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HARD SIN

My childhood stolen.

 

My future robbed.

 

My life had been hijacked since before I was born.

 

Every day I woke with air in my lungs was a reminder of what I’d lost. But I didn’t escape the most violent cult in the country and survive four tours in the Army to go down like this.

 

I was Candle Scott, and this was war.

 

*HARD SIN is the third book in the Alpha Antihero Series, and it is not a standalone story.
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For Mom and Dad

 


 

 

 

 

 

“Candle was earth. Dark and dirty between your hands, he rubbed across your skin and left marks as his scent soaked into you like a memory. You smelled him after every rain, and you felt him every time you fell. He’d cradle you if you needed to lie down in the woods, but he’d never lift you up to touch the stars.”

 

—Kendall, from ANDRÉ
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Camp Leatherneck

Helmand Province, Afghanistan.

 

Hot, dusty, and tired as fuck, my eyes were closed before my back hit the bunk.

“Not so fast, Sarge. Don’t fall asleep yet. Lieutenant wants to see you.”

I opened one eye to look at my gunner. I was five minutes off a three-day combat mission that should’ve taken two hours, but the goddamn HVT had evaded us because all our intel had been bad. I hadn’t slept since… fuck, Thursday night, I thought.

“Is it Monday?” Four years out of that hellhole compound in the Florida Everglades and everything in my life was different, but I still didn’t keep track of the days of the week.

“Yep.” My gunner, Leeds, glanced at his watch. “Monday, the seventeenth. Eleven hundred hours.”

Not giving a shit what day of the month it was any more than what day of the week it was, I swung my boots off one of the dusty, stained mattresses that every soldier on base except me complained about. The bed was more comfortable than anything I’d slept on growing up.

“What does the LT want?” We’d already debriefed.

“No clue, Sarge, but he said it was urgent.”

“Copy that.” Not fucking thrilled, I hauled my ass up. If I didn’t get at least four hours of sleep, I’d be useless behind my scope. I’d volunteered for enough back-to-back missions to know my limit. Sleep deprivation kicked my ass on day four, which was two days longer than most men in my unit. My eyes wanting to close even though my body was upright and moving, I aimed for the door of the tent that served as our barracks.

Leeds followed me outside. “Dawson and Roberts said there’s another mission.”

The hot Afghan sun didn’t swamp you like Florida sun, it stole your fucking breath.

“There’s always another mission.” I lowered a pair of sunglasses I hadn’t bothered taking off before I hit my bunk and walked toward the LT’s quarters. Leeds still on my heels, I glanced at him. “You get called in too?”

“No,” he admitted. “But if it’s another mission, I figure I’ll let the rest of the team know.”

Leeds had slept twice by my count while we’d been out on the mission. Next to Doc, he was the man you didn’t want fucking up his job because he was too damn tired to hold his eyes open. “How many of those caffeine pills you take since last night?” I hated the fucking things.

“Eight, why?”

Jesus fucking Christ. “Go get some sleep. I’ll come get you if there’s anything you need to know before sundown.”

“I’m not tired. I’m good.”

“Not a request, Leeds.”

“You sure, Sarge? Because I could—”

“Leave. Now.”

He opened his mouth to protest, but a Chinook flew overhead, drowning him out.

Not waiting to see what the fuck he had to say, I shoved my sunglasses up and walked into my LT’s quarters. “Lieutenant, you wanted to see me?” Hands behind my back, feet shoulder width, I stared straight ahead.

Standing behind his desk, Lieutenant Hoskins eyed me a moment. “How long have I known you, Scott?”

Learning the difference between a rhetorical question and an actual question took me years. This one was both. “A while, sir.” I gave the safe answer because I didn’t count years any more than I counted days.

“That’s right, since you got out of Ranger school. Four years. So tell me, how the hell did I not know you’re married?”

One word, and every muscle in my body went rigid.

Married.

My blood ran cold, and the sleep deprivation took a back seat. Like a fucking psychotic break, my left palm, the one I always held the small carved wood piece in, itched.

