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FEARLESS

 

Bodyguard.

 

Sniper.

 

Morally corrupt.

 

I didn’t care who I aimed at. You paid me, I pulled the trigger. I sold my skills to the highest bidder, and trust me, I had skills. The Marines trained me to aim a sniper rifle, but life taught me to get the job done—at any expense.

 

Except hostage recovery wasn’t on my short list. I didn’t care that the personal security firm that’d hired me was paying double to get some rich businessman’s daughter back without casualties. I didn’t negotiate with terrorists. Ever. I had my own plan. Take out anyone in my sights, recover the hostage, and get out. But then I laid eyes on the half-naked, bleeding brunette, and I changed my mind. I was gonna do a lot more than simply pull the trigger.

 

Now they were going to find out how fearless a bodyguard could be.
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For My Family
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MARIUS PULLED UP IN FRONT of the club. “You sure you don’t want me to wait for you? Your father’s in for the night. I don’t have anywhere else I need to be.”

I scanned the long line of people waiting to get into the nightclub before I smiled nervously at my father’s driver. “No, thank you. I’m good, Marius. I’ll call a service when I’m ready to go home.”

Marius eyed all the people in line. “I don’t think your father would be comfortable with you waiting in that line with all those young people.”

Under normal circumstances, I probably would’ve smiled and teased Marius about being almost seventy. Instead, I was anxiously wondering what to expect tonight. A few weeks ago, I’d gotten a call from a Hollywood studio that needed a makeup artist immediately for a shoot in Miami Beach because their usual makeup artist had taken ill. Jumping at the chance, I’d said yes on the spot. A few hours later, I was giving Dreena MacKenzie, Hollywood’s hottest actress, a light dusting of blush over her perfect skin.

I’d had plenty of rich clients, and I’d done makeup for all sorts of events, but this had been my first job working on a feature film. And meeting Dreena MacKenzie had been a career changer. Not only had she been fun and sweet, but she’d spread my name around, and I’d been booked for jobs ever since.

We’d kept in contact over texts, and she’d invited me to her private party after the premiere of the film. So here I was, outside a club at midnight, with instructions to let her know when I arrived so one of her security team could escort me inside.

“I texted Dreena to let her know I was here.” I put the tinted window down and glanced at my cell as a text came in from Dreena, saying someone was on their way out. “I won’t be waiting in that line,” I explained to Marius as I looked up.

A man in all black strode out of the club, aiming right for our car.

My breath caught.

Tall, muscled, so many muscles, stern, imposing—he was everything you would think a bodyguard would be, but it was none of those things that made my heartbeat suddenly go wild.

It was his eyes.

They met mine as he walked straight toward the car, and it was as if the entire world stopped.

I swallowed past the sudden dryness in my throat and forced words out for Marius. “I think this may be one of Dreena’s bodyguards.”

Without any hesitation, the man opened my door, and his deep, clipped voice shook me to the very core of my being. “Miss MacKenzie and company are already inside. This way.” He held his hand out.

My head spun, my thoughts jumbled, and I forgot to breathe.

His hand, outstretched, palm up, was as huge as it was intimidating.

“Ma’am?” he rumbled.

Shaking my head, I sucked in a breath. The scent of masculine cologne mixed with smoke swirled around me. I glanced at my father’s driver. “Thank you, Marius.”

“Of course, dear. Have a good evening.”

The bodyguard’s gaze cut to Marius. “East side of the club is an alley. Park back there to wait.”

“Oh, no,” I protested. “I told Marius he could retire for the evening.”

The bodyguard’s sharp stare landed on me. “Then how did you plan on getting home?” he demanded.

A shiver went up my spine. None of my father’s bodyguards had ever been this imposing. All at once, I wanted to bend to this man’s alpha dominance and push back against it. Thankfully, I didn’t have to do either.

Marius cut in. “My sentiments exactly. I will wait for her.”

The bodyguard gave Marius a curt nod, then looked at me. “Ready?”

I’d been surrounded by drivers and some form of security my entire life. Being the daughter of a bank president wasn’t all that exciting in itself, but when your grandfather and uncle were the largest inside owners of a bank holding company and your father was on the board of said holding company, it made life more complicated.

So I wasn’t the girl who went clubbing.

I was the quiet, only child of a rich family who’d been sheltered at private schools her whole life and allowed to pursue my “hobby” of doing makeup. And until this very moment, it had never truly sunk in how very sheltered I’d been.

