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Love’s Command



SAFE IN HIS ARMS





Billi Jean













Book two in the Love’s Command Series

Can a woman learn to trust her heart enough to give her dream another chance? Can a man reveal all, in order to keep his love safe in his arms?

Mandy would do almost anything for Mac, anything except give him her heart—again. She has spent five long years trying to get over him. Now, forced back into his arms, will she finally have the courage to reach for her dream? Or will she lose him before she has even got a chance to be in his arms? 

Mac has never been able to shake his need for Mandy—not even after five long years without her. Now she is back but, instead of the young, sweet girl who gave him her innocence, she is a fierce, courageous woman—so sexy he can barely keep his eye on the prize—her in his arms for the rest of their lives.
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Prologue







Mandy stared at the empty playground, surprised by all the changes. The big slide, its deep curve and metal slope providing hours of fun, no longer dominated the place. The swings weren’t even present. Instead a wooden structure—or maybe plastic-looking wooden structure—stood in the centre atop cedar shavings all corralled by a low yellow plastic kerb. Maybe the odd yellow plastic kept in all the wood from littering the grass, but it looked too confining as if it were stopping the play from spilling over outside its measured barrier. 

Whatever, she thought with a sigh. Everything changed, most not for the better. She’d driven over nineteen hours to reach this spot. She stood there, staring out over the Texas evening and felt…void. Empty. 

She walked to where the slide would have been and perched on the steps leading to a round yellow tunnel connecting one part of the design to another. All of it was plastic. Rubbing her bare palm over the plastic step, she shook her head at the absurdity of it all. Someone had probably thought that old slide would hurt a kid, maybe it even had, but without those life lessons, how could people learn how strong they were? 

Kids needed to trip and fall, or how could they ever learn to get back up when life threw some real punches? 

Stupid whore. Did you think a woman like you was good enough for a man like Wolf? Bitch, he’s a hero, he deserves more than some slut’s daughter. 

Mandy shivered. Under her jacket and sweater, a chill brushed her flesh. Her attacker reminded her of her stepdad Sarge, but with the added dose of evil her stepdad had always been too drunk to use. He’d always used his fists, not words to hurt her. Until her brother and Mac had put a stop to him. Mac. Just thinking his name brought a fresh rush of painful tears to her eyes. She blinked them back and refused to let them past the emptiness filling her. 

She stared out beyond the deserted playground and dusk lining the trees to a memory from her past. Thunderstorms flashed through her mind, and the image of Mac as a rag-tag teenage boy offering to take her nightmares away. 

Only he gave you a completely new set, didn’t he? 

Frowning at the thought, she hugged her arms over her chest and rocked a bit on the step. Mac hadn’t meant to hurt her. He’d been trying to comfort her after her brother’s death. Mac was a hero. Her attacker had been right about that, he was a hero. He’d also been all she’d ever wanted but could never have. He liked brunettes, tall, leggy, dark-haired women. She knew that now. She’d watched him letting one go down on him in a bar instead of coming back to her as he’d promised. 

‘Fuck, this was a mistake, Mandy.’


His husky words, so full of regret, still brought a sting of shame to her cheeks. She’d pushed him, hadn’t she? Pushed for more until he’d given it to her, then made promises she didn’t give him time to fulfil. 

‘I have to go, but we’ll discuss this when I get back. I promise I’ll explain it all then, okay?’ 

She cut off the painful memories, forcing herself to think of something else, but still her mind swirled with the feel of him, the sight and sound, and oh, God, the taste of him. She’d had him, in her arms, so warm and real, so right. 

In the end, he hadn’t needed to explain anything, had he? None of that mattered now. She’d never see him again, never stare into his handsome face, never stand by and watch him while he kept her at a distance. She should have known when Rob died that Mac had simply wanted to comfort her, not start a relationship with her. Sex did not equal a relationship. She knew that. But Mac… 

Yeah, but with Mac she couldn’t remember a time since she’d met him right here, in this playground, that she’d not loved him. 

She stood quickly, hearing something behind her, and spun to confront two little kids, a boy and a younger girl, both staring at her with big, startled eyes. Heck, she probably was staring at them the same way. 

“Sorry, you startled me.” Her muscles screamed out in protest at the quick move. The bruises and torn skin burned but she sucked down the pain and tried to smile and not frighten the kids. 

The girl grinned back and giggled. “We did? You sure move fast,” she said. 

“You’re not from here, huh?” the boy asked, frowning up at her past his dark, thick bangs. 

“No, I’m just visiting. I used to live here, though,” she offered, gesturing carefully off to the right where she’d lived with her brother Rob and Sarge. And Mac. He’d moved in after that first night. He’d even moved with them to Florida. But then he’d enlisted and left.

“Yeah?” 

She nodded, forcing the memories down. There was doubt in the boy’s eyes. “Sure, not too far from here, either.” 

“You’re in the Navy?” he asked. 

“Nope, not me. My brother was.” She adjusted her Navy cap, pulling the blue brim a bit lower to hide the marks on her forehead. Her sunglasses hid the blackened eyes, and her scarf took care of the bruises on her neck. On the surface, she looked like hell, but inside she didn’t feel anything, just a hollow ache where her emotions used to be. 

“My brother’s in the Navy, too. He’s a pilot.” 

She nodded again, and dug her hands into her jacket pockets. It was unseasonably cold but neither child wore a coat. The girl had on a sweatshirt, unzipped to reveal a pink baseball shirt, and the boy had on just a long-sleeved T-shirt. 

“You kids better hit the road, it’s getting cold.” 

They both seemed to consider that before nodding. “Okay, but will we see you again?” the little blonde girl asked. She was cute—a bit dirty from playing but her open face was compelling. 

“No, not me. I’m on my way somewhere else.” Somewhere so vastly different from what she knew, the mere reminder of where sent a shock through her. Africa. 

Would it be far enough? So far, she’d not heard from her attacker again, not after the last phone call threatening to kill Mac if she didn’t leave and never come back. 

The little girl’s smile faltered but she nodded, very grown-up-like. “Well, it was nice to meet you,” she said. The boy smirked at her manners, but Mandy smiled. 

“It was nice to meet you, too.” 

She watched them race off, the boy, who must be her brother, she thought with a pang of sadness for her own dead brother, a step ahead of her. 

Taking one more look around the playground, she sighed heavily, then turned her back on it, and her past. 



Three days later…



Mac floored his truck through the red light and swerved to avoid the slow-ass Chevy Malibu in front of him. His head swam, his heart raced, but neither was from breaking the sound barrier to get to Lacey’s house. 

She was gone.

Mandy. 

He grimaced and turned the steering wheel sharply, taking the next corner so fast he burnt rubber. Two lane shifts later and one more turn and he gunned it again on the straightaway to Lacey’s house. 

If Mandy had moved out of the house, she might have just gone to stay with Lacey for a few days. Maybe she’d gone there when his mission had lasted longer than he’d said. 

Then why are you racing like a dumb shit across town? 

The note. One tiny little scrap of paper had him racing across town.

‘Mac, I get it now.

Truly.

I will get in touch when I can.

Mandy’

Get in touch when she can? Get it. Get what? That he’d been dying to get home from the latest mission. That he’d said some seriously stupid things to her. That he’d hurt her when he’d not meant to had driven him nearly insane with the need to see her again and explain everything. Explain that… Fuck, he couldn’t live without her?

Pull it together, Mac. She’s at Lacey’s because you left with some dumb-ass words. 

He smashed the heel of his hand down on the steering wheel as soon as he saw Lacey’s house. Mandy’s little blue Honda wasn’t out front. Shit. Shit. Shit. 

He pulled in, killed the engine, and contemplated the dark house. Lacey was here, no doubt. He’d heard her dad was in the hospital after another operation on his cancer, but he’d also heard all had gone well. Lacey would be here. Maybe they’d parked Mandy’s car inside the two-car garage. 

“Get your shit together. Just tell Mandy you don’t regret a thing other than not making her yours years ago.” 

Fuck, why had he said such stupid shit after the best night of his life? Fear. Fucking fear that he was taking too much, too soon, and she’d one day resent him for it. The cold, hard truth of that thought sent his heart back to racing speed. 

He’d never forgotten the feel of Mandy. Never got over how right she’d felt in his arms. Sex with her had been like something so alien to him he’d not recognised it as sex. Sex was sweaty, pounding lust to give his body and mind a break from the stress of being a SEAL. Sex with Mandy had been so warm and tender he’d come like he’d never done before in his life. It’d been so good sinking into her body and arms that he’d made love to her all through the night. He’d never felt so right before, so safe and at peace, in his life. When she’d curled up in his arms that morning, he’d felt like his whole messed-up life had suddenly made sense. 

And he’d fucked it all up because he hadn’t been brave enough to tell her he loved her.

“Shit.” He opened the truck door and got down, quietly walking up the driveway to stand on Lacey’s doorstep, simply looking down at his hands. Rough, calloused, beaten up, his hands were the hands of a trained killer, not a man that felt the kind of desperate love he felt for one tiny woman. 

Could he make her happy? 

He reached up and rang the doorbell. 

He’d make her the happiest damn woman in the world. 

It took nearly three minutes for Lacey, looking sleepy and confused, to open the door. He knew at the first look at her that she didn’t know why he was there. Dressed in a blue robe and barefoot, hair rumpled, she grimaced at him like he’d woken her from sleep. 

Hell, that’s exactly what you did do, asshole. 

Still, he found himself demanding, “Where’s Mandy?” 

Lacey blinked and rubbed her eyes. “Wolf? What? What’s wrong? Has Mandy been hurt?” 

A shot of ice seemed to fill his chest at her words. “What? Why?”

“I don’t know, why are you here asking me about Mandy? She’s not here. I’ve not seen her since…” She paused and brushed her blonde hair—almost the same colour as Mandy’s curls—from her face. “Well, she came by to say she had an offer for a job, but she didn’t say she took it.” Lacey frowned up at him and tightened her hand on her robe. “Mac, she was upset, though, at you.”

“I didn’t do a damn thing—”

Lacey snorted and waved her hand at him in dismissal. His mouth snapped shut. Her dad was the toughest Navy SEAL ever born, and Lacey could be just as much of a hard-ass, even if she was only a hundred and ten pounds soaking wet. 

“Look, save it, you’ve been stringing Mandy along for years. I’m going back to bed.”

“Shit, cut me some—”

“Don’t say it. Why should I cut you some slack if she finally won’t? Look, she’ll come back if she wants to. If not, she won’t. She’s a big girl now, Wolf, so maybe you just played with her too long.” 

“Wait, what? What are you talking about? Shit, I never played with her—”

“Save it. Look, my dad is sick again and I need to sleep. I have to be up there early in the morning to talk to the doctors.”

“I’m sorry, Lacey. I’m real sorry about your dad. We all are, but give me something here.” 

“Mac, are you drunk?”

“What? Hell no. I just want some answers. All her stuff is gone. All of it. What did she say, exactly, Lacey. Exactly.” 

Lacey stared up at him, her blue eyes darkening until he almost turned and walked away, suddenly feeling like he didn’t want to hear what Mandy had told her. 

“Fine, but you’re not going to like it, especially if she’s left and you can’t do anything about it.” 

He grimaced but stood his ground. 

“She was convinced you think she was a mistake. I think she used the words ‘pity fuck’ to describe what happened between you two.” 

The ice that felt lodged around his heart rose to his throat, making it feel sliced raw. He stumbled back, saying something to Lacey, and walked to his truck. His legs felt weak, his body, built to be one of the finest killing machines in the world, barely able to keep him upright. 

“Wolf? Wolf? Wait, wait.” 

He heard Lacey, but he couldn’t wait. He felt the truth in Lacey’s words, the truth Mandy must have believed—that he’d used her and regretted it. 

Hadn’t he said as much? 

He made it to the nearest red light before he had to jerk the door of his truck open and cast up in the street until his body ached. 

Mandy. Gone. He wiped his mouth off, shut the door, and focused on the road ahead of him. He’d find her. Explain things. Remind her that he always kept his promises, and he’d promised to explain what he’d said. 

First, though, he needed to find her. He was a SEAL, trained to find people. How hard could it be? He took comfort in that, and shifted the truck into gear, heading off to his first stop on his way to finding Mandy.








Chapter One 







Five years later…



Mac practically ran down the luxurious hotel hallway. He slowed to a fast walk when an old couple came out of their room, but each step brought him closer to where he needed to be. 

Near Mandy. 

He still couldn’t believe Lacey had given him Mandy’s room number. Clearly Lacey was all about everyone being happy now that she was here, in Hawaii and getting married. Him chomping at the bit to get hold of Mandy must have been the key to convincing her he wasn’t going to blow this chance. Not with Mandy this close. That or she really believed Ace could kick his ass if he hurt Mandy, but still, he was seconds from seeing Mandy again.

Shit freaked him out. He was supposed to be one of the toughest, meanest guys out there, but the reality of it was he’d let Ace kick his ass if he hurt Mandy again. 

He slowed down and saw the room across from hers first, ‘four-five-six-two’, then hers. 

Fuck. He froze. After five years, that door was all that kept him from the one woman on this planet who owned his heart. He rubbed his hand through his hair and back over his neck. 

Buck up, asshole, and face her. 

He reached up and knocked on Mandy’s door, and waited, keeping in mind everything Lacey had said about Mandy needing time and his own promise to go slow. She’d been in Africa. Africa for nearly the entire five years. Helping victims of the wars there. 

His heartbeat raced and he raised his hand to knock again when he saw the doorknob twist downward. A second later, Mandy stood there with a grin, already saying, “Hey, I thought—” 

She cut off with a soft ‘Oh’ and backed up. Her big grey eyes rounded out. He couldn’t take in the details of her quickly enough. She seemed to soak him in, too. He watched her swallow, feeling suddenly dry-throated as well. How was it possible she was more beautiful now than she’d been five years ago? 

“Hello, sugar. Miss me?” 

She blinked, then seemed to realise he was pushing her back into her room because she tried to stop him with a hand on his chest. He used it to pull her into his arms, letting the door close behind them. Sensations too wild to make sense of rushed him. Both her hands were on his chest burning through the material of his T-shirt. Her pink lips were inches from his, open in shock, sure, but, still, they were right there. He soaked her up. Her grey eyes caught him, stealing his breath like a sucker punch to the gut. With a little hiss, she narrowed her gaze, hiding the flash of emotion he’d not had time to decipher with an angry glare.

“Mac, let me go!”

Grinning, he tightened his arms around her wiggling little body. “Damn, baby, the least you could do is say hello before you fall into my arms.” 

She froze and rolled her eyes. “Give me a break.” 

“We need to talk, huh?” he asked, slowly relaxing his arms. She quickly stepped away. When she reached the patio windows, she reached up nervously and tucked her shorter curls off her face, turning to the side when she did so she didn’t have to face him. He could see her pulse thundering along the slender column of her neck from where he stood two feet from her. Her body was tight, stress showing in the way she clenched her hands together and in the lines of stiff posture. 

He did this to her? 

She took a deep breath and let it out slowly, turning with her arms crossed under her lush breasts to face him. “Wolf, Lacey is waiting for me.”

She never called him Wolf. She always called him Mac. Shit pissed him off. 

“Mac.” 

She squinted at him. “What?” 

“Don’t call me Wolf. It’s Mac,” he murmured. “It’s always been Mac.” 

“Okay,” she drawled, dragging the two syllables out with such sarcasm he felt his body tighten with the challenge. 