If I’d learned one thing above all else in this shithole of a world, I’d learned silence was powerful.

So I didn’t utter a word.

The lieutenant raised his eyebrow. “You’re not going to say anything?”

“I’ll say whatever you want me to say, sir.” Because I didn’t know what the fuck this was about, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to tip my hand about anything pertaining to my past. I kept that shit under lock and key. No one except that recruiter four years ago, the FBI agent, Morrison, and Stone Hawkins knew who I was.

Hawkins wouldn’t say shit to anyone, the recruiter was ordered not to, and the FBI agent, well, my money was on him being behind whatever the hell was going on.

The lieutenant snorted as he shoved papers around on his desk. “Right. Of course you will, because you’re the cagiest fucker I’ve ever served with.” He looked up. “Also the most relentless.” His hard gaze pinned on me, he pushed a paper across his desk. “Your wife needs you. Go take care of whatever you have going on. Transport is already here. They’ll get you to Germany, then you’re on a civilian flight to Florida. I’m told your father will meet you at the airport.”

I took the paper and nodded, but I didn’t read it. I didn’t even look at it. I could read now, barely, but I knew it wouldn’t matter what words I’d discern from the damn thing. Whatever excuse was getting me sent stateside was a lie.

The lieutenant eyed me a moment longer, then he shook his head. “You got a week. Then get back here. We already have our next mission. Dismissed.”

I saluted, then pivoted and walked to the door.

“Sergeant,” he clipped.

I glanced back. “Sir?”

His shrewd gaze held mine. “Personally, I don’t give a fuck where you come from or what goes on in your private life. I care whether or not you can do the job, and you deliver. Always have. You don’t play by the rules. We both know that. We also both know I selectively look the other way when I need to because you’re one of the best Rangers I’ve ever met.”

“Thank you, sir.” I didn’t give a shit about being the best. I gave a shit about learning every tactical advantage I could.

“That said…” Nodding at the paper in my hand, he continued as if I’d said nothing. “I’ve never had something like this come across my desk in all my years in the service. The Army doesn’t grant Rangers leave because his wife needs her hand held for something. So I’m going to ask you a question once, off the record, man to man.” He dropped his usual guarded expression. “Is this something I need to be concerned about?”

“No.” I intentionally didn’t say sir.

“You even got a wife?”

The question hit me in the chest and robbed the fucking air from my lungs right before the rage set in, but I didn’t so much as blink. “I did. Once.” It didn’t matter that we’d never gotten any formal paperwork. My woman had been mine in every sense and every way.

The lieutenant nodded slowly. “And now?”

My jaw ticked, my hands fisted, and I thought about lying. If I’d slept in the past few days, I probably would have. But the memory of my woman’s strawberry-blonde hair and green eyes cursed my existence, and suddenly I wanted to believe this discussion truly was off the record because I hadn’t had a real fucking conversation in four years.

Or maybe I just selfishly wanted to tell someone about her. She deserved that. She deserved to have her memory on the tallest fucking pedestal there was, because she was the purest person I’d ever known. But I never told anyone about her. I kept her memory locked up tight where she was both my salvation and damnation. She was dead, and I didn’t deserve to be alive, but life was never fucking fair.

I ground out two words. “She’s deceased.”

A split second of compassion crossed the lieutenant’s face before he shut it down. “And your father? Is that who’s really going to be waiting for you stateside?”

“I don’t have a father.” A con man and a fucking sociopath, River Stephens had never been my father, nor would it be him waiting for me at the airport, because he never left River Ranch.

“You someone special?” he asked. “A senator’s kid or something?”

“No.”

The lieutenant frowned. “You getting recruited by Counterintelligence?”

Definitely not. “I’m just a Ranger.”

He didn’t look impressed. “That piece of paper in your hand says you’re a hell of a lot more. Someone high up is pulling strings for you.”

“More likely pulling strings around me.”