Stripped down to flesh and nerves and sudden insecurities, I reached for him. “I’m ready.”

His giant, rough hand enclosed mine, and awareness like I’d never felt shot up my arm and danced across my skin. Pulling me out of the car as if I were a mere feather, he made my stomach flutter and my nerves swirl into a symphony of excitement.

Unladylike, I sucked in an involuntary breath.

His eyes on mine, his stare more intense than any I had ever experienced, he didn’t step aside.

He didn’t even move.

He stared, and my heart rate catapulted.

His masculine scent, his intense presence, his sheer size, it all spun together in the perfect storm. All at once, I was both intimidated by him and desperate for more of him.

Shocked, by him, by my thoughts, I forced words out. “Thank you.”

With a quick frown, he let go of me, only to move his hand to the small of my back. “This way,” he practically growled.

I fought for a deep breath as the heat of his touch stirred something deep inside me I didn’t understand.

A mere minute ago, I’d been a makeup artist who’d lucked her way into a Hollywood blockbuster movie. Thirty seconds ago, I’d been the daughter of the president of Miami Bank and Trust who’d been dropped off by her father’s driver for a movie premiere after-party.

Now I was a woman who’d measure every single glance from any man up against this one by a dark-eyed bodyguard.
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DARK HAIR, DARK EYES, RED lips, and curves for days—Jesus Christ, she was beautiful.

Helping her out of her car, I lost my fucking mind for a second and stared at her.

Mentally shaking myself out of it, I put my hand on her back. “This way.” Goddamn, I needed to get laid.

As if she had experience with a bodyguard, she ducked her head, moved closer to my side, and fell in step with me.

Fuck my life, jealousy reared.

Who the hell was this girl, and who’d trained her how to walk next to her security detail? Whoever the asshole was, I hated him.

I touched the communication device in my ear. “Approaching side entrance.”

Collins snorted through the comm. “Think you can manage to get your tongue back in your mouth by then?”

I refrained from telling him to fuck off. “Ten seconds, open the door.”

“Already open, asshole,” Collins clipped. “But you would know that if you’d take your eyes off her.”

In a fucking daze from her sweet scent and full tits, I snapped my head up, taking my eyes off her cleavage.

Collins, the jaded prick, stood at the open side entrance looking at me like I was an idiot.

“Now, now, children.” Tyler, another bodyguard we worked with, chuckled through his comm from somewhere inside the club. “Do I need to come out there and separate you two?”

“If the look on Trigger’s face is any indication, you’re gonna have to separate him from a brunette before the night’s up,” Collins hazed.

Tyler chuckled again. “She that hot? Who is she?”

Wanting to throat punch both Collins and Tyler, I settled for glaring at Collins.

Collins smirked at me, but answered Tyler. “Friend of the client.”

“Dreena isn’t a fucking client, you pricks, and neither am I,” Tank clipped through his comm. “Do your jobs and keep the paparazzi away from us tonight.”

“This is a job?” Collins asked sarcastically. “We’re getting paid for tonight?”

“No one asked you to be here,” Tank reminded him.

“We all just wanted to come out and see what kind of scandal you and your woman cause next,” Tyler joked.

Tank growled.

Ignoring all the bullshit the fucks I worked with dished out, I pressed my hand against the brunette’s back with more pressure than I needed to. Possessive shit I’d never entertained about any woman reared, and I opened my damn mouth.

“I’m taking her upstairs.” It wasn’t protocol, but I didn’t give a shit. She smelled like sin and fit next to me as if I’d been fucking her for years. In that moment, I didn’t care that this chick was all class and totally out of my league, I was taking her upstairs.

Ignoring Tyler and glaring at Collins so he didn’t say shit, I walked her through the side entrance.

The music from the club assaulted us, and her back stiffened.

Instinctual, ingrained, my hand went to the gun in my holster. “Problem?” I glanced around, but we were the only ones in the short hall.

She shivered. “No. I just….” She trailed off.

“You what?” I demanded, suddenly wanting to turn her the fuck around and take her out of here.

“Nothing.” Inhaling, she gave me a small, sexy-as-fuck, shy smile. “It’s silly. I’ve just… never been here before.”

Protective shit way beyond my job came out of nowhere. “You need to leave?”

“No, no, I’m good.” Her voice dropped, and I almost missed it. “Thank you, though.”