“We need to talk,” he said. He watched the tension in her shoulders tighten. She scanned the room with an impatient look. She was going to argue with him. Mandy never, ever fought anyone. She avoided confrontations. She got around people, managed the hell out of them, but she never directly argued with anyone. 

After a second of turning her back on him, she faced him. “Talk? Why should I? Besides, give me a break! You can’t just barge in here and make demands. Now—” She took a deep breath, adding to the battle he had controlling his reactions by practically taunting him with her barely covered breasts in some kind of hot bikini top, and continued, “If you don’t mind, I’d like to go. Lacey is waiting and I know you don’t want Ace up here.” 

She thought she could scare him off with Ace? He settled against the wall and lifted a shoulder. 

“Ace doesn’t scare me, Mandy. And you aren’t leaving this room, not until you tell me what I want. Like where you’ve been, why you hid, and how you hid for the past five years. You and I are going to talk, sugar. Now.” As he spoke, he couldn’t stay still and ended up stalking towards her, letting some of his anger show in his face. She surprised him again by standing her ground, her fists tight at her hips but she faced him down. 

“Oh yeah? Well, you’re in for a surprise, Mac, it sucks to want. I should know, right?” The way she said his name, with enough sour sarcasm to curdle milk, had him drawing up to a complete stop. “Now, we can talk later, but right now, no, not possible,” she said in a rush. 

He backed her up by simply walking towards her. She landed in a chair by the bed, breathing hard, her fists tight, clearly wanting to hit him. He squatted down in front of her and carefully took one of her hands. “Look, Mandy, we’re going to start this over, okay? You’re going to tell me what I want to know—”

“No, I’m not. I’m not one of your missions, Wolf.” 

“Mac.” 

He didn’t know why, but he always wanted Mandy to call him Mac. Never Wolf. Wolf was a killer. She had once loved Mac, loved him enough to see beyond the killer. 

She huffed out a breath and looked away from him, but not quick enough to hide the tears shimmering in her eyes. 

“Whatever,” she whispered. 

He loosened his hand on hers and rocked back on the balls of his feet to give her some space. If she cried, he’d be lost. He’d cut out his own damn heart if it would make it better. He’d kick anyone’s ass that made her cry, but how would he get in a fist fight with himself? 

“Mandy, come on, sugar, look at me. Talk to me.” 

Still not looking at him, she tossed her sun-bleached hair off her face and exhaled. Her hair was lighter than he’d ever seen it before. She’d cut it, too. The long, golden curls had once reached past her shoulder blades, but he found himself liking this new style more than the old. He had a clear view of her face, slender throat and the delicate line of her jaw. The longer bangs hid her expression at times, but the way she anchored her hair behind her ear sent an odd nip of pain to his heart. 

She inhaled sharply and the curve of her breasts rose enticingly against the white bikini top she wore. He could clearly see the rounded shape of her nipples under that fabric. His blood heated. Hell, he was a man—whether she wanted him right now or not, he wanted her. He fought with himself to keep his hands off her. This was Mandy. Mandy. He’d never meant to hurt her, but he had. He wasn’t adding to that by making any stupid moves. 

“Just tell me where you’ve been,” he finally managed. 

“I’ve been in Africa.” 

He knew that but still demanded, “And how did you do that?” 

She flashed him a confused frown and tilted her head. “What do you mean?”

Finally, at least she was willing to start somewhere. He let out a deep breath he’d not known he’d been holding. “I mean, how did you get out of the US? I mean, how did you hide from me?” 

She narrowed her eyes again, but she stayed silent, letting him try to get his head on straight, but finally she gave him a look like he was insane and said, “I booked a flight, got on it, landed in London and went to Africa from there. I didn’t hide.” 

“Liar. You hid from me.”

She laughed. “You’re the liar. You didn’t even look for me!” 

“What? Are you fucking kidding me? I used every means I could to find your pretty little ass. You hid.”

Instead of saying anything, she simply stared at him. Fuck. Was she telling the truth? He’d traced her flight to Hawaii and discovered she’d used a fake ID. She was lying. Someone helped her get a new identity—to hide from him—and he wanted to know who. 

“How did you change your name?” 

“Change my name? What are you talking about?” 

She was pissed off now, clearly ready to tear his head off. But why? Her face had flushed again, and her grey eyes were bright with anger and hurt. She sounded like he’d let her down. Like he’d hurt her because he hadn’t been able to find her. He had looked for her. He’d never stopped looking for her.

“Sugar, if I could have found you, I would have and you’d have been with me all this time, not wherever the fuck you’ve been. Trust me, Mandy.” 

“Oh, yeah, how could I forget, you never break a promise—”

He cut her fit off merely by pressing closer and getting right in her face. “Who is Elisa Gonzales? Who the hell is that?” 



Mandy blinked quickly, realising Mac was serious. “That’s me, you idiot!” 

Mac stared at her in confusion. “How the hell is that you? I’ve known you since you were a kid, and no way is that your name.” 

She smirked just to see him tighten his jaw. Really, Mac had always been quick to anger, but he’d changed, in ways she couldn’t keep up with but, for some reason, thrilled her. Simply sparring with him like this was more than she’d ever dreamt she’d be able to do. He’d been absent from her life much longer than the five lonely years she’d been in Africa. Now, he’d practically torn her door down to get to her? 

If she wasn’t absolutely certain she’d not fallen asleep, she’d have believed this was some kind of dream. 

He snorted sexy as heck through his nose, and she went all tingly. 

No! No tingly. Anger. Anger is much, much better. He was a jerk to you! 

“Oh? Well, can you please tell the hospital where I was born ‘cause that—”

“Elisa?” 

She winced. That name was so not her. “Okay, so I don’t use that. Amanda is my middle name.” 

His brow lowered at the confession like she’d given him some lead he was now going to nail her for. She nearly smiled, but held it in. 

“And? Gonzales?”

She stared at him for a bit before shrugging. “Yeah, so?” 

He rocked back and lowered his head, but kept his hazel eyes on hers. Sexy didn’t even begin to describe him. 

“You and Rob have different last names?” 

“Geez, didn’t you ever wonder why Sarge hated me? And you’re the best of the best?” she muttered. “My brother would be so proud.” 

He simply stared at her, his gaze flickering over her face, hair, then down to her lips until she wanted to lick her lips so badly she had to fist her hands on the chair arms to stop the urge from becoming reality. Out of sheer desperation she blurted, “I can’t believe you never knew that. How is that possible? I mean the best training in the world and you can’t find out what my real name is?” 

As she imagined he would, he jerked his head back and frowned at her. “Hey, wait one second there, sugar, I’m much better than that.” 

She rolled her eyes. 

“So, you just left using your own ID. That’s how, but I want to know why.” 

Now they were entering tricky territory. She’d just arrived, and so far, so good. No attacker would find her here, anyway. And if Mac didn’t know her last name… She discounted that as quickly as she’d thought it. Mac hadn’t known because he was too close to her, too into her world, since she’d been little. He’d assumed. Her attacker had known her number, where she’d worked, where she’d parked her car and what days she’d had school and what days she’d studied at the library. He’d even known what market she went to, and probably where she’d kept her hidden stash of Zingers at home. No way would he not know her real name. But would he be looking for her still? Why bother? 

“Mandy, come on, sugar,” Mac urged.

Sugar. She loved that. He’d never called her anything but Mandy, or scaredy-cat. Not until the one and only night he’d shared her bed. Then he’d called her sugar in his deep, husky voice while he’d made love to her. 

She wanted to tell him everything when he looked at her like that. But she couldn’t. She couldn’t tell him that she’d left because he’d cheated on her and some lunatic would have killed him if she’d stayed. 

His phone buzzed, breaking the silent battle of wills. He pointed a finger in her face and got his phone out of his cargo shorts with his other hand. “You’re staying here. Right here in this room—”

The complete jerk! Two minutes back in her life and he thought he could order her around like she was ten all over again? She had news for him—she’d not only grown up, she’d grown a backbone. “You can’t keep me in here. I’m supposed to meet Lacey for a swim—”

“Too bad.” He stood and she got up too. Watching him, she frowned at the door but he caught her looking, flipped his phone open, and pointed a finger at her to stay. 

“Hey, what’s up?” he asked into the phone, then paused, grimacing and muttered, “Not much. Nah, gonna take a break. Maybe in a bit.” 

He turned away and said, “Yeah, I have.” Another pause and she moved an inch just to see what he’d do and he turned to watch her. How did he do that? 

“Yeah. Thanks, man, I’ll catch up with you later, Trigger.” He clipped his phone closed with a snap and set it on her table. With a heavy sigh, he anchored his fists on his hips and stared at her, his tanned face all business. Her heart skipped a beat at how handsome he was, then slowed at the long line of a scar running along his jaw and down his neck. Before she could ask him what had happened, he said, “Now, tell me. Tell me why you left, Mandy.”

She turned sideways and gazed at the surf crashing below them. What could she say? He’d done more damage than the attacker because her wounds had all healed, good as new, but her heart, her heart still ached for him. Talking to him now, all she wanted to do was throw her arms around him and demand he explain why he’d been such a jerk. 

He took a step towards her, and she fought the tears rising up. She could still remember how painful it’d been to walk into that bar and see the gorgeous brunette rubbing all over Mac. Now he barged in here and acted like all he had to do was say how sorry he was and she’d fall back into his arms, be the little girl that thought he hung the moon. 

No one hung the moon. 

“Mandy, just tell me. Come on—”

“Why? Why did I leave?” Anger washed over her, stilling some of the hurt. The pain mixed with it, making her tremble. “How dare you ask me that? How dare you, Mac? You know damn good and well why I left, remember? Our mistake. Remember? The fucking mistake you said—”

“Look, I was wrong that night. I tried to tell you that, to call, but you’d left by then and—”

He’d been wrong that night? Now he realised that? Five years later? 

Doesn’t matter, Mandy. Does not matter. That lunatic could still be out there. Think, girl. Mac didn’t call you that night. If Mac didn’t call you to come to the club, you know it had to be one of the guys. If the guys are here, at the wedding, one of them could be the attacker. Think, think, girl. 

She steeled herself and faced him. “You made it clear you didn’t want me, Mac. Why would I wait around?” 

He stared at her with such a look of amazement that she rubbed her face to hide the fresh wash of tears. “You need to leave, I think you know how, or do you need me to fall asleep first, so you can sneak out?” 

“Fuck, Mandy, I told you we’d talk when I got back. I told you—”

“You told me, all right. You made everything perfectly clear. You told me you didn’t want me!” 

“What?” He shook his head hard. “Where the fuck did you get that idea?”

“Oh, just go.” 

“I’m not moving so get used to it. I want answers. When did I make that clear? Damn it, tell me when I made that clear!”

“You never bothered with me before.” She anchored her fists on her hips and faced off with him. He wanted the truth, she’d give him all of it. All but the attack. “We both know you regretted when you did slip up and what? Gave me a sympathy fuck? I mean, come on, what should I have expected from you? You’re the just get up and get out kinda guy, right? Wasn’t that what you always said?” 

“Listen, Mandy, you and I both know I said I was coming back—”

“No, you and I both don’t know. I remember some of it, though. What was it?” She tapped her lip thoughtfully then snapped her fingers. “Oh, I remember… This was a fucking mistake, Mandy. We should never have done this. Drunk and fucking don’t mix, sugar.” 

“I was thinking of you—”

“You were not thinking of me. You—”

“I sure the hell was thinking of you. Damn, do you even know how long I’d held back? How many times I’d come home, wanting you so bad it ached? Do you?” He breathed out roughly and speared her with a look that had her freezing in place. He looked so intense, so ready to blow, not at her, but apart, that she didn’t dare move. He tugged at his hair once, then dropped his arm with a heavy exhale. “It was always you, always you for me. I pushed you away because I knew, I fucking knew, Mandy, once I claimed you, I’d never let you go.” 

He grimaced and broke off, stalking up to her and wrapping his hands around her upper arms, pulling her closer until they were nose to nose. She could feel the heat of him along her front. His breath was minty, warm, and his lips so close she wanted to cry at how badly he’d hurt her, how badly it still hurt. 

“You were in pain over losing a brother, and I took advantage of that, telling even myself it was for you, to help with the pain, but I took you. I took you out of pure selfishness.” 

She shook her head silently, a tear spilling down past her control. “I don’t believe you, Mac,” she whispered the words on a ragged breath. 

“Mandy, the only regret I have in my life is waiting so damn long.” 

“You liar!” She struggled, pulling away, but he hauled her back in. “You liar. You always pushed me away. It was always a new one for you, always. Always.” 

She’d survived these past five years by forcing herself to believe that, to keep it close and not go to him when she’d finally figured out it hadn’t been Mac who’d called her the night she’d seen him with another woman. The attacker had jumped her that night, forced her up against a wall outside the club and had nearly raped, then beaten her, threatening to kill Mac if she didn’t leave. She’d barely made it to her car. All this time, she’d survived by telling herself she’d never have been enough for Mac. He needed his women, not one woman. Not her. 

He bent his head, grimacing when another tear broke free to slip down her cheek. 

“Damn, sugar, you’re killing me. Those women? Shit, those women wanted nothing more than a quick lay. That’s all they ever were and hell, you were young, so damn pretty, I—” 

“Not that young. Not too young to—”

“You were.” He touched their foreheads, but she shook her head and looked down, refusing to allow him to tip her face up with a hand. “Damn it, Mandy. Fuck, hate me for being an idiot, but I was trying to give you time. Time to grow up without me holding you too tight. You were just a kid when I first took one look at you and realised no one else was going to do.” 

At his words, she softened. Something inside her went away, the pain, the hurt, the anger simply settled, eased slowly until she could take a breath without it hurting. He’d not explained the other woman, but what he did say, she heard, could hear without denying it outright. Maybe the attacker was here, maybe he was watching, but Ace had the place under guard for Lacey. Could the guy get past that, to reach Mac when he might not even know she was here, in Hawaii and not Florida? 

She’d have to tell Mac, she realised. He’d need to know why she’d really left, then he’d want to know when, and what her attacker had done. She could tell him what, but not when. If he knew when… She looked up at him and understood, if he knew when, he’d never forgive himself. 

Mac had always been a hero. 

Was he strong enough to keep them both safe? 








Chapter Two







Mac felt Mandy gently ease in his arms. His heart raced. She never stood up to anyone like she had him, and damn if he wasn’t proud of her but she’d picked the wrong fight, the wrong man to stand up to. He felt like he held her but still might not have her. She didn’t seem to realise he’d do anything he had to do to ensure she let him back in.

Her warm breath fanned his chest. He felt it even through the material of his shirt. She pressed her hands against his stomach, not pushing him away any longer, but not moving either. Slowly, she raised her head and his breath caught all over again at having her so close.

He simply stared down at the beauty of her face, too full of mixed-up emotions to speak. Her soft pink lips, the small freckles on her cheeks and nose, and the shape of her flawless face sucker-punched him. Without doing more than being here, close to him, she snagged the breath from his throat and held it hostage. Just like his heart. 

For what felt like an eternity, she stared up at him silently scanning his face, as if mesmerising him. Her grey eyes darkened, flickering with bigger shards of blue and brown. Her irises always amazed him. The colour moved, like liquid. 

“Mac.” The softness of her voice eased the knot she’d tied around his heart. Her fingers tightened into fistfuls of his T-shirt. “Are you lying?” 

He shook his head, suddenly feeling like he’d swallowed glass. “I’ve never lied to you, Mandy.” 

