiled to throw her off. “I’ll drive you.”

“You’re not driving me anywhere.” She pushed past me in knee-high lace-up boots. “You’re leaving.”

The rumble of motorcycles revving shook the windows in the old beach house as her natural scent filled my head. I tried another tactic. “Candle wants you gone.”

She grabbed the bottle and shoved it in a cupboard, but she held on to the counter for balance. “Do I look like I care what he wants?”

Was she fucking kidding? “You stuck around for six months waiting for him.” She could’ve gone anywhere.

“He was my back-up plan,” she snapped.

Shit, I should’ve known. “Waiting around till something better comes along.” It wasn’t a question. I was pissed, mostly at myself for not seeing it.

She filled a coffeepot with water. “Fuck you.”

“Just say when, chica.” There was no humor in my voice.

“How about never.” She shut the water off and turned too quick with the pot in her hand. Water splashed onto her dress and the floor. “Damn it.”

I crowded into the small kitchen and tore some paper towels off a roll. Dropping my voice, I held them out to her as I studied the dark circles under her eyes. “Last night wasn’t your only sleepless night.”

She took the paper towels and dabbed at her dress, but she didn’t say shit.

She smelled like fire and spice and the kind of trouble I should walk away from. “No comment?”

“I hate you.” She rubbed harder with the paper towels.

I gently took them from her, dropped them to the floor and stepped on them. “You know what mi madre taught me about hate?”

Her head down, her breathing sped up as she stared at my boots. “I don’t care.”

I slid my foot back and forth to wipe the spill. “Hate doesn’t mean you don’t care.” I moved my foot next to hers just to see how close she’d let me get. “What are you afraid of?”

“Not a damn thing.”

I needed to cut my losses and get the fuck out of there, but the overwhelming urge to protect her had me rooted in place. “Then what was that reaction when I caught you from falling?”

“I wasn’t falling.”

My hands behind my back to show her I wouldn’t touch her, I was left with only my tone. Quiet and firm, I used a voice I would’ve used with my nieces. “Do me a favor?”

“No.”

I noticed a line of scars, dots and dashes, running up the inside of her left arm. “Look at me.” My gaze cut to her other arm.

“I’m not a child,” she snapped. “Don’t talk to me like one.”

Her right arm was smooth. “No, chica, you’re not. You’re a beautiful woman who’s drinking before the sun rises to fend off something big.” Ducking my head, I imitated her body language. “You wanna tell me what that is? Let me help you?” Instinct was telling me something was so fucking off, it’d redefine my definition of FUBAR.

She sucked in a breath then straightened. “Screw you.”

I was becoming an expert at ignoring her empty insults. “Why didn’t you show up for work?” People didn’t derail for no reason. This was bigger than Candle showing back up.

She poured the water into the coffee maker. “Tell Talon he can fuck off for firing me.” She snorted out a fake laugh. “Just let him try and find someone to replace me.”

He already had. Some surfer had been watching his shop since the first day she hadn’t shown up. “Already done.” I didn’t want to rub it in her face, but I wanted her to know there was nothing holding her here. If what she’d said was true about her and Candle, then she’d be better off away from him and his MC. “Come work for me.” I was fucking insane for offering, but I needed an office manager. And not just any manager, but someone who could handle twenty-seven ex-marines. Sober, Kendall could do it with one hand tied behind her back.

She dumped coffee grounds into a filter with a shaking hand. “Again, fuck you. I live here, not Miami.”

Not hearing a no, I upped the ante. “You can have one of the corporate apartments until you find a place.”

She turned on the coffee maker then leveled me with a look. “Corporate apartments.” Venom seeped into her tone. “What’s that? Code for ‘be my bitch during the week and fuck toy on the weekends’?” Anger contorted her sexy features. “You think I’m stupid?”

Jesucristo. “First of all, I’m offering you a job, with health benefits. I don’t fucking hire prostitutes, so watch your damn tone. Second, if you were stupid, I wouldn’t be here.” I’d never met a woman who could dish it out like her, but that didn’t mean I was going to put up with constant shit if she came to work for me. “We both know you were wasting your time working for Talerco in a surf shop. Come work for me. I need you.”

“As what? Your personal dick holder?”

I shouldn’t have wanted to smile. “Office manager.”

“Right.” She scoffed. “How many ex-marines do you have working for you?”

“Twenty-seven.” I needed twenty more. I couldn’t recruit them fast enough.

“Mm-hm. And how many women?”

“One.” I smiled. “You.”

Her chest rose on an inhale, her mouth opened to respond—and a gunshot rang out.

“Get down!” I grabbed her and took her to the floor.

Her face went white, and her knees drew to her chest as another shot sounded.

“Stay,” I barked. In a half crouch, my weapon already drawn, I glanced around the kitchen cabinets into the living room. The room clear, I moved to the wall by the front window.

Two more shots were fired, then the front door crashed open.

Rip hit the floor with two holes in his chest as his gun flew from his hand and skittered across the tile. Candle stumbled past him, kicked his legs out of the path of the door, then he slammed it shut.

“How many more?” I demanded, glancing out the window.

“It’s handled,” Candle grunted, aiming a gun at the biker’s head.
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