I rarely, if ever, needed to touch a client, and I sure as hell didn’t need to be touching her, but that didn’t stop me from taking it a step further. I put my arm around her shoulders and issued a command. “Left turn at the end of the hall. We’ll take the stairs to the VIP area.”

“Thank you,” her voice stronger, she replied courteously.

I didn’t say dick. If she knew the debaucherous shit running through my head and what I wanted to do to her sweet body and that short-as-hell dress, she wouldn’t be thanking me. She’d be telling me to fuck off.

Taking her up the stairs, I led her to the reserved area in the cordoned-off section Tank and his woman, Dreena, had.

Looking like he’d rather be anywhere else than in a fucking club, Tank tipped his chin at me.

Dreena jumped up, throwing Tank’s arm off her. “Ludeviene, you made it!”

Ludeviene.

Jesus Christ, even her name sounded classy. French or some shit, but still classy as hell.

I dropped my arm from her shoulder as she stepped forward to hug Dreena. “I did. Thank you so much for inviting me.”

Dreena brushed her off. “Oh, please. We share the same birthday month, how could I not?” She winked at her. “Anyhoo, you know Falcon, and you remember my publicist, Janette, and her assistant, Corrine.”

As everyone was saying hello, Tyler walked up and slapped me on the back before dropping his voice. “You done drooling, Trigger?” He wiggled his eyebrows at the brunette.

“Fuck off,” I muttered, hating the nickname.

Laughing, Tyler took a seat next to his woman, Calandra.

Dreena smiled at Tyler. “And these are our friends, Damian and Calandra Tyler.”

Tyler held his hand out to her. “Pleasure’s all ours. Have you met Ty?” Looking innocent as fuck, Tyler, that prick, raised an eyebrow and nodded in my direction.

I stepped back in to the shadows and positioned myself at the top of the stairs.

The brunette looked over her shoulder at me, and her cheeks straight-up flushed before she turned back to Tyler. “Well, not officially, but he walked me in.” She glanced back at me again. “Hello.”

A single fucking word, and it went straight to my dick.

Goddamn.

I tipped my chin, then focused my gaze over her head.

She blushed harder, then turned back to the group.

“You gonna stand there all night and nurse that hard-on, or you coming back downstairs?” Collins asked through the comms.

I was supposed to be stationed at the bottom of the stairs, vetting anyone going up, but my ass was staring at the petite brunette, and I didn’t feel like fucking moving. There was no reason for me to be in the VIP section, since Tank and Tyler were already up here. They were off duty for the night from our employer, Luna and Associates, but try telling a former Marine to not be on guard when he was in public. Never gonna happen. You could take a Marine off the battlefield, but you never took the Marine out of the man.

I touched my comm. “Fuck off, Collins.”

“Guess that means you’re staying,” he quipped.

“Incoming.” Preston’s voice came through our comms. “Five total. Three males, two females.”

I jogged down the stairs as they approached. One of the chicks looked hammered, and the three pricks in suits looked like Hollywood pretty boys. I glanced at Collins where he was stationed by the side exit.

The asshole smirked. “Looks like you’re gonna have to up your game.”

Preston came up behind the group, his eyes scanning everyone in the club. “Or buy a suit,” he quietly added before slipping back into the crowd and heading toward his post at the front entrance.

I let the group pass.

“Think he can fit in a suit?” Tyler interjected. “I mean, damn, dude. You hitting the roids for those guns?”

“Turn your fucking comm off, prick. You’re off duty,” I snapped, going back upstairs because I was already a junkie, jonesing for a look at the brunette.

Tyler chuckled. “Hey, babe, the guys think I should turn my comm off.”

Sexy and smooth, Calandra’s accented voice drifted into my ear as I watched her lean toward her man. “If you know what’s good for you, you will listen to them.”

“That’s it.” Tyler laughed. “I’m out.” He turned his comm off and kissed his woman.

“Let me guess,” Collins said dryly. “He’s already got his tongue down her throat.”

“Shut the fuck up, Collins.” I didn’t know why I was defending Tyler. He was a pussy for his woman.

“What crawled up your ass?” Collins asked.

Good fucking question.

“Incoming,” Preston warned. “Three more males.”

“Christ.” I was already watching one of the Hollywood suit pricks lean into the brunette. “What’s max capacity up here? Anyone check this shit out before we got here?” I jogged back down the stairs.

“Sixty,” Preston answered. “We aren’t even close yet.”