She frowned at his words. “You have. For a long time.” As she spoke, she released her death grip on his shirt and slowly reached up to trace the tips of her fingers over the scar lining his jaw. Just that light touch speared through him as sharp as a knife. He’d wanted her when he’d been wounded, needed her until he’d sworn her loss hurt more than the painful wounds.

As he stood there, too cautious to move, he watched her gaze follow the path of her hand until a tear tracked down her cheek again. 

Reaching up, he carefully captured her hand. “Mandy, don’t cry, sugar.”

“Mac, you’ve been hurt,” she whispered.

He brought her fingers to his lips and tightened his other arm around her slender waist, drawing her body carefully up against his. Giving her plenty of time to protest, he slowly bent his head and took her lips. 

Her minty taste hit like a ton of bricks. The softness of her mouth set him on fire. She let out a surprised cry but slid her hands up his chest to wrap her arms around his shoulders. Before he could savour the full press of her body against his, she surprised him by tangling her fingers in his hair to pull him down and more firmly mesh their lips. 

A rush of adrenaline mixed with lust surged through every limb. She wanted him, wanted him as much as he wanted her. She didn’t hold back, but moulded her body to his. She fitted him perfectly. So perfectly, he couldn’t keep his hands off her. He traced the lines of her back and shoulders, then downward to cup one firm, lush cheek of her ass while he gripped the back of her neck lightly with his other hand to hold her still for his kiss. 

It wasn’t enough. She moaned softly, tugging at his hair to add to the delicious sensations pulsing along his body. Damn, he was seconds away from coming. His balls were on fire and he could feel that rush along his spine that indicated shit was going to blow. Still, he couldn’t have cared less. Mandy was tender, sweet, warm, and so lost in their kiss he wasn’t holding back from giving her anything she wanted. 

And thank God, she wanted him. She relaxed against him, trusting him as she had that one amazing night. But now, instead of letting him fully guide her, she rocked his world with soft, little demanding sounds and hot, passionate caresses. She traced his shoulders, his arms, and back, then slipped her warm hands under his shirt to drag her nails along his spine. 

He hauled her closer and rubbed his aching cock against her thigh, immediately feeling a warm burst of pre-cum wet the aching head. He felt harder than he ever had in his life—except once before when he’d held her. His erection was so heavy and full it pulsed against his hip. She was just as lost. Being careful not to push too far, he gently angled her smaller body against his until he manoeuvred between her legs. 

In response, Mandy whimpered, dug her sharp nails into his shoulders, and practically climbed up him. Tenderness filled his chest and he curled her up closer. He’d dreamt of her—this—for so long. No way was he rushing this. He captured her lips firmly and began giving her the long, drugging kisses he’d wanted to for so long. The textures, the sweet curve of her lips, the wet heat of her mouth drove him higher. With a groan, he subtly thrust his hips against her to soothe the raging fire she was kindling in them both. He had to slow down, he knew it, felt it in his bones, but with her in his arms, he wanted her so badly he ached.

With more control than he’d ever possessed, he lifted from her lips and kissed her cheeks and nose, slowly easing over the silk of her skin to whisper in her ear, “Five years, Mandy. Five years, I’ve been burning up for you. We’re going to go slow, ease into this so you know I mean it, okay?” 

She nodded against his chest, breathless and trembling. He felt the tremors and tightened his arms around her to keep from pushing for more. He wanted to give her everything. Anything she wanted. Pleasure until she grew hoarse from crying out from orgasm after orgasm—but was she ready for that? 

After only a few seconds of letting him hold her, she stiffened. He anchored his arm around her lower back a bit tighter. 

“Oh, God, we shouldn’t have—” 

“Mac? Mac, I really don’t want to haul your ass out of there.” The pounding on the door followed by Ace’s angry voice stopped Mandy. She sucked in a breath, looking up at him with wide eyes. 

“Mac, let me go.” 

“Not a chance, sugar.” 

Mandy smiled slightly and sighed, resting her head against his chest. “Let me go for now. I need—”

“Time. I’ll give you time, but, Mandy?” He tipped her face up with his finger, examined her flushed face and puffy, just-kissed lips and rubbed his thumb over the soft curve. “No running.” 

She nodded, blinking a few times and pulled away. He let her go, watching her steady her breathing and quickly pull herself together. He wanted to haul her back into his arms, but held back. 

A shuddering breath left her suddenly and she caught his gaze, looking as hungry as he felt. 

“This isn’t over yet, Mandy.” 








Chapter Three 







‘This isn’t over yet, Mandy.’ 

God, what did a girl do with such a primal, all-male, husky threat like that? Paired with a muscled, hard-as-nails body, a fierce, lust-filled gaze and a hard-on she could clearly see against his cargoes, and Mandy had been lost for Mac. 

Now she was… 

Confused. Awash in such a fever of need, she felt like she should have yelled at Ace to leave so she could jump on that very big part of Mac until she was screaming in orgasm. 

Instead she was outside, in the ocean swimming with her friends, and all she could think about was that she should have told him about the attacker. But he wasn’t doing anything she’d ever dreamt he’d do…well, other than almost making love to her up against the hotel wall. 

A rush of excitement flushed her body at the thought, making her sensitive nipples tighten painfully. He had almost done that. God help her, she’d almost let him. 

‘Fuck, hate me for being an idiot, but I was trying to give you time. Time to grow up without me holding you too tight.’ 

He’d been so intense. So aggressive. What was she supposed to do with that? How was she supposed to handle that?

Mandy dived under, letting the warm water soothe all the confusion. She needed answers. She could have them too. All she had to do was get Mac alone again and demand to know everything. Instead, she took the coward’s way out and avoided being alone with him so they could talk. 

It was such a confusing mess. What would she say anyway? ‘So, I saw you with another woman?’ How pathetic would that sound? 

Shame heated her cheeks. Maybe she’d not pleased him in bed. She’d been amazed at every single second with him. Demanded more, even. Had that turned him off? 

‘Again.’

‘No, sugar, not again. Hell, I’m a big boy, you’ll be too tender.’

‘Again, Mac. Again.’ 

‘Ah, hell, I’ll be careful, real careful.’ 

Maybe her demands had turned him off because he’d wanted something a great deal dirtier. She’d always fantasised about Mac making love to her wildly, tossing her down and simply pounding into her with rough groans. She’d brought herself to orgasm repeatedly to those fantasies. Something about Mac being so out of control that he simply took her wherever they were—against a wall, over a chair, in a movie theatre—set her off almost too quickly. She’d thought he’d be like that, rough and tender all at once, so hot he couldn’t wait. 

After all, she’d practically seen him, once before, do just that. In his bed. By himself. She’d been sixteen and he’d been home on leave and drunk—sleeping and having a wet dream. About her. He’d groaned her name telling her he couldn’t wait, that he needed her now, right now. He’d urged her to suck him harder, to open so she could take more of him. She’d been so hot, so wet between her thighs she’d gone to her room and had masturbated to two quick orgasms that had left her shaken for days afterwards.

“You’re still the little mermaid, I guess.” 

Mac. She should have known he’d not stay on the beach. Her heart tripped over itself but she tried to play it off. Lacey was close by, or had been. She turned in the water to see Mac only a few feet from her. Beyond him, Ace and Lacey were swimming together. She spotted Eagle and Katya laughing and wrestling in the water on her other side. A few single men were near, too, all with that unmistakable military background that brought a certain awareness to a man, an alertness they couldn’t hide. She swallowed tightly and finally looked at Mac. 

She wished in that moment, with all her heart, that he truly did love her. 

The sun glistened on his bronze shoulders, highlighting the short rough hairs on his chest. He had a man’s body, hard, lean with ribs lined with hard muscle. Not a body designed in some air-conditioned gym, but a warrior’s body lined with hard, dense muscles used to defend himself, not to draw the ladies. Oh, he could draw the ladies, she knew, but he didn’t stay fit for them. His strength was built to fight and protect. A true hero. But God how hot he looked, how handsome with the blue ocean and light sky behind him. 

She could remember the feel of his skin, tickling and arousing her breasts when he’d lowered himself over her. He’d grinned, and touched his forehead to hers when she’d told him how good he felt against her. 

His hair was longer now. Not cut in that military angle he’d always worn. He looked sexy, tough, the bad boy. The strip of lighter hair by his temple drove her nuts. It always had. 

His smile slipped, but he’d not really been smiling. His eyes had always been her clue. He wasn’t happy. His expression was hard, tight with tension. “What’s going on in that head of yours?”

She shrugged. He dropped his attention to her breasts and seemed to snag there. Her heart rate tripled. She wore her new Victoria’s Secret halter, with a matching pair of cheeky bottoms. Her stomach tightened anxiously. Did he like what he saw? 

He glanced back up and swam closer. 

“Nothing, just enjoying the sun and water.” 

“Huh, is that so?” His gaze sharpened. “You swim a lot in Africa?”

She brushed her hand over her eyes and wondered at his tone. He sounded jealous. He’d been jealous before. She’d sensed it whenever she’d got too close to another man—especially one of the guys from the team—but he’d never acted on it. Would he now? 

“Sure, I was mostly in South Africa, so sure, all the time.” 

She bobbed under before he could say anything but she thought he’d swallowed tightly. Was he jealous? She shouldn’t feel a thrill at that. 

No, no thrill over jealousy, Mandy. 

She broke the surface and found herself smack in his arms. He tightened his hold, acting as if he’d bumped into her. 

“Yeah? All the time.” His jaw bunched as if he was biting back some more words. 

She wiggled and he released her. “Yeah, we had a great beach carved out for us. Nice beach, volleyball net, sweet set-up. I got to swim all the time. The guys were good about letting us on the base and allowing us free swims.” She shrugged again, and watched Mac’s jaw do that little bunch again. 

Whether she wanted to or not, she was thrilled. Could people change? Did he regret going to that other woman? 

“Yeah? Is that so?” he asked. 

She found herself pulled up close to Mac’s tough chest. He was hot, so sizzling hot she forgot to struggle. Heck, she could barely remember her name. 

Mac’s expression fascinated her. It was tight with anger. “Did you wear this, sugar, and shake that pretty ass for all those Brits?” 

Suddenly she felt him cup her butt. He slid his fingers under the fabric of her cheeky bottoms and squeezed. She tried hard to hate how good that felt. She should. Really, she should, but, up against her bare stomach, his muscled abs tightened, the hair on his chest teasing her because she wanted to feel it against her nipples, and suddenly she felt his erection, hard and thick, along her hip. 

“Huh, is that what you think? Sometimes people simply do things for others,” she managed but, holy moly, had she ever felt anything as hot as Mac? She remembered how dark and long his erection looked, how the crown rounded and flared above the thick hard flesh, all the way down to his sandy blond thatch of hair. She’d wanted to swallow him whole, suck along the length to taste every inch of him. But she hadn’t. He’d taken over, controlled the sex, but after, all these years after, she’d dreamt, fantasised about loving every inch of his body with her mouth. 

“Is that so? Such a sweet little ass, Mandy. I think you did strut this gorgeous butt around for all those Brits. I bet they fell all over it trying to get into your pants.” 

He tightened his grip on her butt, his long fingers temptingly close to the cleft dividing each cheek. He’d touched her there, rubbed his fingers along her small opening, pressing and teasing her with low sounds of pleasure in his voice. The memory was so fresh she felt a wave of arousal surge through her pussy and wet her bare folds simply thinking of anal sex with him. 

“Especially with an ass like this,” he husked, rubbing his hand down to grip her ass tighter.

“Mac! Cut that out.” Now why did that sound like a laugh? She wrapped her arms around his neck and met his eyes. “You’re jealous.” 

Mac didn’t seem to see the humour, though. He squinted at her. “Mandy, you don’t want to make me jealous.” 

She snorted. He was. So arrogant and proud, too. The big, strong, tough Navy SEAL. 

“Make you, huh?” She wiggled out of his grip and dived under the waves, heading to shore. Make him? He’d touched another woman and told her not to make him jealous. 

Mac caught her by her ankle. She really tried not to feel the bubble of happiness rise above the painful memories. She broke the surface and attempted to frown up at his sudden grin. 

“Don’t get mad, sugar. Here—” He handed her a set of goggles and a snorkel he’d pulled out of the pockets of his cargo shorts. He wasn’t even wearing swim trunks. That shouldn’t be sexy. “Let’s go see what we can see.” 

She watched him pull out another set. They were in chest-high water, simply floating on the waves. She could snorkel with him, couldn’t she? First, she wanted to hear him admit it.

“You’re jealous.” Why she needed to hear him say it she didn’t know, but she stood and faced him. 

He stopped adjusting the snorkel and met her eyes. His were darker than before, the browns in his hazel eyes stormier. “Yeah. I’m pissed off at anyone who gets to look at you dressed like this when you aren’t with me.” 

The admission did something odd to her breathing, hitching it up like it did when she couldn’t catch her breath because of the asthma. But it also felt hard, hot, and full of tears. 

Drawing closer, he reached out and cupped her chin. “Come on, Mandy. Have fun with me now that you made me admit that.”

She huffed out a laugh. She couldn’t make Mac do anything. No one could. “Why now, Mac? Why now do you want this?” 

“I’ve always wanted it, but I wanted to give you time.” 

She glanced back at the shore and saw Ace and Lacey grabbing body boards. Both stopped to kiss once before heading back to the water. They looked like such a happy couple. She knew they’d had some rough patches, but looking at them now, she’d never have guessed it. 

“Mandy?” 

He snagged her heart, just with his voice, let alone the sincerity she heard. How could he do this to her? How could she ever resist what she’d always wanted? Him, them, a couple just like Lacey and Ace. 

“Sugar, come on. Just this. Some fun. Or we can do a whole new set of fun things if you’d like.” He pulled her closer, dipping his head to kiss her quickly and squeezing her butt again. 

“Mac!” He tasted like salt water, Mac and beer. He must have had one on the beach. She laughed suddenly, feelings she’d never felt before rising up to the top. Happiness, real, solid happiness, she realised. With Mac. 

“Come on, you remember how to have fun, don’t you?” 

“Sure, I can have fun. I’m just not used to having fun with you.” She flicked her finger over his chest and he snagged her hand. She grinned at how fast he was. So quick, she worried again at the scar on his face. How had anyone got that close to him?

“Hey, you two, coming with us or what?” Eagle called. 

Mac grimaced but said, “Yeah, just getting our gear on.” In a lower tone he turned to her and said, “Sugar, let me make this up to you. Just let me try, okay? That’s all I’m asking. Trust me. You used to trust me.” 

“You’re right, Mac,” she whispered, feeling torn up inside. “I used to trust you.” 

He winced, not missing her meaning. “I know, I just showed up and made demands, but would you have seen me—alone—any other way?” 

She bit her lip and watched him nod. 

“Right, you would have avoided me as much as you could. Give me a chance here, Mandy. I’ll show why you can trust me again. You gotta let me though, Mandy. Try. For me. For us.” 

He was killing her. 

For us. Wasn’t that what she’d always wanted? Was she expected to say no, now? 

“Mandy?” 

She nodded. For him? For Mac she’d do anything. His expression slowly eased and he gave her a half smile before adjusting her snorkel. 

“Good. Come on, let’s have some fun, then maybe get a bite, okay?” 

It sounded so normal, so something a couple would say that she couldn’t breathe for a moment, but smiled up at him, not missing the way his big shoulders tensed, then slowly eased. He gave her a killer grin and brushed his knuckles over her jaw. 

“Did you put sunscreen on?”