The lieutenant’s eyebrows shot up. “You in trouble?”

“Nothing I can’t handle.” Whatever it was.

“You sure about that?”

“No,” I answered honestly.

The lieutenant exhaled. “All right. I’m done asking, because frankly, I don’t want to know any more. But there’s a guy, a Marine I served with, and you can trust him. He recently got out and started his own security firm in Florida. Name’s André Luna.” He opened his desk drawer and pulled out a cell phone. “Luna and Associates is his company, and he’s in Miami. You get in trouble, look him up and call him. Tell him I vouch for you.” He slid the phone across the desk to me. “This cell is untraceable.”

I took the phone and memorized the name. “Thank you, sir.”

He eyed me a moment. Then he nodded to himself as if making a decision. “If you get in serious trouble, Luna has a buddy. Corpsman who served with Luna’s unit. Guy by the name of Talon Talerco. He’s crazy as shit, but I never saw a better combat medic. He’s in Daytona Beach, and rumor has it he owns a surf shop now. Look him up if you need him. He’ll know my name.”

“Copy that.” I acknowledged him out of respect, but I wasn’t going to call either of them.

My LT tipped his chin toward the door. “Get out of here before you miss your transport.”

“Yes, sir.”
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Twenty-Two Hours Later

Miami, Florida

 

Itching to stretch my legs, I looked out the window at miles of pavement with palm trees in the distance. The plane taxied to the gate, and I waited until the red seat belt sign turned off before I got up from the first class seat I’d been upgraded to.

Standing out in my ACU, beret, and dusty combat boots, I grabbed my rucksack out of the overhead bin.

A blonde flight attendant who’d been trying to get my attention every time I opened my damn eyes on the twelve-hour flight stepped around another passenger to get to me. “Thank you for your service, Sergeant.” With a face full of makeup, she smiled and dropped her voice as she slid a piece of paper into my hand. “I’ll be in Miami for twenty-four hours. Call me.”

I grabbed her wrist and leaned down to her ear. “Even if I was here for pleasure, which I’m not, I wouldn’t call you. If you’d wanted to get on your knees and suck my dick midflight, I wouldn’t have said no.” Standing to my full height, I shoved the paper back at her. “But that opportunity’s passed. Keep this for the next uniformed guy you throw yourself at.”

I didn’t wait to see if I got slapped in the face. I walked off the plane.

Two paces past the jetway, my suspicion was confirmed.

FBI Agent Tom Morrison stood with his hands on his hips as he nodded at me. “Scott.”

“Morrison.”

“Thanks for coming.”

Prick. “Did I have a choice?”

His hair more gray, his eyes tired, his middle larger, he almost smiled. “Not the way I arranged it.” He tipped his chin toward the exit. “This way. I’m parked in a red zone.”

I echoed my lieutenant’s sentiment. “You must have some kind of pull.”

This time Morrison did smile, but he also shook his head. “Used every favor I ever accumulated in my entire career to get you here.”

“Hope it’s worth it.”

“Me too,” he mused. “Me too.”

I didn’t ask why I was here, and he didn’t offer any more information.

I followed him to his car and got in the passenger seat. It was a different vehicle than the last time I’d ridden with him, but the smell was the same as I’d remembered—sweat and old food.

Once he was behind the wheel, he glanced at my arms before pulling out into traffic. “You look good. Got some tattoos, I see.”

None that weren’t relevant. “Why am I here?” I hadn’t been back to Florida since I’d been hauled off to basic training.

The agent rubbed his chin. “River Stephens is still alive, if that’s what you were wondering.”

“I wasn’t.” I knew ATF had recently raided the compound and a shit ton of members were dead, probably shot by other members, but River had escaped capture. “I know he’s still free.”

I’d struck a deal with Morrison before I’d enlisted. He’d promised to get word to me if they ever got the fucker. Which they wouldn’t, not unless they were willing to kill three hundred people, half of which were women and children, just to get to Stephens, because that was the kind of sick fuck River was. He’d make every cult member surround him and die for him if it came to that. I’d heard about the massive casualties in the news from the last raid, but they still hadn’t caught the motherfucker.