Three more pricks in dress shirts showed up, and I let them upstairs. It took one of them less than two seconds to scope out the brunette.

Goddamn, this was gonna be a long night.
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“HEY, GORGEOUS, COME SIT NEXT to me.” A guy in a suit whose name I couldn’t remember patted the seat next to him.

Like they’d done a dozen times already tonight, my eyes strayed to an intimidating bodyguard with a steeled expression who stood at the top of the stairs. And just like all my previous glances, his dark-eyed gaze met mine. Except he wasn’t the one who ever looked away.

Unwavering, impenetrable, he stared back.

Heat flushed my cheeks, and I looked away.

The man in the suit smiled. “Come on, I won’t bite.” He chuckled. “Unless you want me to.”

Yeah, no. Definitely not. I didn’t want anything to do with him, but the men here tonight were more… persistent than any men I’d ever encountered.

Inhaling, I grasped for another polite dismissal. “I’m sorry—”

“She’s not sorry, Wayne.” Dreena’s arm tangled with mine. “Go find someone else who’s interested.” Dreena tugged my hand. “Come on, gorgeous.” She smirked and turned us toward the stairs.

“Thank you,” I said quietly, exhaling.

“No problem.” She squeezed my hand. “Besides, he’s not the one you’re interested in.”

My back stiffened. “I’m not interested in anyone,” I lied.

“Mm-hmm.” She walked us right toward the man I couldn’t take my eyes off. “Ty?” Her tone turned all sweet. “Can you take Ludeviene to the little girls’ room? She needs a break.”

Oh God. “No, really, I’m fine.” Embarrassment warred with the butterflies in my stomach.

Without comment, Ty tipped his chin at Dreena, and his hand landed between my shoulder blades.

I shivered despite the heat of his touch, then it was just like when he’d walked me into the club. My body instinctually leaned toward his, and I fit myself against his huge frame.

“This way,” his deep voice resonated.

My breath caught, and my heart skipped as gooseflesh raced across my skin.

“Take your time,” Dreena called behind us, all singsong.

Before I could decide if I should scold her or thank her, Ty was leading us across the mezzanine toward a locked door I’d spied earlier.

Pulling a card key out of his pocket, he swiped it across a reader, then opened the door to a hallway. His hand urged me forward, and I crossed the threshold. The door closed and the noise level decreased by half.

Relieved, I let out a breath.

“Problem?”

Startled by the closeness of his voice, I spun.

Right behind me, his scent everywhere, his gaze penetrating, he waited.

We were close enough to kiss.

The thought came so hard and fast, I forgot how to speak.

More, I wanted to kiss him.

I wanted to lean into his hard body and strong arms and touch my lips to his, just to see if they were as soft as they looked. Everything about this man was hard, but his lips? They were full and soft and such a perfect shade that if he were a woman, I wouldn’t even put a tint on them.

Staring, unable to stop myself, I licked my own lips.

His muscles tensed. “Bathroom’s behind you,” he clipped. “Second door.”

“Y-yes, of course,” I stammered, embarrassed. “Thank you.”

He tipped his chin.

I turned and immediately felt the full weight of his stare. With his presence covering my body like a heavy Florida summer afternoon, I walked to the restroom. Every step was a lesson in poise. My toes were pointed in my high heels, my calves were flexed, my back was straight, my shoulders were proud, and I held my head high.

But I’d never been more aware of man in my life.

As I reached for the door handle, relief warred with disappointment, and I dared a single glance over my shoulder to see if he was looking.

He was.

But his stoic mask was replaced with a hooded expression, and his eyes were locked on my ass.

Heat flushed through my entire body.

Breathless, I pushed the door open and stepped inside with all the composure my mother had taught me. But the second I cleared the threshold, I fell against the closed door and panted like I’d run a marathon.

Flustered, jittery, and harboring a sensation between my legs no man had ever elicited, I held my hand over my racing heart as I heard my cell ping with a new text.

With shaking hands, I pulled my phone out.

Dreena: Did you kiss him yet?

Oh my God.

Me: You did that on purpose.

The three little dots moved as she wrote a reply.

Dreena: How could I not? You two have been staring at each other all night!

Before I could think of a response that wasn’t a complete lie of denial, she texted again.

Dreena: Besides, every girl needs a bodyguard, especially one as hot as Ty. ;-)

I typed a response.

Me: You’re incorrigible.

Dreena: Yep! I’m Dreena MacKenzie, haha!