“Geesh, Mac, I am all grown up.” 

“Yeah, thank God for that, sugar.” His husky whisper made her toes curl. Did he realise how close she was to pulling him under for a whole bunch of fun things that had nothing to do with snorkelling? 








Chapter Four







“Mandy!” Lacey’s happy shout had her turning to spot her friend diving under a blue wave, Katya a second beyond her. Both girls broke the clear surface near her with big grins. They’d spent the day out on the water, her and Mac, with only a small break for tacos before Lacey had wanted to come out again. She’d known Mac wanted to join Mandy but Ace had given him a subtle sign or something and he’d sat with the guys instead. 

“God, this place is beautiful,” Lacey called above the sound of waves. 

“Beautiful isn’t even the right word. I told Eagle we needed to come here a few times a year.” Katya pushed her amazing red hair off her face and grinned. “He wasn’t so into the idea until I took him swimming last night.” 

Lacey laughed and nodded. “Ace felt the same way after our time in the hot tub.” 

God, was everyone getting laid? 

“So, Mandy…” Lacey swam closer and Mandy knew her best friend knew Mac had kissed her. Hopefully she didn’t know Mandy had almost jumped him. “Mac. I see you two have talked…”

“Oh, stop fishing. Spill it, sister, that man is intense over you. I mean, damn, I thought Eagle was bad. Mac is downright frightening about you,” Katya said.

“What? How?” Frightening? Mac was many things, hot, handsome, sexy, but frightening? 

Katya rolled her eyes and bobbed closer. “Well, let’s see, he practically—heck, not practically, he did jump Lacey the moment he heard she knew where you were. He even got her to spill your room number.” 

Lacey smiled at her, lifting a sarcastic eyebrow at Mandy’s fake frown. “I knew you were to blame for that.” 

“Was it bad? You two looked like you’d talked. You snorkelled, even had a meal without anyone suffering bodily harm,” Lacey said with a smile that slowly faded to serious. “I’ve never seen him so upset, except for when you left. He came to my house, did I tell you? It was almost like he’d been drinking, but he didn’t slur his words and when I tried to tell him to come back when he was sober, Geez did he lose his cool.” 

Mandy stared at Lacey, waiting for more clues, but Lacey simply brushed her wet hair off her face and squinted at the shore before asking, “Why did you leave, Mandy? I know it was about Mac, but, I mean, was that all?”

Mandy angled so she could see the shore. Mac was there, clearly outlined at the table with the guys enjoying a beer while the girls swam. 

“Lacey, it was complicated, but I need to talk to Mac, I think, and you and Ace. All of you, I guess.” 

Lacey frowned and glanced over at Katya. Both women moved closer. “Tell us first, Mandy. Whatever happened, you can tell us.” 

Fear suddenly rose up, silencing her. Tell anyone and I’ll not just kill you and him, but them as well. 

How could he do that? Even now, she knew men were around to watch that no one got near Lacey, not with the Russian mob after her still. Ace was serious about her safety. She could count at least six men near them that had to be security, but was one of them her attacker? 

“Come on, I want to swim a bit farther out,” she said, casting a glance around them at the few people bobbing along the waves. Both women nodded, following her lead. The few people around them disappeared as they broke into deeper water. “Here, this is good, okay?”

“Mandy, what happened? What are you afraid of?” Lacey asked, swimming so that they were shoulder to shoulder. 

“I was attacked—not like you, not by some mafia nutcase, but by some lunatic that swore he’d kill me, Mac and anyone else I told.” 

“What? Oh my God, Mandy!” 

“Raped, Mandy?” Katya asked. Her green eyes shimmered, full of knowledge that stabbed at Mandy’s heart. Katya had seen pain. So had Lacey. Had they all been hurt? Is that what drew them to such strong men? 

Lacey caught her arm. “Mandy? Oh, God, were you—”

“Shh, Lacey,” Katya whispered, cutting Lacey off mid-question. 

“No, no, not raped, not really, but… He threatened to kill me, and anyone I told.” 

“Not really?” Lacey demanded. “How can you be not really raped? When, Mandy? Why are we out here and not nearer to the men?”

Lacey bumped her in the water and they all looked to shore. 

Mac was standing now, his arms folded across his chest looking tall and strong. Ace said something to him and he turned and sat again, slouching down in his chair but not taking his gaze off the ocean—and Mandy. 

“Shit, you think—” Lacey broke off when a wave hit them all, tossing them under with a great deal of force. When she broke surface again, Lacey was up and Katya bobbed up a second later next to them. 

“You think it was one of the guys.” Katya brushed her red hair off her face. “Why?”

“He knew things, things about Mac and about me.” 

They all looked back to shore. What would Mac say if she told him? Would he be able to handle that she had left instead of coming to him, telling him? 

“We have to tell the guys,” Lacey said suddenly. “If this guy is out there, we need to know.” 

“I’m sorry, Lacey, I shouldn’t have come.” 

“Don’t say that, Mandy. We’re friends. This jerk has taken you out of my life for long enough, and out of Mac’s, huh?” Lacey speared her with a knowing look. “He did more, didn’t he? Then the stupid words… Mac did more, didn’t he? That’s why you didn’t go to him.”

“Yeah, he did.” Mandy swallowed past the painful admission. 

Both women swam next to her for a while in silence. The sun sank slowly, looking like some giant orange cookie dipped in an enormous glass of milk. 

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Katya murmured. 

“Yeah, it’s amazing here,” she offered. 

“You know, Mandy, men, well, men can change. It happens. Whatever he did, five years seems to have given him enough time to regret it, huh?” Katya asked.

Mandy stared over at Katya’s concerned expression and nodded hesitantly. 

“We’ll tell the men later, tonight, okay?” Katya asked. 

“Yeah, we should. Soon, but after we go dancing should be okay, don’t you think?” she asked.

She still felt strongly that she should have told Mac earlier. First thing, even, but she didn’t want to ruin this slice of paradise for any of them. 

“Tonight will be soon enough and stop looking so worried. You’re not ruining my wedding. This was all Ace’s idea and I know he thinks this thrills me, but I could have been just as happy marrying him back at the ranch.” 

“I hope nothing bad happens because of me, Lacey. You’ve been through enough,” she said, feeling worse instead of better at Lacey’s admission. Lacey was always putting herself last.

“Nothing bad will happen because of you. If something bad happens, because that sicko tries to hurt you, it’s his fault. Mac will protect you, Ace will protect me, and Eagle will definitely protect Katya.” 

They shared a smile at that, but Lacey caught her doubtful expression over Katya’s head and gave her a warm squeeze again on her hand. “Let’s swim back before they come out here to break up our fun.” 

“With their idea of fun.” Katya laughed. “And seriously, don’t worry, Mandy, we’ll tell them, then we’ll have to do whatever they think is best, but that’s okay, too, right? They are the best of the best, right?” 

“Yes”—Lacey laughed—“that’s why they need us, to keep them in line.” Lacey grinned and the next second dived under the waves. Mandy followed. 

Did Mac regret cheating on her? She believed him when he’d said he regretted saying the things he had to her that night. And he was right, she should have stayed to talk to him and she would have—if other things hadn’t stopped her. Now, when she had told him about those other things, would he still want her? 



Mac watched Mandy laughing with Lacey and Katya in the surf and clenched his fist until his short nails dug into his palm. 

Mandy was wearing a bikini. A scrap of white material the size of his fist covered her ass while both of her rounded cheeks peeked at him. It wasn’t a string bikini like Lacey had on, but for some damn reason the scrap of white accentuated the curves of her ass more than if she’d just worn a damn string bikini. The top was no better. It was two small triangles attached to an inch band under her breasts and tied in the back and behind her neck. A halter-top, Lacey had called it. Said she had a matching one. 

Mac didn’t give a shit what Lacey wore. Ace could deal with that. He didn’t want any other guy enjoying Mandy’s generous breasts and those ass cheeks. In her room, it’d been bad enough, but when he’d caught on that she’d be walking around the beach like that, he’d nearly broken a tooth keeping his mouth shut. 

He was a jealous guy. He’d always been that way with her. He’d hated the sight of her talking to other men, laughing with the guys on the team. Now he had to sit here and watch other men checking her out because he’d not gone out there with her, not made a claim on her so that the bastards knew she was with him. 

She had tan lines too. This meant…she wore that damn suit around a lot. A pulse on his temple throbbed. She’d made him fess up, though, hadn’t she? He shifted in his chair, smiling into his hand at the way she’d managed him. He had been jealous, but the way she’d looked at him, he’d realised then that she did still care. She cared, and from there he’d build on it, until he could get rid of that doubt and fear in her eyes. 

“Look, you guys, can you take your eyes off your women for ten seconds?”

Mac shot Dare a look for the grumble, but felt a surge of something warm in his chest at hearing ‘your women’. How unreal to think she was a mere fifty feet from him. It felt like miles. Turning from watching her dip under a wave and bob back up laughing, he looked over at Daren Scott, known as Dare by the team. The easy-going bastard shot an eyebrow up at his glare. Dare looked one hundred per cent better than he had six months ago after being buried alive. Now his cocky grin revealed two devilish dimples that never failed with the women. 

“Damn, man, you’re all so whipped I’m surprised you can sit and enjoy a brew.” 

Ace speared Dare with a look, then shrugged and slouched down farther in his beach chair. Mac didn’t say anything. Eagle grunted, clearly wanting to be out with his sharp little redhead but manning it up with him and Ace. 

“You wouldn’t get it, dickhead,” Ace said, surprising Mac. Not with the name-calling, that was standard protocol. They used the name-calling the way most used a handshake or a slap on the shoulder.

Dare settled back with his Corona, and drank half the bottle before pointing it at the beach, indicating all the barely clothed women walking around in bikinis. “Oh, I get it. Often, too.” 

Ace snorted. “Yeah? How’s that working for you?” 

Mac took his eyes off Mandy long enough to see Dare grimace and chuckle. “It’s working fine, Ace.”

“A different one each night, huh?” Ace pushed. 

Dare scratched his eyebrow and shrugged. “Yeah, sure, no ties that bind, you know? I mean, hell, you guys, you’re all going to be married—yeah, you too, you stupid fucker.” He tipped his bottle at Mac and shook his head. “You never would do the strip with me anyway, damn near been married to that little bit since we first met back in boot camp. When did you first know Mandy was it for you, man?” 

“Ten years ago, probably before that,” Mac admitted. He didn’t usually share, but Mandy had him all tied up in knots. “First time I saw her.” 

“Oh sure, you got drunk months ago and told me how you first met Mandy during a lightning storm under a metal slide,” Daren teased. “You never did tell me why you sat next to her, though. Are you telling me you knew then? When you were, what, fifteen and she was, damn, like ten?”

“I didn’t just meet Mandy that day,” Mac replied defensively. “I met her brother too. But no, not that night. It wasn’t until I got back from boot camp. Then I knew.”

“Damn, man.” Ace smirked . “She was, what, like sixteen?”

“I didn’t do shit about it, Ace. Fuck, I’m not like that. I just—” He broke off. How could he explain it to them when he simply knew? Just knew she was all he ever wanted. She knew him. They simply fit. “I just knew that every woman I fucked, up until that point, was merely a replacement for Mandy. Every single one fell short, too.” 

“You lived with Rob and Mandy, didn’t you?” Daren asked. 

“Yeah, they took me in. I stayed on base, though, after I knew, you know? But I was on my own early. What else do you want?”

Daren shrugged, drank his beer, and turned to watch the surf. 

“Damn, man, that’s even before I hit the road,” Eagle offered up. “My old man was a piece of work, like Sarge, I heard. Tazz used to talk about his dad when he got drunk. Mean motherfucker, huh?”

“Yeah, he was a piece of work,” Mac agreed. 

“And you and Tazz knocked him around a bit?” Ace guessed. 

“Something like that.” Mac didn’t like talking about Sarge. The bastard was responsible for a hell of a lot. Mandy had been a shy, insecure child who’d grown into a young woman unsure of herself because of the mean shit Sarge had done to her. 

“Damn, that’s like forever, man. I mean, you’ve waited for her for how long and now, what? You’re going to tie the knot?” Daren demanded, then went on before Mac could say anything. “But damn, think about it, would you? The same woman, morning, noon, and night? For years.” He grimaced, finished off his beer, and sat it down on the table already reaching for his next one in the cooler they’d sneaked out under the table. “Not me. Don’t get it.” 

Ace crossed his arms, eyes on Lacey diving through the waves next to Mandy and surfacing with a laughing toss of her head. She stood and waved at Ace, smile growing when he sat up and set his beer down, then stood, clearly going to join her. 

“You won’t get it either. Not until it happens to you. Then it’s gonna be black and white. Clear as day,” Ace told him. “You’ll no longer be alone, no longer have to keep all that darkness and death inside you, swallowing you up piece by piece. You’ll be part of something else, something better.” 

Eagle nodded as if he got that. “And then? Shit, then you’ll learn fear, man. And you’ll realise, no matter how brave you are, or thought you were, nothing scares you more than losing that one person you never thought you wanted. Fucking needed. I wake up sweating bricks just because Kat wants a baby. A baby. Can you believe that tiny woman wants to have a baby? My baby.” Eagle stood and ran a hand through his shaggy blond hair, a smile on his mug. “Yeah, I’m holding off on that one for a bit longer.” 

A baby. Mac’s eyes shot to Mandy and his throat tightened up. Eagle had it right, that was some scary shit. But Ace had nailed it. Mandy made the darkness eating at him ease. 

He stood and Dare groaned, settling back in his seat with a confused frown. “Just don’t see the appeal, man, just don’t get it.” 

“Don’t worry, you won’t have to. Who’d want your sorry ass anyway?” Mac asked, smacking him on the back. 

The shot brought a grin to Dare’s face and he tipped his head to the side towards some blonde eyeing him. “Ah, bro, I’ll find out tonight, right?” 

“Yeah, maybe.” But Mac wouldn’t be sitting by sipping a beer, thinking of Mandy. He’d be with her, maybe not in bed, but he’d be near her, talking, just sitting with her, maybe watching a movie, or something normal, with her. Or in bed. If she wanted him in her bed, he wasn’t denying her. He was dying for her. Dare had it wrong. Mac would love Mandy morning, noon, and night and never tire of her. He planned to love her every second in between until they were too damn old to do more than hold hands. 

“Just keep an eye out. Give me some time to just enjoy something for a change, would ya?” he asked. “Dancing tonight, with Mandy.” 

Daren grew serious quickly. “Sure thing, man. You got worries?” 

“No, no worries, just—” He cut off, hearing Mandy laughing above the surf. He just felt uneasy this close to something he’d wanted for far too long. The sun had pretty much sunk into the ocean but the girls carried on like they hadn’t been in the water all day. He shook his head when Lacey dunked Mandy then fell back when Mandy broke free to jump her. They were having fun. “Let me have some fun, ‘kay?” 

“No worries then, man. I got this covered. You know there’s five more on the beach. Ace has half the Navy out there. Go get some fun while you can.” 

 








Chapter Five







Mac watched Mandy dancing to the beat of the low music threading through the club. She was wearing a sundress, a halter-top again, this time all in yellow with the dress barely making it to mid-thigh. The fabric managed to cup every inch of her as she twisted and swayed to the beat. There was no back to the thing, merely more fabric cupping her ass and leaving her shoulders and slender spine free and clear. When she’d walked out of the elevator with Lacey, he’d nearly swallowed his tongue. He’d had to broaden his stance to keep his erection from being obvious. The only saving grace he’d had was that she’d walked right up to him, letting him guide her out of the hotel and down to the club where they’d planned a night of dancing. 