“Yeah,” Morrison acknowledged quietly. “He’s still out there.”

“Shocker.”

Morrison looked at me like he didn’t know if I was being serious or not. Clearing his throat, he brought his gaze back to the road and changed the subject. “Looks like the military’s been good to you.”

I’d spent the first months in the Army suffocating in rage and grief. Then Ranger school broke me down and rebuilt me. I wasn’t the naïve, trigger-pulling, ignorant fuck I was four years ago. Now I was a calculating, lethal killer, and I finally had a plan.

A simple fucking plan.

Military assault rifles. Illegal in the States. River Stephens didn’t have them, and I could guarantee he’d want them. So would Stone Hawkins. I had a contact in Afghanistan who was working on getting me Israeli Tavors. Once I had them stateside, I’d let both River and Stone know they were for sale. River wouldn’t miss an opportunity to make an example out of me, and Stone wouldn’t pass up a chance to double-cross someone like River. The plan was brilliant in its simplicity. Then I’d set a meet in front of the compound gates and kill them both.

After that, I could care fuck-all about what kind of evidence Stone Hawkins kept on me. I’d gladly go to jail for killing those bikers four years ago. Prison would be a cakewalk compared to growing up in River Ranch.

Except I didn’t intend on getting caught, let alone going to prison. The last part of my plan was to disappear into the Glades where no one would find me and live the rest of my life being left the fuck alone.

Which led me back to the present and why the hell Morrison had brought me here.

“I’m tired of asking why I’m here, Morrison, and I’m not in the mood for small talk. I need to get back to my squad. How long is this going to take?” I had no intention of being stateside for a week. I had shit to do downrange.

“Well,” Morrison hedged. “I think how long this takes is going to be up to you.”

I hated games. I hated people who played them even more. I didn’t remember Morrison being a prick when I’d dealt with him before, but I guess shit changed. “What the hell does that mean?”

A half smile hit his face. “I see the Rangers have worn off on you.”

“Your point?”

“You talk different.”

I thought different. I shot different. I killed different. None of which I was going to discuss with him. “I’m giving you twenty-four hours.” Two of those hours he could have me awake. The rest I was going to sleep in a bed somewhere without the sound of fucking war around me.

“I can work with that.” He pulled into an underground garage of a residential-looking building.

I’d seen downtown Miami exactly twice—once on my way to basic training and now. It was enough for me to know I hated it here. “I don’t give a shit what you can work with. The sooner I get out of here, the better.”

He pulled into a parking space and looked at me. “Is it Miami that’s making you edgy, or are you anxious to get back to Afghanistan?”

There was no way to answer his question without divulging personal information, and I didn’t give shit away about myself. Not anymore. Not after the last time I handed him my background on a silver platter and my woman wound up dead a few hours later.

Ignoring his question, feeling naked without my rifle in my hand, I undid my seat belt. “Where are we going?”

“Upstairs.”

“You live here?” I pushed open my door with too much force, because it was lighter than any door on the armor-plated Humvees downrange. Feeling exposed, I stepped out of the car and scanned the garage.

Morrison laughed without humor. “This zip code isn’t in my pay grade.” He looked at me over the roof of the car. “Speaking of money, you never changed the address on that bank account I set up for you. I still get the paper statements.”

Four years ago, after I’d shown back up at the recruiter’s with blood all over my shirt, Morrison had told me he was sorry for my loss. Then in the next breath, he’d said he’d secured a monetary reward for the information I’d given him on River Ranch and River Stephens. I hadn’t said shit.

In fact, I hadn’t said anything that day after I told him my woman was dead, except that I needed to get into the Army immediately. Morrison had taken it upon himself to set me up with a bank account for the reward money and told me to switch the mailing address when I knew what mine would be.

I never did.

I didn’t want blood money. I wanted my woman back, but that wasn’t fucking happening.