I smiled.

Dreena: Now kiss him and put him out of his misery. ;-)

My thumbs couldn’t move fast enough.

Me: No.

I waited for her reply, silently wishing for something to justify her ridiculous demand, but at the same time knowing I would never be so forward as to make the first move with a man as commanding as the one standing in the hallway.

Dreena: Party pooper

I smiled again but shook my head.

Me: Did THE Dreena MacKenzie just text the word pooper?

Dreena: Ha! You do remember you’re talking to the girl who ran naked across the sand in South Beach?

I sobered. I did remember. I also remembered the frightening story behind it that she’d told me. Before I could respond, she sent another text.

Dreena: Okay, if you’re not going to get yourself a little action back there, come out and keep me company. I’m soooooo bored with these Hollywood suits!

I made an unladylike sound.

Me: You are not bored. You have your own bodyguard to keep you entertained.

She’d been tucked under his arm or on his lap the whole night. He’d kept a possessive hand on her at all times and an evil glare aimed at any man who dared to speak to her. I was both envious and happy for her.

Dreena: He’s pretty cute. I may keep him.;-)

I giggled.

Me: I think he’s keeping you.

Dreena: LOL, if he’s smart!

Smiling, I sent one last response.

Me: I’m coming back out. No more matchmaking!

Dreena: Where’s the fun in that?

Me: I mean it. He’s not interested.

Dreena: HAHAHA! Okay, keep telling yourself that if you want. I’ll just say I told you so when you fall madly in love and have little Ty babies and move to the suburbs.

I gulped, then fired off a glib response.

Me: Do I look like a suburbs kind of girl?

Dreena: Ha, no! Which is why he can’t take his eyes off you. And btw, that dress makes your ass look perfect. I think I’m a little jealous! And oh, Falcon just told me to tell you to get back out here and talk to these suits so they leave me alone. I think he might be a little jealous ;-)

Me: Just a little?

Dreena: LOL

I tucked my phone back in my purse and checked my makeup in the mirror. Ironically, despite my profession, I never wore much makeup. Blush, mascara, eyeliner, a light shimmer over my eyelids, and a scant coat of lip gloss, which I reapplied.

Steeling myself to see and smell the man in the hall again, I opened the door.

Except I’d been kidding myself.

Nothing could ever prepare me for the sight of this man, not when I first saw him and not now.

Standing just outside the door, his hand resting on the gun in a holster at his hip, he was all at once menacing and impossible to look away from.

His almost black eyes took me in as he gave me the deep rasp of his voice. “Ready?”

I blushed. “Yes, thank you.” I turned to step into the hall and the unthinkable happened.

I tripped.

“Oh!” My heel caught, my body pitched, and he moved.

His huge hands caught my waist. “Easy, easy.”

My chest landed on his, and I grasped at his impossibly, ridiculously muscled arms.

I sucked in a sharp breath. “Oh my God.”

“You’re fine. I got you.”

His fingers meeting on my back, his size, his strength, and his scent. Oh my God, his scent. His cologne, clean like laundry, mixed with the hint of smoke I’d smelled earlier, but it was overshadowed by the smell of him up close. Heat and man and slightly metallic but all musk, he smelled so enticing, I didn’t step away from him.

I did the opposite.

Like an unleashed animal without boundaries, I leaned in to him.

I actually leaned in to him.

His breath steady, he said nothing, and for three whole heartbeats, he stood perfectly, blissfully still.

Then his voice rumbled from his chest. “You good?”

“No,” I murmured without thought.

One of his huge hands traveled up my back, and like a lover, he slid it in to my hair. Controlled and so, so dominant, his thumb stroked my cheek, then grazed over my ear and my diamond stud earring I’d inherited from my grandmother.

He angled my head up.

But my gaze, drunk and heady, didn’t meet his immediately. It drifted. Up a solid chest, past an Adam’s apple, over a square jaw peppered with a day’s growth, and across full lips.

I dared to meet his eyes, and my breath caught.

Oh sweet Jesus, he was arresting. And so, so much more than I could ever handle, but it didn’t stop me from wondering how this man kissed… or more. Unable to stop my wayward thoughts, I bit my bottom lip.

His nostrils flared, and he dropped his hand. “Step back.”

“I….” Oh my God. “I’m so sorry.” Shame washed over me as I put distance between us. “I didn’t mean to—I mean, I tripped, and I’m so sorry.” Oh God, he probably had a girlfriend, or worse, a wife, and here I was practically throwing myself at him. “I wasn’t being.... I never meant to—”

“Stop,” he ordered.