He felt like he’d done nothing but watch her all day. Snorkelling, she’d simply let go and had fun. Fun. He hadn’t had fun in years, but with Mandy, an hour into snorkelling and he felt like he could have spent the rest of his life just watching her ‘oh’ and ‘ah’ over the world she’d discovered under the sea. 

They’d shared fish tacos at a beach shack. She’d convinced him to put mangoes on his, which had proved to be damn good, then she’d teased him about eating all his, then most of hers. After they’d walked along the shore, simply walked. She’d not pressed him for talk, and like a coward, he’d soaked in every moment with her, ignoring the issues simmering in the air between them. 

He’d never been so damn happy. Well, except for the hard-on killing him. A man could damage himself being erect for this long. But one look at her smiling face and the shadows of hurt in her eyes that she tried to hide, and he knew he had to go slow. 

From the dance floor, he watched her, sipping his beer, while she twirled and spun next to Lacey and Katya. The redhead said something to Eagle, and Mac watched Mandy laugh until she had to hold her stomach. Lacey did the same and Katya grinned. The three of them were having a hell of a time. 

Mandy turned then and caught him looking. She smiled, slowed her laugh, and headed through the growing crowd on the dance floor. She looked good. So good, he wanted to eat every inch of her. Starting with her tiny toes in those damn high-heeled sandals all the way to the insides of her slim thighs. He wanted to park himself there, breathe her in, and take her to such heights of passion she’d never be able to live without his touch. 

“Why aren’t you dancing?” 

He blinked and stood, clearly off his game if his imagination could get so caught up in a sexual fantasy that she almost had to pull out her own chair. “I’m supposed to watch our seats, remember?” He guided her to sit next to him, surprised she’d stop the fun to keep him company. 

“Well, it’s not like anyone will take our seats, right?” She bent close to him when she spoke, and he inhaled the scent of her. Warm, a bit flowery, but an all-Mandy scent he had never forgotten. The sundress exposed the tops of her rounded breasts, giving the natural curves of her body a soft lift. He wanted to sink into her cleavage. 

“Give me a drink of your beer?” 

He handed her the beer, letting their fingers touch, and watched her tip the bottle to her lips. God damn, she was sexy. Everything about Mandy was sexy without her even knowing it. That turned him on even more. She’d not changed the way she viewed herself—oh, there was more confidence there, but shyness too, that subtle surprise at his compliments. The rosy glow to her cheeks when she caught him staring. He couldn’t take his eyes off her. She was everything he ever wanted. Not just her amazing body, oh, he wanted that, but he wanted her heart, too. The little kind things she did. He wanted that attention, that giving side of her directed at him. 

She lowered the beer and he fisted his hands at the wetness now on her pink lips. The things he wanted to do to her mouth were probably illegal in some countries. She handed him back the beer, giving him a knowing smile that tightened his gut and nearly had him coming in his jeans. 

“Why are you staring at me like that?” Before he could say a damn thing, she leaned in and put her hand on his thigh. “A girl might think you’ve got other things on your mind with a look like that.”

Surprised and fucking thrilled by her boldness, he gathered his frayed wits enough to say, “Shit, sugar, with you around, I’ve always got other things in mind for you.”

“Oh really? For me, huh?” 

“Damn straight. You’re getting me hotter than hell.” Damn she was bold now. Now, or had she always been this way, and he’d missed it by holding back from her? She’d always loved to tease him, subtle little cute stuff, not sexual at all, but now, as a woman, she dished it out and he lapped every word up. 

She laughed and lightly brushed that hand up along his thigh right over the erection bulging under his jeans and on up to his chest. “You’re so hard, Mac. I hate to think of you being hurt like this, though.” She lingered her fingers over his scar and frowned. “It was bad, wasn’t it?” 

“It’s in the past now, sugar.” 

“Yeah, but it was bad, wasn’t it?” Her eyes darkened, the fun gone and replaced with hurt—for him this time. 

“Bad, but over. What doesn’t kill you—”

“Makes you a dumb-ass!” She laughed playfully and swatted his chest with her knuckles. He took her hand and grinned at her. He loved her lightheartedness. Her hand was warm, small, and perfectly fitted his. She curled her fingers through his and her face flushed. He still made her nervous, he guessed by her rapid pulse, but she wasn’t running from him, or avoiding him. 

“You remember.” 

“Yeah,” she breathed, “I remember.”

“Rob loved that, but hell if he wasn’t right, huh? I survived to know how much of a dumb-ass I was.” 

“Mac, you’re many things, but dumb isn’t one of them.” 

The way she said that twisted him up inside. She believed that. She still believed he was a hero. After all he’d done, part of her still saw him as a man of worth. “I was, with you.” 

Her gaze skipped to his and something painful flashed in her eyes. Before he could ask what he’d said to upset her, Eagle and Katya joined them. She kept her hand in his, though, squeezing it lightly once.

Katya bent and hugged Mandy. “Hey, you! Come on, Lacey loves this song. Come on, let the men talk. We’ll go dance one more, then join them.” 

Mandy met his eyes, but quickly nodded to Katya and let go of his hand. Katya pulled her up and tossed him a wink. The brat had interrupted them on purpose. He didn’t see animosity, though, in her green eyes, so whatever she was up to, she wasn’t angry with him. He breathed easier. If the girls were against him, he’d have a hell of a time getting Mandy alone. 

Eagle moved in and tugged Katya back by the hem of her blue sundress, gave her a smirk at her giggle and kissed her on the neck. “We’ll get some drinks. What do you want, Kat?”

“Whatever you’re having, love.” Katya kissed Eagle long enough that Mandy smiled over at him and backed up when he motioned for her to come closer. He mouthed ‘Chicken’ at her and she flapped her arms like wings. 

He settled back in his seat, promising Mandy with his eyes that she’d be at least getting a kiss before the night was over. Her delicate eyebrows shot up but she grinned at him, then turned and wiggled her lush ass out on the dance floor with Katya to join Lacey. 

“Damn, those girls are having fun,” Eagle called over the new song. 

“Yeah, they are.” 

“It’s good to see, you know?” 

Mac nodded. Lacey deserved this time away from all the shit she’d been through, and if it brought Mandy back to him he’d take her out dancing every night. 

“One of us is supposed to go check on the men outside. Want me to go?” Eagle offered, already pushing back in his chair. 

“Hell, no. I’ll go. When I get back, though, I’m dancing.” With Mandy. She shot him a flirty smile and his blood heated. Taking this slow might be hard, but he wanted her to be happy. 

“Sounds good, man. I’ll hold down the table. You go get some air and check the unit.” 

Mac finished his bottle of Corona before nodding to Eagle. Lacey still wasn’t safe. The men outside were there to see she had a good time, a safe, good time.

He stopped at the bar and ordered another round for the table, and some of the snacks Mandy always loved—nachos with cheese and a veggie platter with artichoke dip—before heading outside to do a quick check. Everyone was in place. He checked in twice, making sure that nothing had come up before he headed back towards the club. 

Maybe he should have ordered some of the grilled chicken with pineapple, too. She needed to eat. He didn’t want her drunk. He wasn’t even buzzing. He’d not allow that. Memories of the night he’d claimed her shot through his mind. They’d both been drinking but he’d not allowed either of them to get drunk. He’d been scared as shit to hurt her. Besides, he’d been drunk enough on her. He’d gone slow, so damn slow and careful it had hurt him when she’d sucked in a painful breath when he’d pushed inside her. 

He could still feel her. Over the years, he’d given up trying to figure it out, but he could close his eyes and still feel her, smell her sweet scent. Her pussy had been so damn pretty. A guy never knew that shit, that a woman’s body could be so amazing, so beautiful—she’d been pretty, her pussy lips pink and rounded and glistening from his kisses. She’d been drenched for him and he’d been harder than he’d ever been in his life. He’d tried to go slow. He was a guy, a big guy, thick and looked too big for her all around. But she’d taken all ten inches and had whispered against his neck how good he felt when he’d finally eased into her up to his balls. He’d made her come that first time. He’d never forgotten the feeling of rightness that had settled over him at the sound of her softly whispering his name. 

“Hey, bro, what’s up? Not inside?” 

He glanced up from contemplating the past to see Trigger walking up with two other guys he remembered from his time in Iraq. Ace had brought them to a club a few blocks from their hotel, still on the beach, but he’d not expected to see anyone he knew outside of the men already stationed around the beach and street. 

“Just getting some air.” Mac crossed his arms and settled back on the patio railing next to the back entrance to the club. He could still watch the inside of the club through the floor to ceiling glass, but he couldn’t make out more than figures from where he stood.

Trigger eyed the patio, the outdoor bar and the outdoor dance square then the inside of the club before grinning at him. “Sweet place, huh? Great that I happened to be here, kinda perfect really.” 

Mac frowned, remembering Trigger hadn’t been invited to the wedding. Really only a few had been invited, mostly just the men who knew Lacey’s dad and Lacey. It was more hush-hush than their missions were. So how has Trigger heard of the wedding? He’d called him when he’d been with Mandy in her room. Now he was here, like he’d known they were all here, but Mac hadn’t focused on how odd that really was until now.

“How did that happen? Just in the area?”

Trigger tipped his beer, took a long swallow before tossing it in a nearby trash can. He grinned. “Yeah, landed a sweet position here with the Navy. Doing some training.” 

“Nice.” Mac nodded to the two other men, remembering them as vaguely part of another unit, but neither were guys he knew very well. “You two here as well? Liking the beaches?” 

“Shit yeah, and the babes.” The black-haired guy, Dave, if Mac remembered correctly, glanced around the area, already sizing up a few of the women over in the pool area. “Same game, different field.” 

“Shit, Dave, is that all you think about?” Trigger settled next to Mac, looking like he was going to stay a while. 

“Better than my hand, man.” Dave laughed and saluted them both with his beer. “Catch up with you later, Wolf.” 

“Yeah, he’s all about the girls,” Trigger grumbled as Dave took off to intercept two blondes. 

The guy next to him, Kev, laughed. “Who isn’t? Not all guys are like you, selective.” 

Trigger didn’t seem happy with the comeback, but Kev set his beer down on the bar and called out for another then turned back to ask, “Hear about the Gonzales fuck-up?” 

Mac froze already in the process of standing to leave. “No, what fuck-up?” 

Trigger nodded. “Yeah, man, they let them out. All of them. Rumour says they’re here.”

“Here? In Hawaii?” Mac demanded. 

Trigger said, “Yeah, seems they got out on some kind of deal with the Feds. Rumours are flying, though, about them being after the crew that caught them.” He paused and snorted. “Like that will ever happen. Ghosts, all of them, anyway. Bastard cartels are full of themselves and think they can hit our best. Those guys are long gone. Shit happened, what? Five years ago?” 

Five years and a few days. And most of the crew that busted the cartel was right here on the island. 

“That’s some kind of shit. Out, huh?” Mac asked, deflecting the odd question. Trigger had to know when that shit went down. 

“Yep, out, even the woman, what was her name?” Trigger’s dark eyes flicked to Mac when he spoke but moved off quickly to scan the inside dance floor. 

“How they get out?” Mac asked, again ignoring the question. 

Kev swallowed half his beer and set it down. “That’s just it. No one is talking yet on that. But there’s no way the cartel can get names on our men. No way. But I’ve heard there’s a team being set up, you know, to see that the Gonzales make it back to Mexico and stay.” 

Trigger laughed and winked. “For good.” 

Mac relaxed. He’d been in the service then on his own assignments too long. Shit turned him suspicious and everyone into an enemy. Not Trigger. The guy was so square he made a priest stand up straighter. Trigger was half Mexican, Mac knew, raised Catholic, and still went home for the holidays. He’d invited Mac for years. Mac had never accepted, though.

“That’s good to hear. You all kick some butt, okay?” Mac stood and shut down his crazy thoughts. Mandy was doing this to him. Shit if he could think straight when all his brainpower shot down to his dick. 

“Will do, bro,” Kev said frowning when Mac nodded to them. “Aw, man, you can’t go. We just got here.” He tried to hand him a Corona, but Mac shook his head and stepped back. 

“We’ll catch up later.” Mac dug his hands into his pocket. “I gotta go shake it on the dance floor, you know?”

Kev laughed. “Fine, that’s cool, more women for me. God knows Trigger never indulges.” 

“Yeah, well, Trigger, you take care, man. Watch your back,” Mac said. 

Trigger sipped his beer. “I will. You do the same.” 

Mac headed back inside, feeling like parts of a puzzle were dangling in front of him if he could only figure them out. Frustration made him push through the crowds until he spotted Lacey and Ace by Mandy. Eagle was at the other end of the club, still parked at their table, but with Katya sitting on his lap now. Dare stood near the other door and nodded when their gazes met. 

Still, something felt wrong, or not wrong, but there, a piece of something he needed, but didn’t know he needed. Maybe the Gonzalez shit had him more screwed up than he thought. If they were here…

Blowing out a frustrated breath, Mac settled his sights back on Mandy in time to see her drift towards the back of the club. He followed. He’d have to talk to Ace. If there was even a rumour of those assholes being free, he’d have to tell Ace. Eagle and Dare needed to know, but, other than that, no one else had been involved in their arrests. Sanchez was in LA, messed up with a deep undercover, and Aaron had stayed home with a sick sister. Of all the men, Ace and Mac were the most responsible for the Gonzales ring going down. 

His instincts flared to life, warning him something more was up, something dangerous was brewing, and, for some reason, it was pointed at Mandy. 

He lost sight of her and panic settled in his gut. 

If Mandy were hurt… He didn’t let the thought settle but pushed through the crowded bar. 








Chapter Six







Mac caught up to Mandy near the women’s room and pulled her to a gentle stop by her upper arm. She twisted free and turned with a stance he would have been proud of any other time, but now sent a chill down his back. When had she learnt such a defensive move?

“Hey, sugar, just me, Mac.” 

She softened immediately and shifted her gaze nervously off him. “Sorry, you surprised me.” 

“Yeah, got that.” Before he could say more, she brushed her hair back behind an ear and tilted her head at him. 

“I have to go, you know?” 

He grinned at that. She’d always been private but hell, he’d seen her naked. The memory still blazed in his brain. “Sure. I’ll wait here. I ordered us some snacks. You hungry?” 

She nodded with a confused smile. “Why, are you going to wait here?” 

“A man’s gotta go too,” he lied and watched her spot the white lie like a kid finding candy at Easter. 

“Mmm, okay, you stand guard, play solider, okay?”

He grinned at her teasing and folded his arms, leaning against the wall to wait. She rolled her eyes with a smile and turned to the women’s room. He blew out a breath at the way her dress outlined the slender curve of her spine. The thing was open all the way to the rise of her rump. Did she have panties on? 

The thought sent a shot of pure pain through his already filled to the maximum cock. God help him, he needed to find out if she wore panties. If not, he might not be able to make it until he could ease her into taking him back. He might have to take things into his own hands. Or hand. 

Shit sucked. But hell, he’d been doing the same for years, so why should it be so hard now? 

Mandy came out of the bathroom, a smile lingering over her lips that blossomed into a full grin at the sight of him. His heart thudded painfully. He reached out and hauled her into his arms. She let out a surprised laugh but didn’t do more than stare up at him. 

“Tell me you’re wearing panties.” 

She blinked and her face went blank. “I’m wearing panties.” 