“Scott?”

Anger I kept carefully controlled seeped through the cracks. “What?”

Morrison looked at me like he was trying to solve a puzzle. “Have you even touched that account?”

“No.”

He let out an exhale. “That’s a lot of money to leave sitting around.”

I didn’t give a shit about money, except how much I needed to buy the fenced weapons. “You gonna tell me the reason I’m here?”

He stared at me a moment. “I’m going to show you. Come on. Elevator’s over here.”

I preferred stairs, but I didn’t comment.

We took the elevator up twelve floors, then we walked down a long hall. Every step further I took, instinct kicked up until adrenaline was pounding in my veins like I was downrange on a combat mission with an HVT in my sights.

“Who’s here?” I demanded of Morrison as he shoved a key into the last door in the hallway.

He didn’t reply.

Instead, he pushed the door open, then tipped his chin for me to enter.

Muscles primed, fists ready, every technique in hand-to-hand combat I’d been taught running through my head, I walked into the small apartment.

Then I stopped dead in my tracks.

Looking scared as fuck, her arm cut all to hell, she sat on a couch in a goddamn compound dress.

Shock robbed the authority from my voice. “Decima?”

“Tarquin?” she whispered in disbelief.
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“Take the offer, Decima.” Jesus fucking Christ. “Take the offer.” Two goddamn hours I’d been trying to convince her to take the deal the Feds were offering, but she was more stubborn than my woman had been. “The U.S. Marshals will relocate you, and you’ll be safe. You’ll get a new life.”

Resolutely refusing, she shook her head for the hundredth time. “I will not go with them.” Holding my gaze, her eyes pleaded. “But I will go with you.”

“You can’t come with me. I’m deployed to a war zone.” Christ. “I’ve explained all this to you.”

“I will wait for you then.”

Out of patience, I thought about what my lieutenant had said. André Luna and Talon Talerco. One with a security firm and the means to protect her, but he was local. And I wasn’t going to leave her somewhere Stone Hawkins could find her. That left the second option my lieutenant had mentioned.

An idea formed.

“Stay here,” I ordered Decima before getting up and walking to the small kitchen where Morrison was sitting with some ATF fuck. “Morrison, I need to talk to you. In private.” I didn’t wait for a response. I walked out of the apartment and into the hall.

A moment later, Morrison followed. “What’s up?”

“If I set her up in a place, will you check on her at first, until she gets her bearings?”

Morrison frowned. “The Marshals should handle this. She’ll be much safer in WITSEC.”

“She’ll run before she’ll agree to that.” I knew fuck all about her, but five minutes in her presence and I knew that much.

Morrison sighed heavily. “What are you thinking?”

“How much is a house on the beach in Daytona?” My woman had wanted a house on the beach. That Talerco guy was in Daytona. Daytona seemed as good a place as any to land when I got out of the Army, and it wasn’t close to Miami.

Morrison snorted. “More than you got.”

“I have more than what you put in that bank account for me.” Saving up for black market assault rifles, I hadn’t spent any of my salary.

Morrison’s eyebrows shot up. “You’re serious?”

I didn’t say shit. Of course I was serious.

He muttered a curse.

I waited.

He sighed. “Daytona? Really? That’s a drive from Miami.”

“She won’t need checking on often.” I had a feeling Decima would figure shit out a hell of a lot faster than I did. “I just need to get her into a place today.”

His hands went to his hips as his shoulders sagged in defeat. “Come on, Scott. I brought you here because I thought you could talk some sense into her. Get her into WITSEC, and get her to tell us everything she knows, not just the generalities. I didn’t expect you to come in and play the knight on a white horse.” He let out a short laugh void of humor. “But I should’ve known.” He shook his head. “Word is you’re unstoppable. Fastest Ranger to ever climb the ranks. You volunteer for every damn mission.”