I sucked in a breath, dropped my gaze, and nodded. “I’ll just…” I pointed over my shoulder. “Go.” I turned to leave.

“Wait,” he clipped.

Reluctant and horrifically embarrassed, I faced him.

Then he did the last thing I was expecting.

He tucked my hair behind my ear, and his thumb glanced over my diamond earring again. “Classy,” his low voice murmured.

Every muscle in my body froze. Except my knees.

They trembled, and I understood the term weak in the knees for the first time in my life. And because I had no response for him, or for the way my body was reacting to even the simplest of attention from him and how my heart was racing at the mere thought of him, I turned. But this time I didn’t stop and look back. I walked straight to the door and reached for the handle.

Before I could open it though, his huge hand shot out, his heat touched my back, and he did it for me.

We were immediately assaulted with the heavy beat of the club’s music.

Inhaling the intoxicating scent of him one last time, I nodded. “Thank you.” Then with my heart in my throat, I walked out of the hallway. Confused by his mixed signals, I expected him to return to his post at the top of the stairs, but his hand landed between my shoulder blades and he led me back to our cordoned-off section.

I was so caught up in him and analyzing every nuance of our exchange that I didn’t see the man in a suit who’d been pestering me earlier until he was right in front of me.

Ignoring the mountain of a man at my back, the suit smiled wide. “How about you finally have that drink with me?”

“She’s not drinking,” Ty clipped.

Shocked that he’d noticed and surprised that he’d said anything, I looked up at Ty, but he was glaring at the guy in the suit.

Fighting a shy smile, I looked back at the man whose name I couldn’t remember because he would never measure up to the man at my back. “He’s right. I’m not drinking tonight, but thank you anyway,” I added, trying to be polite.

The suit didn’t let it go. “Then a soda or water.” He amped up his smile. “Just come sit with us. I’d kick myself if I let the evening go by and didn’t at least get to talk to you.”

“Ludeviene,” Dreena called from her seat on the couch next to Falcon. “Come join us!”

“There you go.” The suit boldly took my hand. “The queen has spoken. Let’s go join them.” He pulled me toward Dreena.

If I didn’t know better, I would’ve sworn I heard the imposing bodyguard growl. But when I looked over my shoulder, all I saw was his back as he went down the stairs.
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THE BACK DOOR OF THE club flew open and a drunk chick stumbled out.

She smiled up at me. “What’s your name?”

I spared her a glance. Big tits, tight ass, round hips. She was hot, but she sure as hell wasn’t classy. I scanned the alley again. “Does it matter?” After watching the classy brunette get hit on one too many times, I’d told Preston to get his ass upstairs. He could scare off Satan with a single fucking glance.

The drunk chick twirled her hair. “Mine’s Meadow.”

“Fan-fucking-tastic.” I didn’t give a shit what her name was. I’d told Collins to take the front, and I was outside the rear entrance of the club getting a breather from witnessing the shitshow of pansy fucks hitting on the classy brunette that was playing out upstairs.

The drunk chick took in the entourage of expensive vehicles parked in the alley. “So what kind of car do you drive?”

Jesus Christ. “If I’m pounding into your cunt, are you really gonna be worried about my ride?”

Her eyes went wide in fake offense. “I was just making conversation.”

“I was just working.” And trying really fucking hard to do my job without shooting someone.

Her face scrunched up in confusion. “What do you do?”

Was she blind? “Security. Go back inside.”

She didn’t get a clue and leave. “Like a security guard?”

“No.” I wasn’t some fucking mall rent-a-cop. “Personal security.”

Her face lit up. “Like a bodyguard!”

What the fuck did she think I was doing outside the back of club at oh-one-hundred on a fucking Thursday? Trolling? “She wins a prize,” I deadpanned. “Have another drink.”

She smiled and swayed on her fuck-me pumps. “I already had a few.”

Goddamn, this night was getting longer. “No fucking shit.”

She giggled. “I love margaritas.”

Christ. Fifty bucks I could have her on her knees, sucking my cock in two minutes flat, which I maybe would’ve considered before an innocent, sexy-as-fuck and too-damn-good-for-me brunette fell into my arms and looked up at me like I was a goddamn king. Now she was all I could think about, and this drunk chick didn’t come close to measuring up. Besides, I was on duty, and despite what everyone thought about me, I wasn’t a complete trigger-happy dick. “Go back inside and find someone else.”