Fuck. The liar. She wasn’t. He nearly came in his jeans. Instead, he buried his head in her shoulder and pressed a desperate kiss to her smooth, warm skin. “I want you. Damn, sugar, I want you.” 

She kissed his jaw lightly, just a soft press of her lips to his heated skin, but he groaned and pulled her closer. 

“Mac, not here.” She laughed. 

“Why not? Here is damn good.” 

“Because people will see, one, and two, I don’t have sex in bars.” She broke from his arms, but he caught something like anger flash over her expression a second before she brushed her hair back, using her hand to block her eyes as she turned. “Come on, let’s go.”

She sounded upset, hell, she was upset. “Mandy, sugar, I wasn’t suggesting we have sex in a bar. I don’t have sex in bars, either, damn.” He tried to catch her, to laugh, but she evaded him as easily as she had before, this time escaping out of the back door and onto the beach. 

“Mandy, wait,” he called and watched her freeze, slowly turning to him. 

“What do you want from me, Mac? Can’t you get it from one of your other women? I mean, you do have other women, right?” 

Stunned he could only stare down at her. She was serious. His temper shot hot and he planted his fists on his hips. “Where the fuck do you get this shit? You think I’d want you back and have some other woman back on the mainland? Is that it?” 

She spun away from him, pacing the beach, clearly pissed off. Good, he was too. 

“Whatever, Mac. How can I believe you? You were always the love ‘em and leave ‘em guy, remember?” 

Shit, he’d said that for years. Years before he’d slept with Mandy. He exhaled heavily to clear his head but the anger remained. I’ve fucked this up, haven’t I?

Holding back, he’d simply driven into her insecurities that she wasn’t enough for him. 

“I’ve slept with women, sure, I’m a man. But fuck, I’ve not chased any tail but yours since I made you mine.” 

She froze and the pure pissed off look she gave him had him taking a step back. This Mandy—pissed off and willing to harm—was one hot babe, but one he’d learnt to read a bit better, he hoped.

Her fists tightened next to her thighs and she exhaled angrily. 

“You jerk,” she cried. “I can’t believe you would lie! I can’t believe you would think I’d believe that shit.” She pointed a finger at her chest then at him. She didn’t stop, though. She threw her hands up and said, “I saw you, okay? I saw you that night at the club. I saw that woman giving you the blow of your life right there in front of the entire bar. You wanted me to stop following you around. What did you call it, pining for the wrong guy?” 

“What are you talking about? I’ve never let a woman—” He didn’t finish because she bent and threw her high heel at his head and stomped off holding the other one in her hand. He chased her down. Turning her gently, he read the anger on her face, the complete truth in her gaze and shook his head. 

“I saw you. After you ‘regretted’ our night and raced off on your mission, you went to another woman. I saw it, Mac, okay? I saw it. You.” 

The pain, the utter hurt he saw killed him. She didn’t cry, but he knew she had. Knew she’d cried, alone, and hurt over him. But what was she talking about? 

“Mandy, sugar, you have to believe me. I’d never do that to you. I’ll never do that. Baby—” He could see her denial, see the way she was closing him out when she grimaced and tried to pull away from him. He felt like he was drowning. Of all the things she could have said, this stunned him. It wasn’t true, but how could he prove that if he didn’t even know what the fuck she was talking about? 

“I’ve never let a woman go down on me in public. What are you talking about? Why would I do that to you? Shit, come on, Mandy, think. I’m sure the hell not some exhibitionist.” 

She didn’t move but he just knew she didn’t believe him. 

“All right. I treated you badly. That night I said those things, I can see now how much I hurt you, but, Mandy, shit, talk to me here. What night? Are you—?” He broke off as details that hadn’t made sense to him clicked into place. Her reaction to him teasing her about being jealous, the way she’d turned hostile at the mere suggestion of wanting her in the bar, the way she had kept a distance between them all day, but had kissed him like she couldn’t breathe without him. 

It made sense that she thought he had cheated. But he hadn’t. 

‘After you “regretted” our night and raced off on your mission, you went to another woman.’

“Fuck,” he muttered, tightening his hands on her upper arms when she tried to move away. She’d gone to the club where he’d busted the Gonzales ring. 

That night came back in a rush of memories he’d not dragged up in years. He’d been the point man because Roland Gonzales’ sister had wanted him. She’d been all over him at the club. He’d been trying to get details about the heroin they were bringing in. He’d finally got her to talk when she was so coked up she’d gone to her knees in front of him. He’d yanked her up by her hair, disgusted by her and finally seeing the end of the mission. The arrests had taken two more days. Two days he’d called Mandy and not been able to reach her. He’d thought she was upset because of the stupid shit he’d said their last night together. 

“Snowzie’s. You saw a mission. Nothing more. That woman was our lead. I arrested her. Right then and there—you left before you saw that, though.” Things clicked quicker. “And I sure the hell didn’t let her touch my dick,” he growled. He dropped his hands, afraid he’d hurt her. He wanted to hit something, kill someone, anyone at this point, but Mandy reached out and took his fist. He’d bunched both hands up next to his legs. She lifted his hand and met his eyes with a hesitant look. 

He latched onto her hand like a lifeline. “You have to believe me. Did you go to Snowzie’s?”

“Yes,” she said. “Snowzie’s Bar.” 

“You thought I went to some other woman when I finally had you. Baby, no one, and I mean no one will ever come between us. I will never stray, never cheat on you. You never have to worry about that shit from me. Do I look stupid?” 

She shook her head, confusion twisting her beautiful face. Her grey eyes shimmered as she carefully examined his face, as if testing his truthfulness. 

“I’ve never lied to you,” he reminded her gently. 

One big tear fell past her lush lashes and she ducked her head, wrapping her arms around his waist, and turned her face to rest it against his rapidly beating heart. This could have cost him everything. He held her tight, afraid she’d not believe him even still. How could she believe he’d hurt her like that? Use her like that? 

Why wouldn’t she, asshole? I did use her, did hurt her. 

She shivered, but he heard her whisper his name in a broken voice. “Mac, I, I thought this for a long time. A long time.” 

He bent his head and caressed the top of her silky hair with his cheek. His chest felt painful, his throat tight, but he managed to say, “Mandy, damn, baby you’re killing me here. I swear to you, if I’d known, I would have done anything to make you see she was just a part of the mission and I don’t let other women near the goods, baby.” 

She husked out a laugh at his attempt at humour but held him tighter. He wrapped her up in his arms, simply holding her, and felt like he’d finally done something right. All this time, she’d thought he’d not only regretted sleeping with her, but imagined he’d gone to another woman instead of her. The idea boggled his mind. Sarge was to blame for some of her low opinion of herself, but he had to take on some of that guilt too. 

“Mac, I—” She paused and pushed back from him to meet his eyes. Hers were still shimmering. He couldn’t take her tears. They made him feel frantic, near panic. He reached down and brushed them off her cheeks with his thumbs, gently removing the dark mascara that had bled down around her eyes. “Mac”—she circled her small hand around his wrist—“I should have gone in—”

“And thrown a shoe at me, but sugar, I get it. I get it, Mandy, I do. Tell me you believe me.” 

He swallowed harshly when she simply stared up at him. He loved her face, the soft curves of her lips and the line of her jaw, the small, perfect nose and wide, grey eyes. 

“I believe you.” 

He let out a breath he’d not known he had been holding. That easy, that simply, she trusted him, believed him. He pulled her in for a quick kiss, brushing his lips gently over hers, merely caressing her as he held her close, and soothed her bare back. “Baby, we should go back in, okay? But we can talk about this more. We need to, you know?”

She nodded and traced her fingertips along his scar. 

“Does it bother you, this mark?” he asked. He worried she’d be turned off by it. It was long, still dark, and would always be, he imagined. The tip of it cut close to the corner of his mouth. An inch higher and he’d have had one hell of a time eating. Some women didn’t like scars. 

“Bother me? That you almost died! God, Mac, I was hurt, but I’ve never stopped caring about you. I—”

He kissed her, this time pressing every inch of her body against his. She cared. She might not want to tell him more than that yet, but he drove into her mouth, tasting her with an urgency that he knew was born from the very idea that he might have lost her again. 

Breathless and so hot for her he could barely pull back, he ended the kiss with a low moan. “I can’t believe I have to say this but, baby, we need to slow down.” 

She nodded shakily, but licked her lips, looking up at him with such heat that he wished he could lift her up, right here, and sink inside her sweet body. But he couldn’t. Not now. Now he had to get her inside and tell the guys what he’d learnt. Protect and keep her safe, Mac, then make love to her for the rest of your lives. 

“We need to go inside. I have to talk to the guys about some news.” 

“What? What happened?” The sharp question and her immediate shift had his guard up. 

“Just a rumour. One I can’t let go by, though, without checking it out. It will be fine, okay, but we should go in. Ace won’t like the news.” 

“News? What news?” 

“Mandy, it’s complicated. I don’t want you to worry until I know for sure the rumour is more than just that. Okay?”

“Okay, but I want to talk to you. Later, though.” 

He wanted to stop her and ask what was going on, but she brushed at her eyes and he simply nodded. “Sure thing, sugar. We have plenty of time to talk, right? Maybe even dance, huh?”

She smiled and nodded. “Do you dance?” 

“Sure, come on, I dance,” he said, following her up the stairs from the beach and over the patio. “Here, you’d better put these on, huh?” 

“I guess so, right.” 

“Just watch where you throw those things, okay?” 

“Mac”—she gripped his arm and stopped him—“I’m sorry—”

“Baby, don’t say it, it’ll just piss me off. You thought I cheated on you. I only wish you had thrown a shoe at me then.” 

“Instead of running,” she said miserably and another tear fell. 

“Don’t, sugar, don’t. Ace will get all bent out of shape if you go in there with tears in your eyes. We’ll go by the bathroom if you need to take a minute, okay? Then hit the table.” 

“No, I’m fine. Let’s go inside.” 

He watched her for a second before opening the door and letting her back in the noisy club. How she had even known this was an exit, he wondered, closing the door. Glancing back he saw no exit sign over it, but she’d hit it like she’d known it was going to lead her outside. 

Maybe she just hit the first door, dumb-ass, to get away from you. That could be it too, he thought with a smile. 

“Hey, man, where you two been? I’ve almost eaten all the snacks,” Eagle called. 

“Things good outside, Wolf?” Ace asked before he could tell Eagle to go to hell for eating Mandy’s food. Instead, he had to break the news to Ace that his honeymoon might have a completely new load of shit coming their way. 

“Yeah, gotta talk, though.” He jerked a nod to Dare and waited until he’d walked over, before including him in the conversation. “Get some of the men inside, we need to talk.” 

“What? What’s going on, Mac?” Lacey asked, but he waited until Dare spoke into his com before turning back to Lacey. 

“Not anything like that, Lace, just some issues from the past. Things are good here.” He reached out and squeezed Lacey’s shoulder. “Things are fine, just some intel for Ace, okay?” 

Lacey hesitated, but finally nodded. Her blue eyes were worried, though, and when Mac glanced at Mandy, he saw her unease, too. 

“I’ll be right back. I got you some nachos, and that dip you like, okay? Eat, then we’ll talk.” He slid his hand over her bare back and leaned closer. “Talk, Mandy, we’re going to do that. No more running,” he added, only for her ears, but he felt her back stiffen under his hand. “We need to settle things, sugar.” 

He waited until she nodded, then stood, joining the guys. 

“Ten minutes, that’s all we need,” he told Lacey and the girls. Mandy nibbled her lip, but nodded. 

Ace narrowed his eyes over at Mac, clearly not pleased. “Ten minutes is all you get, Wolf. This is Lacey’s—”

“Our wedding, Russell, our wedding. Just hurry, okay?” Lacey murmured when Ace bent to give her a kiss. 

“Ten.” Ace nodded and headed out of the door, Mac a step behind. Ten was all he was giving himself. Something more was going on with Mandy. She wanted to talk. Mandy saying that made his gut clench, but he headed out, ready to face anything to get her back in his arms.








Chapter Seven







Mandy watched Mac take the other guys outside the club, using the front door leading to the street, rather than the back to the patio. Her heart still beat wildly in her chest from his kisses. Her mind felt like it was spinning, processing the new information, trying to make more sense of her past after Mac’s words. The new details shot through her, causing her to readjust her thinking, and affected her future in ways she struggled to understand. She’d thought for so long she’d not been enough. That kind of fear didn’t simply go away. She’d tried for years to face her past and appreciate that she’d survived it, but the tiny insecurities instilled in her from Sarge, then Mac, were like cracks in her self-confidence, rearing their ugly heads when she was least prepared. 

“Mandy, what’s going on?” Lacey moved closer, taking a seat next to her, while Katya leaned in from where she sat. 

“Yeah, what are they talking about?” 

“I don’t know.” 

Lacey frowned, immediately shaking her head. “Did you tell Mac about this guy?” 

“No, not yet, there was no time.” She nibbled her thumbnail and turned to watch the door. “Do you think something happened? Mac said it was just a rumour.” 

“I don’t know. Mac knows all about the crew outside, so if they said something, well, it wasn’t about my issues.” Lacey rolled her eyes in frustration. 

“I’m sorry, Lacey. When will this all be over for you?” Mandy asked. 

“Ace seems to think this year. The last of the people are up for trial and, if convicted, it will break their control over most of the U.S. If that happens, they’ll be too busy trying to regroup to come after me.” 

“That’s scary stuff, Lacey.” Mandy couldn’t imagine being under the constant strain of running from a threat. Once she’d arrived in Africa, she’d never heard another sound out of her stalker. 

“Yeah, but Ace knows what he’s doing.” Lacey sipped her drink and sighed. “What happened with you and Mac?”

“You look like you two had a bit of a fight, huh?” Katya asked quietly. She’d ordered some blue drink in a tall glass with red at the bottom. Mandy thought it looked like a Popsicle. She sipped the beer Mac had ordered for her, preferring it to the sweet mixed drinks.

“We talked. It was good, though,” she managed after her sip. She took a deep breath, then another. It felt good. She still worried over her stalker, but inside, the pain and anger had lessoned their stranglehold. 

“Look, Mandy, trust your heart,” Lacey said. “Don’t think with anger and hurt, but listen with your heart. Believe me, all that anger is going to make you blind to the facts. The fact is, Mac is nuts over you.”

“For now, Lacey.” Mandy met both girls’ surprised looks. She’d never voiced her doubts, her fears before. There’d never been a chance. He’d swept in and out too quickly for her to do more than feel hurt. He’s here now. The fear remained. “For now, but for how long?” 

“For how long?” Lacey stared at her in disbelief, giving Mandy a boost of confidence with just a look. “Mandy, open your eyes. He’s not here for the wedding. He’s not here for anything but you. Listen to him, that’s all I’m saying. If he’s done something you can’t forgive, heck, I’ll let Ace beat his butt. He wants to you know.” 

“He does?” she asked, then grinned. 

“You bet.” Lacey winked. “He thinks Mac had to have done something to, and I quote, ‘fuck up a good thing like Mandy’ end quote.”

They all busted up at Lacey’s interpretation of Ace. The dance floor suddenly erupted with laughter from a group of rowdy Germans. Their calls and shouts in German made her laugh. Even Lacey grinned over when two of the men started doing some kind of jump and chest bump thing. Ace was good for Lacey, she thought. Her friend was happy, truly happy. 