I didn’t touch his last statements. “You brought me here because you feel sorry for her, just like you felt sorry for me four years ago.” I could see it in his eyes. “If you told her to tell you what she knows, then she’s already given everything she has. She’s a River Ranch female, she’s submissive and she’ll do what she’s told.”

“Except go into witness protection,” Morrison corrected.

“She’s scared, and she doesn’t trust you. Help me find a place in Daytona, preferably furnished. Make some calls, do what you have to do. Let’s get this wrapped up. She’ll also need an ID.” I made up a name on the spot. “Kendall Reed is her new name.” My lieutenant’s first name was Ken and Reed Jenkins was another Ranger I respected. “And get her some normal clothes, for fuck’s sake.” I didn’t wait to hear him bitch. I walked back into the apartment.

Decima hadn’t moved an inch.

I sat down next to her. “Here’s the deal if you don’t want to go into witness protection. Your new name will be Kendall Reed. I’ll put you up in a place in Daytona Beach, and you’ll be on your own when I’m deployed.”

Her hands twisted in her lap. “And when you are not deployed?”

“I’ll be home.” The last word left a bitter taste in my mouth.

I didn’t have a fucking home. I never would. Not the one I wanted. Not the one my woman had wanted. And I didn’t want to live in Daytona any more than I wanted to live in Miami, but it was the lesser of two evils, and I felt like I owed her. The least I could do was give her a place to stay while she adjusted to life outside the compound. I could hold off on disappearing into the Glades until she was on her feet.

“What will I do?” she asked tentatively.

“Cook your own meals, get a job, adjust.” I didn’t give a shit what she did. I didn’t want to fuck her, and I didn’t want to look at her in the goddamn compound dress. All she did was remind me of the past, which was why I both couldn’t stand her and couldn’t walk away from her.

“Okay.” She nodded. “I can do that.”

The agent walked into the living room with his phone to his ear. Looking at me, he lifted an eyebrow. “Ormond Beach, place is practically on the sand. You can afford it. That work?”

I didn’t know where the hell Ormond Beach was. All I knew was that it wasn’t Miami. “Yeah. Make it happen.”
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Two days later

Ormond Beach, Florida

 

Drinking coffee I made myself, I looked out the kitchen window at the view of the beach.

Morrison had come through.

Someone he worked with had recently inherited this two-bedroom beach bungalow from a deceased relative. The place needed work, but it was furnished and it was now mine.

I was a fucking home owner.

Nothing I ever would’ve thought about if it weren’t for my woman. Her memory still sharp in my chest, I didn’t notice Decima come up behind me.

“You should have woken me. I would have made you coffee.”

“No need. I did it myself.” Another thing the Army had taught me.

“I am sorry I overslept.”

I turned and took in the too-big T-shirt she wore over a pair of men’s sweats. Some fucking clothes Morrison had gotten her. “Don’t apologize to me for shit. We’ll get you clothes today.”

Her head bent, her long hair hanging over her face, she fingered the hem of her shirt. “Or… I could take it off.”

Fuck.

I knew this was coming.

Tamping down my temper, I put enough force into my tone so she’d know I meant business. “You’ll leave it on.”

She didn’t look up at me, and she didn’t let go of the hem of the shirt. “It has been two days since I have been in your house,” she replied quietly, submissively.

I knew how long it was. I was in the same damn car when Morrison drove us up here and handed me the keys.

“Your point?” I knew her point. She saw herself as my property now. “I told you two nights ago, I’m not fucking you.” It was the first goddamn thing I’d said to her the second Morrison took off, leaving us alone. “I’m not ever gonna fuck you.” She was my past, and I didn’t fuck my past. I didn’t fuck, period. Four goddamn years and I hadn’t fucked a woman. My cock hadn’t touched pussy since the day my woman took her last breath.

Yeah, I’d fucked around. I’d had my dick sucked by a handful of women, but I’d never fucked any of them.

I couldn’t.

I’d been kicked out of River Ranch, but there was one goddamn part of me that had never left.

And this was it. Right here. This exact fucking scenario.
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