She pouted. “I’m not looking for someone else.”

I smirked. “And I’m not fucking you tonight. Run along.”

Relentless, she smiled. “Another night?”

I dragged my gaze, slow and purposeful, down the length of her just to test myself. Nope. I was still obsessing about a stunning brunette with diamond earrings who smelled like innocence and bad decisions.

Looking decidedly less drunk, the Meadow chick whipped her cell phone out. “Come on, it’ll be fun. What’s your number?”

I smirked. “Nice try.”

“Definitely a bleeder,” Collins spoke through the comm. “Walk away.”

The fuck classified every woman as either a bleeder or trouble. In his book, women either bled your checkbook dry or caused you trouble. Hearing the gossip about his background from some of the guys who worked at Luna and Associates with me, I wasn’t surprised by his attitude.

I touched the comm. “Where am I gonna walk to?” The alley behind the club only had one way in and one way out, and I was over the bullshit inside, so that left me nowhere.

Meadow’s face scrunched up. “Who are you talking to?”

“Don’t worry about it.” I pulled out a cigarette and lit it.

“You smoke?” she asked incredulously.

I blew smoke over her head because I was a fucking gentleman like that. “Only when I’m bored.”

She made a face. “No one smokes anymore.”

“Good thing I don’t give a shit what other people do.”

“People vape now,” she continued, like I gave a damn.

“I don’t.” I wasn’t a fucking pussy. If I was gonna suck down nicotine, I was going old-school.

She looked at me like she was solving a math problem in her head, then she reached for my cigarette. “All right, I’ll have a drag.”

“No, you won’t.” With her attitude, who knew where her mouth had been tonight. Not judging, but some chick’s secondhand cum-swallow spit wasn’t touching my cigarette.

“Why not?” she whined.

“You want one, take one.” I held my pack out.

Her hands went to her hips. “I don’t want my own.”

“I don’t share.” One of the only things I didn’t.

Her attitude disappeared in a nanosecond, and fake seduction pouted her lips. She dragged a finger down my chest. “That sounds promising.”

“Not for you.” I shoved my pack back in my pocket.

Her attitude came back in spades. “What the hell does that mean?”

“Exactly what I said.” Jesus Christ, I was bored with this shit. “Go back inside, babe. I’m not what you’re looking for.”

Collins snorted through the comm. “I’m sending backup.”

Preston stepped out the rear exit of the club. Without a word, he stood next to me. Inked all to hell, his gaze everywhere and nowhere, he didn’t say shit, and he didn’t make eye contact with the stripper wannabe.

Meadow looked him up and down. “Who’s your friend?”

I took a page out of Preston’s book and mimicked him. My feet shoulder width apart, my hands in front of me, I stared over her head and didn’t say shit.

It took two fucking seconds for her to get a clue.

“Whatever,” she scoffed. “You’re both fucked-up.” She walked back into the club.

“Good call,” Preston said after the door shut. “You were the fifth guy she hit on tonight.”

I chuckled. “Got your eye on her, huh?”

He glanced up and down the alley, but he didn’t take the bait. He never took the fucking bait. Not even downrange when we were ten days into a FUBAR mission and low on ammo was I able to rile him. Didn’t mean the fucker wasn’t wound tight. He was. Tighter than anyone I’d ever met.

I offered him a smoke.

He shook his head. “I don’t smoke.”

“You did downrange,” I reminded him.

“Served a purpose then.”

“It doesn’t now?” Boredom was boredom.

He ignored the question and subject jumped like he usually did. “Brunette inside, the friend, she likes you.”

“Is this high school? You passing notes?” I made a joke, but I was fucking irritated.

When the third prick hit on her, I’d told Preston I’d needed a smoke and to get his ass upstairs. Then I’d stupidly watched asshole number four hit on her before coming out to the back alley to remind myself I didn’t do high-maintenance chicks. Or rich ones. And I sure as hell didn’t pilfer from the Luna and Associates social pool.

You’d never know I worked with a bunch of highly trained, highly skilled, lethal Marines. They gossiped like schoolgirls around the free protein bars and energy drinks in the staff room at base that doubled as a kitchen. You so much as blinked at a woman, they hazed you about it. So the brunette was a hard pass, but goddamn, I couldn’t stop thinking about her.
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