Ace was different, too, so protective of Lacey and she guessed her too. He’d always been so big and silent, the most intimidating of the guys Rob had brought over after a mission. Not that he hadn’t been respectful, even quiet like, but she sensed within him something that had always made him a bit sad to her. Kind of like Mac—but unfamiliar. Mac, his pain, she knew, had tried all her childhood to ease—until he’d shut her out. Had he done that because he’d wanted her even then, at sixteen? The idea brought a sad smile to her face. So much wasted time. So many wasted nights without him. Could she simply put that in the past? 

She spotted the now sober-looking guys walking back towards them through the crowds by the bar. Mac was frowning—an intense expression she knew meant trouble on his handsome face. Something had happened. Had the men after Lacey found them? Fear made her shiver, but when she glanced at Ace, he didn’t seem concerned for Lacey, only harder, more the solider than she’d ever seen him before. 

As soon as he reached them, Ace drew Lacey to her feet. “We gotta go. Nothing about you, but enough to worry about that we need to check on some intel, sunshine.”

Lacey nodded, a worried look flashing over her face. 

Mandy met Mac’s harsh expression and stood. “We all have to go?” she asked as soon as he reached her. 

“Yep, but don’t worry. We’ll talk on the way back.” 

She glanced at her friends, seeing them already heading towards the front of the club. “Can we walk back on the beach?” She reached out, touching his wrist, and watched him turn back to her. He glanced at Daren, then back down at her. 

“Sure, we can walk. Dare, see you back at the hotel.”

“Good, I’ll let Ace know. Watch your back, Wolf.”

He nodded casually, but the look he turned to her wasn’t the least casual. He wanted something, and suddenly she wished it was simply the sex he’d wanted early because she had a feeling he wanted answers. 

Answers she wasn’t sure she could give him. 

Listen to your heart, Mandy. 



Mac took Mandy’s hand. They made their way through the crowded bar and out of the back door, only half conscious of not spotting Trigger as they headed down the stairs to the beach. Mandy pulled him to a stop before they cleared the steps and bent to take her high-heeled sandals off, letting go of his hand. He clenched his fist, holding in the feel of her in his palm. 

As soon as she’d stood back up, though, she took his wrist again, sliding her hand into his trustingly. 

“Mandy—”

“Mac, what happened? Why did you need to talk to the guys?”

Mac exhaled and walked for a bit before he responded, “There are some criminals we took down a few years ago. They’ve gotten out.”

“What?” She tried to stop him but he pulled her closer and kept on walking. “Mac, this is serious.”

“Mandy, it is serious, but until we have confirmation we do nothing.”

“But, you, you’re in danger, aren’t you?” 

He shook his head.

“Mac,” she whispered stopping him that easily. 

She turned and faced him, a full moon behind her, haloing her in silver. She looked so young, so small he wanted to pull her close and protect her, but from what? 

“Is that the truth?”

“Yeah, baby, it’s the truth. We’re checking everything, though. Don’t worry, now, we need to—”

“I know. We need to talk. There’s a lot to say, but not now, okay? Not now. Just give me this walk back to the room, okay? I just need to realise you’re here, to think on what you’ve told me. It’s all so fast, you know? I feel like today was the first day I really got to know you.” 

He shook his head, confused. “You know me, Mandy. You’ve known me since—”

“No. I’ve not. Not really. You cut me out for years. Yeah, I get that you did that because you wanted me to grow up, or whatever, but you cut me out. Avoided me. We never hung out, had fun. Never. Not until—” She paused. So help him if I cried he’d lose it. “Well, not until you and I made love,” she finished on a whisper. “I think that’s why I believed what I saw that night, you know?” 

He nodded. She was right. He’d watched her, stalked her like some ghost for years, but he’d not let her know it. Never told her he slept in his truck more nights than not, simply guarding the house, while she’d been safe inside. He’d never given her a chance to get close, too afraid he’d not be able to hold back. He’d never given her the chance to catch him alone. Had she wanted that? He’d seen her come on base, but he’d hung back, out of sight. Had she come on to see him, not Rob? 

“Why can’t we simply enjoy Hawaii, and being in this awesome place? Just for a little longer?” 

He frowned at her wording. ‘A little longer’? He wanted to give her forever to enjoy life with him. She watched him, expectantly, her beautiful face open, touched with sadness still, but she wore a look like she simply needed him here, with her. “We can, sugar. Of course we can.” 

“Tomorrow, we can go out again, maybe get some of those jet skis?”

He wrapped an arm around her shoulders and she leaned into him. “Sure thing. Just promise me one thing,” he said. She stiffened against him but didn’t pull away. Something more was up here. He knew it. Instead of pushing, though, he ducked his head and brushed a kiss to her forehead. Whatever else she had to say had her tense, but he held back, allowing her this bit of time before he demanded more. “No bikini, okay?” 

She blinked up at him then smiled. “It’s all I brought, sorry.” 

“Hell, how did I know that?” 

She laughed and tugged on his hair, right where she used to play with it, over that light spot he’d got from a scar. 

“You can wear a suit, too. I won’t complain if you do,” she teased.

He snorted. “I’m not built like you, so you won’t have to complain.”

“No, you’re built like you. I can see all the women staring at you, Mac.” 

“Nuts, you’re nuts. Certifiable. No one’s staring at me, sugar, but you can.” He liked that she seemed to enjoy touching him, especially his chest and arms. She ran her hand up from his wrist to his shoulder and shook her head. 

“You’re the nutcase, not me.” 

He opened the door to the hotel, wishing they hadn’t made it back so soon. He didn’t want to have this night end, and he sure didn’t want to go to his room, alone. 

“Wanna let me sleep on your couch?” 

“What? Why would you want to do that?” She looked up at him and crinkled her nose, clearly thinking he was being funny. 

“Why not? I’d sleep better.” 

She hit the elevator button and stood back against his side. He wrapped an arm around her shoulders again and contented himself with having her close. 

“You probably snore. No way.” 

“I don’t snore, sugar.” He laughed and shouldered her into the elevator, catching her when she stumbled and shot him a grin. “Careful.” 

“You shoved me.” 

“Nah, just a gentle get up and go, not a shove.” 

“Huh.” She tried not to smile but he saw her dimple flash before she looked down. “Well, warn me next time, okay?”

“Sure thing. I’m going to kiss you. You know that, right? Before you let me sleep on your couch.” 

“Mac”—she narrowed her eyes up at him, the dimple flashing a few times but she managed not to smile—“you’re not sleeping on my couch.” 

“I’m kissing you, though.” 

The elevator door opened and two guys entered, both dressed for the clubs. Mandy edged closer. His heart contracted oddly when she wrapped her slim arm around his waist. Shit, it felt so good. He eased her closer and simply enjoyed the ride. Maybe she did need time or maybe she simply didn’t trust him yet. 

They reached their level and he kept her by his side while they walked down the hall. Ahead of them, a maid came out of a room and Mandy tensed. 

“What? Why would a maid be in my room at this time of night, Mac?”

His neck shot cold like it did when he was under fire. He reached for the gun he carried under his shirt and kept his hand on it behind his back. 

The maid turned and glanced up at them, clearly startled as if they’d caught her at something. “I’m sorry. I thought I could deliver more towels before you returned.” 

Mandy took a shallow breath and glanced up at him, looking confused. “I didn’t ask for towels.” 

“Who asked for towels?” he demanded of the older woman. She looked nervous, suddenly shaking her head, and tried to get by him.

“I’m sorry, sir, someone from the desk said you would need more towels because you’d been to the beach.” 

Mandy eased under his arm and shrugged. “Lacey, probably. Thank you,” Mandy said with a smile. 

He nodded to the maid and watched her relax. Sometimes he intimidated women, especially now with the scar, he thought. Mandy dug her key card out and slipped it along her lock, opening the door and quickly going in. He caught the door and followed. She smiled back at him but stopped him inside the doorway. 

“You’re not seriously sleeping in here, Mac.” 

“Aw, come on.” He glanced around the suite, then inside the open bathroom doorway, relaxing when he saw the towels folded on the sink with a square hotel note attached to a bar of soap on top. “We could watch a show.” 

“You told Daren you’d be back down to talk.” 

He had, but suddenly he wanted to call Dare and tell him to go on without him. “I can stay for a bit.” 

“Okay. Come in, I wanted to talk to you anyway.” She shivered, and he watched her rub her arms. 

“Cold?” 

She glanced up at him then looked away with a small laugh. “No, not really, just, a goose, you know, walking over my grave.” 

“Damn, I hate that, but usually it means something.” 

He stepped closer as she turned to set her shoes down and watched her walk to the open curtains. “Look, I know that you have to go down, but I just wanted to—Oh my God!” 

Her gasp had him at her in seconds. She turned to him, burying her face in his chest with a muffled cry. He turned her so her back was fully to the bed and saw the shredded comforter and the double-sided throwing blade stabbed down into the bed. Someone had written a note next to the knife. He could read the bold strokes from where he held Mandy tight. 



Fucking whore, I warned you what I’d do if you came near him again.

You’re going to die this time, filthy bitch.



“Mandy? Stay here, stay here.” He cupped her upper arms and made her look up at him. One glance at her frightened, pale face and he couldn’t leave her.

“Scratch that, you’re coming with me. Stay close, I mean, close,” he said. As soon as she nodded, he raced from the room. The maid gasped and stumbled back from where she was waiting at the elevator. She screamed when he hauled her closer by the front of her uniform and got in her face. 

“Who sent you in that room?” 

“Mac, don’t, God, don’t do that!” Mandy grabbed his wrist but he set her back with his free hand so she couldn’t interfere. 

He shook the woman by the uniform and heard it rip. “Answer me!” 

“The office, sir. The office.” 

“To hell with that.” He dragged her back in the room and shoved her against the bed. “You see that? Did you do that?” 

She scurried up from where she’d half fallen on the bed, shaking her head. Her black hair slipped out of her ponytail holder and her eyes grew round with fright. 

“Answer me.” He took a step towards her but she backed up, blinking over at him, then sending Mandy a desperate look. 

“Mac, stop, stop,” Mandy said, “You know she didn’t do this.” 

“I don’t know shit, Mandy,” he snarled at Mandy when she tried to stop him again. She came to a dead stop, but stayed silent. He turned back to face the maid. “Answer me. Did you do this? I’m not asking again,” he said. 

She shook her head, twisting her hands at her waist. Mandy moved closer but he kept his arm out straight to keep her back from the woman. 

“No, no I didn’t. Oh, God, I didn’t. I just dropped off more towels. A man, he said he needed to leave a note, but I didn’t—”

“What man? What fucking man?” Anger surged through him so hot he couldn’t breathe. Someone has threatened Mandy. Threatened to kill her. Hurt her. 

Pieces clicked into place so fast he shook with rage. Things Mandy had said. Reactions that had felt wrong. She needed time. Things he’d said, jokes he’d made with her about sex. How she’d responded to him. How she’d pulled away and held him close all at once. All of that could have been caused by her thinking he’d cheated, but it could also be explained by something a great deal worse.

He took the maid’s arm and held her in place when she tried to back farther from him. Her pulse raced under his hand. From fear, or guilt? “Answer me.” 

“Mac, stop, you’re scaring her.” 

“Answer me. Did you see him?” 

The maid shook her head frantically. He watched her face, saw the truth there, and released the hold he had on her arm. She backed quickly away from him. 

“Tell me what happened. Again. From the beginning.” 

She exhaled shakily and nodded. “I was in the bathroom, I didn’t see him. He asked if he could leave a note. I barely had time to clean the tub out—I saw someone had forgotten, you see—then I heard him leaving. He said thank you and then he was gone. I swear it. He scared me, at first, but he sounded…okay. I’m sorry. So sorry. I didn’t see him. I swear. Just the towels. I just cleaned the bathroom up a little. I swear. Then I left her the towels she asked for.” 

Mandy circled his wrist with her small hand halting him in the process of grabbing the maid again.

“Mac, please, you’re scaring her.” 

He blinked and glanced away from the maid to see Mandy’s grimace. Did he frighten her as well? He watched her carefully. She reached out with her other hand and tugged the bottom of his shirt. 

“Mac, come on, you’re being a knucklehead. She didn’t do this, you know that.” 

Obviously, he didn’t scare Mandy. But he didn’t know shit. The world was risky, and anyone could knife you as soon as look at you if the money was right. He turned back to the maid. She was telling the truth, though—her dark eyes were wide, and she looked ready to faint. 

“Don’t say a word about this to anyone. Not anyone. Do you hear me?”

She nodded rapidly, clearly willing to agree to anything at this point. 

“Don’t come in here again.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“Go, and don’t say a word.” 

She nodded again and quickly left. He could feel Mandy watching him, and he suddenly didn’t have a clue what to do. They needed to get her out of here. They needed to get out of this room. The heavy weight of his Glock resting against his spine eased some of the tension running through him. He’d sworn to protect Mandy, to make sure she was never hurt. He picked up the note and examined it. The team would scrutinise it, but he would bet his left nut they’d not find a trace of a fingerprint or any kind of DNA. 

“We have to go to my room, now. Get your things. Did you unpack?”

“No, no, not yet.” Mandy sounded faint, distant, no doubt in shock. 

He wanted to ease her, to hold her tight and promise it would all be all right, but he knew it wouldn’t be. His guesses were killing him and, although she’d asked for time, he doubted now he could give her that. Is this what she’d kept from him? What was holding her back from them? He watched her pick up her suitcase, gather her things from the bathroom and within seconds she stood waiting for him. 

“Baby, this isn’t going to touch you. That, I can guarantee.” 

She looked away instead of saying anything but what was there to say? She knew he’d not let her out of his sight now, she knew he’d call the men, and she knew he’d kill the bastard who’d touched her. 

Yeah, she knew that five years ago, too. 








Chapter Eight







Mac ushered Mandy into the room to the right of hers, ignored her immediate grumble about him having a room so close, and pressed her inside and shut the door. He’d got a room next to hers? When? 

“When did you—?”

“While you were swimming.” He read the note, probably memorising the handwriting as well as the threats there. Without looking up, he said, “This changes everything. You gotta know that.” He threw the note down on the bed and watched her. 

It changed everything, didn’t it? What would they have been like, without this lunatic attacking her five years ago? Would Mac have come home and explained what he’d meant? Would they be happy now, in love and maybe even married? 

“It’s what I wanted to tell you,” she whispered and stepped backward when he spun around to face her. The sheer anger on his face, the disbelief in his eyes made her swallow before she could reassure him. “Not that, not that, Mac. I wanted to tell you that I was, I mean, way before, I was…” Staring at the horror filling his hazel eyes she bit her lip, unable to voice what had happened to her. 

“This bastard touched you?” 

She winced and hugged her arms around herself. “Yes, he—” She broke off again, amazed at how hard this was. 

“Mandy? You gotta be strong now. You gotta tell me everything.” 

Everything. She looked at his hard expression and knew, simply knew that she couldn’t do that. Not everything, but she finally nodded. 

“How long has he been after you?”

“Years.” She couldn’t meet his eyes when she said it, afraid of what she’d see. Mac couldn’t know when it had started. 

“Is he a stalker?” 

“I shouldn’t have come,” she whispered over his words

He stopped halfway to her. She watched him reach behind his back and pull a gun out that he set down on the table before he pulled her into his arms. He’d been armed the entire time. She hadn’t known. 

“Sugar, you should have come to me right away. Even when you thought I was a cheating jerk, you should—”

“Mac, don’t. Just please, I don’t want to talk about this right now. Right now we should go somewhere safe.”

“You are safe, here. With me, you’re safe.” 

She nodded against his chest, feeling the steady, strong beat of his heart against her cheek. His arms were so strong, so hard with muscles, but he held her carefully, so tenderly she wanted to cry. 

“We do need to go, though. I’ll call the guys, we need the room swept, but I’ll get us somewhere safe, sugar. Don’t sound so scared, I’m right here, huh?” 

She knew he was trying to ease her with humour, but the fear felt like it was strangling her. She’d never forgive herself if Mac was killed. Her attacker could do it too. He’d once called her and described exactly what she’d worn to work—even the short rain storm she’d been soaked in—then told her he’d watched her through his scope. She knew he could have killed her and had often wondered why he hadn’t. 

“Mac, he’s dangerous. I shouldn’t have come here.” 

“Mandy,” he breathed her name against her neck. Tears threatened to spill over at how gentle he was being. “You need to explain this to me, so I can protect you. Tell me what you mean, you shouldn’t have come. He followed you from Africa?” 

“Mac, he warned me he’d kill me, kill me silently if he discovered I told anyone, anyone.” 

“Son of a bitch,” he groaned into her hair and hugged her tighter. He simply held her for a wonderful minute. Long enough for the chill wrapping around her heart to ease. “Mandy, talk to me. Tell me when this started. Recently? When?” 

He released her, tipped her head up, staring down at her silently until she reached up, and touched the scar along his jaw. 

“It’s been going on for a while—”

“Son of a bitch,” he repeated and released her. He immediately began to pace the room like some big, caged tiger. Unsure how to ease his anger, she leant back against the wall, wrapping her arms around her middle, and simply waited for more questions. 

“This? This is why you left?” 

“Yeah, this is why I left.” 

“Mandy, I don’t get it. I don’t fucking get it. You and Lacey. What is it with you two? What do you think we do? Me, Ace, Eagle? Dare? What is it you think we do?” 

She frowned at him, more confused by him than ever. “You’re heroes, Mac, but even heroes can die.” 

“I’m a damn killing machine. I kill for a living, Mandy. No cowardly rapist is going to kill me, Mandy.” 

He got right in her face, plastering her back against the wall with his body and both of his hands near her head. 

“He didn’t rape me.” 

Mac eyed her for a long time, clearly not accepting what she’d said at all. She sucked at lying, but she’d only glossed it over a bit. He’d not raped her, exactly. 

“Mandy, don’t lie to me. If he didn’t rape you, he did something. I need the truth. I can only protect you with all the facts, baby. All of it. I do this shit for a living, remember?” 

“I know, but you can die too, it’s easy. Real easy. Just a shot from a higher place, right? And you’re gone. I wouldn’t, couldn’t chance that. I’m not willing to chance it now either.” He crowded closer, looking more upset by the minute at her. What did he want? This was why she’d left, yes, this was why. “Mac, step back. I’m tired and I’m not in the mood for this macho act.”

“I know you’re tired. So am I. I’m tired of guessing. I’m tired of being unsure what to do with you. Tired of walking on eggshells, Mandy. Of you dishing this shit out slowly. We’re doing this my way from now on. You have ten seconds to tell me what happened or I spank it out of you.” He pressed his erection against her slowly, letting her know how much that idea turned him on. 

She gasped and shoved against his chest with her palms. “Mac! Stop being a jerk. Is this how you talk to someone you care about?”

“One…”

She let her head fall back against the wall and snapped her lips closed. If he wanted to bully her, he was in for some surprises. She didn’t answer to threats. She never had, and he more than anyone should know that.

You did for that sick bastard. You ran when he threatened Mac. 

“Two,” Mac growled right into her ear.

She pushed at him, but he didn’t even move a centimetre. “I’m not even slightly amused. Stop.”

“Three.” 

He chuckled when she tried shoving harder and had the nerve to nip at her throat. “Four.” 

“This kind of intimidation might work better if a spanking didn’t sound like fun, Mac.”

His eyes seemed to pin her in place easier than his bigger, harder body pressing tightly to hers. “Oh, baby, I want to spank that sweet ass you’ve been swinging around in that damn bikini. Five—”

“What? There were plenty of other women there for you—”

“Sugar, there has never been an ass I want more than yours. And if you think that stupid shit, brat, you deserve a spanking that doesn’t include fun. Six, seven—” 

She tried to duck under his arms but he caught her immediately so his front was to her back. The full, hard length of his erection shoved against her butt teased her in so many ways she wanted to hit him. Did he know how many times she’d fantasised about him making love to her this way, from behind, his hard cock so tight and thick that he impaled her? Mac had been amazing in her fantasies—so turned on his penis had felt like velvet-covered steel. Now he used this—something she’d dreamt of—against her and called her a brat? She pulled away and around to face him again. 

“Oh, like you ever were into me. I always trailed you. Your little lost puppy. You had your share of women, don’t lie!” 

“That’s sealed it, you’re going to learn you’re the only fuckin’ woman I’ve ever wanted, but you’re not listening, baby. Eight, nine—”

She buried her face against his T-shirt and cried. It was just too hard, him being here, the nutcase now here, and Mac demanding things of her she just didn’t want to tell him. If she described the attack, he’d want to know where it had happened, what had been said, what had been done, everything. She couldn’t tell him everything. She just couldn’t. 

“Ah, shit, sugar. I won’t spank you if you’re that upset. It wasn’t going to hurt anyhow.” He sounded panicked but still amused.

“Mac!” she wailed his name on a sob. “Stop teasing me and acting like a jerk. This is serious.” 

He pulled her tighter to his chest and ran his hand over her hair. “Shh, baby, shh, I am a jerk.”

She laughed and shook her head. “You’re not. You’re just trying to be.” 

“Tell me when.” 

She exhaled heavily into his chest and relaxed against his bigger, stronger body. He stayed silent, for once letting her have time. Of all the questions he could have started with, this one wasn’t the one she wanted to answer, but she sensed he was shying away from asking for more details. 

His phone buzzed, startling her, but he didn’t budge. 

“I’m not getting that until you talk.”

“You’re so bossy.”

He tipped her head up with his finger and brushed her tears off. “So many tears. Baby, talk to me. I can’t protect you if I don’t know—”

“All right. I was attacked right before I left.” She watched him closely, the worry that he’d think less of her suddenly hitting her hard. Before she could completely freak, he leant forward and leaned his forehead against hers.

“Mandy, why—”

“I didn’t tell you because I couldn’t, okay?" 

She watched his eyes darken, but for once he didn’t argue. Instead he caressed her arm and sighed heavily.

“Mac, I wasn’t raped. I wasn’t.” 

He jerked back and glared at her for that. Not exactly the reaction she’d expected. 

"Baby, do you think you being attacked but not raped is easier for me to hear? You were alone, unprotected, and someone hurt you." 

She kissed him, cutting his words off in mid-rant. She felt him stiffen, then slowly, so slowly, he pulled her tighter, and took her mouth in a kiss that left little doubt what he still wanted her. 

Relief expanded in her chest so badly she felt like she might suffocate. “Mac, kiss me harder,” she whispered, holding back the tears that threatened as soon as he pulled her in tighter and deepened their kiss. He caressed his big hands over every inch of her he could reach and, without consciously thinking about it, she rubbed back into him. He groaned into their kiss and cupped her breast, rubbing her tight nipple with his fingers. She moaned, remembering how she’d loved his lips sucking on her nipples when he’d finally filled her with his hard body. 

He
pushed her sundress up until she felt him cup her ass with both hands. He groaned as soon as he did. 

“Damn, you’re killing me, sugar.” He brushed his fingers over her hip then lightly over her pussy and stole her breath away. “You in no panties. Damn, baby, you’re so damn soft and sweet I’m close to coming just touching you again after so long.” 

“Mac.” She dug her fingers into his shoulders, feeling the muscles flexing under her hands before she skimmed her palms over his neck and into his hair. The silky strands fascinated her but she wanted more, more of him, more of his kisses. She tugged his head down and took his eager lips. He kissed her like he never wanted to let her go. 

With a rough groan, he found her clit with his fingers and broke the kiss. “Fuck, you’re bare. Son of a bitch, baby, I’m going to come in my damn shorts. If I do, I swear, I’m spanking you.” 

“Mac!” She shivered at the words, tingling all over. 

“Come for me, sugar. Give it to me.” 

“Mac, oh, Mac!” She was wet, so close to coming her thighs trembled. Her breath left on a gasp when he dug his big erection against her hip as he slipped a thick finger inside her. “Oh, God, yes, Mac, more.” 

“Mine, baby, never again will someone touch what’s mine,” he growled in her ear. She sobbed his name again, and rubbed her face against his jaw. “Never going to let anyone harm you again, Mandy. Come for me, sugar. Give it up.” 

“Mac, oh, God, you need… I need.” 

“Take it, baby, come for me.” He added another finger and rotated his grip on her so his palm pressed into her clit. The shot of pleasure that speared up from where he held her was so intense she couldn’t move. She simply hovered there, so close to coming she didn’t dare breath. He started fucking her with his fingers and when he did, she ripped at the buttons of his jeans and pulled his erection free. 

Mac shoved his hips forward groaning heavily into her mouth when she stroked him firmly, just the way he’d showed her he liked it. 

“Yeah, yeah, sugar, give it to me. Come on, baby, come on.” 

His erection spilled warm, silky pre-cum adding to the slip and slide of his velvety flesh thrusting between her hands. Another long shiver raced over her skin as she realised he was mimicking the same movements with his big fingers. Her pussy tightened around him as her climax hung just out of reach. 

“Yeah, there, Mandy.” He gripped her neck lightly and tilted her head to slide his tongue along hers in a mockery of sex. That was all it took. She spun out of control. The orgasm was so intense she would have fallen if he’d not been holding her pressed to the wall. Almost as soon as she began to shudder in pleasure, Mac called out her name as his big erection pulsed. Seconds later she felt his hot cum spill over her hands and wet her dress. She sobbed when he broke off the kiss to groan her name repeatedly. 

Seconds, minutes, hours later the room stopped spinning. She was still shaky and trembling, but Mac met her eyes with such an intensely sexual look, she knew they’d barely scratched the surface of what he wanted. He slowly eased up and slid his fingers free with a low groan. As she watched him, he lifted his hand and slowly sucked each digit. 

She blinked, nearly coming all over again from how sexy that was. 

“Baby, you drive me nuts,” he groaned and took her mouth. She met him head on, kissing him so deeply she could taste herself on his lips. She stroked his cock, making the flesh tighten to that intense hardness she wanted. He slowly eased back and gradually pulled away, watching her closely, as if she might regret what they’d done. 

“You’re so big, Mac.”

He snorted and shook his head. “I made a mess all over you, sugar.” 

“I don’t mind,” she told him shyly. She’d loved it. 

“Yeah, sure you weren’t just avoiding a spanking?” 

She laughed and kissed him several times all over his grinning face. Her heart felt full, so at peace she could barely keep back the tears. 

A pounding on the door had him hauling her up tight and turning them to the wall. They were both breathless but she knew the little time he’d given her was at an end. 

“You gotta be strong, baby. Okay?”

She nodded against his chest and he cupped the back of her head.

“Mac? Mandy? You two in there?” Ace called. 

“Mandy, you have to trust me now. Do what I say. Without questions, okay? We’re going to have to leave this party.” 

She closed her eyes and exhaled heavily. “I trust you.” 

He ducked his head and captured her lips quickly. He gave her a fierce look as he pulled away. “Damn, that’s good to hear. Now go clean up, put on something else, and come back out. I’ll inform the guys. Then you need to tell me what happened.” 

She glanced at the door once, then up at him, seeing only the same intense expression he’d worn before. “Okay.” 

“Good, sugar. Damn, I messed up your pretty dress.” He grimaced at the big wet stains but she smiled up at him and cupped his face with her hand. 

“Guess you’ll have to buy me a new one, huh?” 

His expression eased, and he grinned down at her. “Yeah, one with a back, too,” he said. 








Chapter Nine







Ace, Dare and Eagle all filed in with Ace shooting him a calculating look as he passed. “Mandy in here?” 

“Fuck me, what is this?” Eagle called. Daren swore from where he stood looking over Eagle’s shoulder. 

Ace glanced at the note in Eagle’s hand for a second before he sat on the bed. “Where?” 

Mac nodded to the wall separating their rooms. “In her room.” 

Ace scanned the wall like he could see through it. Probably could. Ace was one hell of a strategist. “When?” 

“Just now. Maid said a guy wanted in to leave a note, but she didn’t see him.” 

Dare snorted. “No fucking doubt she didn’t see him, or she’d be dead, huh?” 

Mac froze and they all stared at him. “Shit, she went back down. I didn’t—”

“Dare, go check on it,” Ace said, “Eagle get a crew in there. Check the place. Mac, you need to get your head on straight, man. What else?” 

“A knife. Six inch, throwing dagger. He stabbed the bed with it. He’s made contact, but she claims he didn’t rape her.” 

Ace whistled low and Daren swore again. Eagle looked ready to kill someone. 

“She claims. What do you mean by that, man?” Dare asked. 

Mac shot him a look and saw how tight Dare was holding it together. Mandy had always been everyone’s little girl, like a little sister to these guys. Only she wasn’t little any longer, and instead of them watching out for her, they’d all let her down. Him included. 

“She said he attacked her, but didn’t rape her. Doesn’t add up. If he didn’t rape her, he did something to her.” 

“Fuck,” Eagle swore, rubbing both of his hands over his face and back over his blond high and tight. “Look, Mac, if the sick shit is on her this quick, it doesn’t matter if he raped her or not, get it? She’s scared, has to be, and you need to just give her time, let her tell you what the bastard did, but in her own time.” 

Mac nodded. He got that. But not knowing what she went through was eating him up. 

“This why she left?” Ace asked.

“Might be more to it,” Mac said, taking the chair opposite to Ace. “I have to talk to her alone.” 

Ace nodded. “Think she wants Lacey here?” 

Mac thought about it, but shook his head. Lacey had no idea about this. If she had, she would have said earlier, much earlier. If Mandy wanted to talk to Lacey she could, but, for now, he wanted her here, safe. “I think she’s good here.”

“Look we should smoke the guy out, but with the cartel out—and yeah, they’re out—we can’t stay here. All of us, here? Field day,” Daren said.

“Yeah, the shit’s hitting the fan for sure, boys,” Eagle grumbled. “We’ll check on the maid and the room. Stay tight.” 

“Watch your six, man,” Dare murmured, squeezing his shoulder when he passed. “And our little girl, ‘kay?” 

Mac nodded, watching Eagle reach the door and pull it open, Dare a step behind him. The blast detonating down the hall blew both men back into the room along with half the hallway. Mac flew backwards taking the chair with him so they both hit the wall first then crashed to the floor.

Next to him, he watched Ace shake his head to clear it and narrow his eyes at the destruction. That look Mac knew meant death to whoever had done this come down on Ace’s expression. Mac nodded through the ringing in his ears. 

Someone had just declared war and it wasn’t some sick prick after Mandy. 

The cartel had arrived. 








Chapter Ten







“Mandy!” 

Mac’s shout sent a bolt of panic through her. She had to get to him. Had to see for herself he was okay. See him standing there, strong and tall. 

“Mandy?” 

“I’m here. I’m okay.” She kept the panic out of her shout by sheer luck. 

“Good, good. Get that door open,” Mac yelled. 

She got up from where she’d hit the floor when the shuddering had begun, and pulled at the bathroom door only managing to get it a crack open before Mac was in her face, yanking her out and into the rubble that used to be his room. 

“Shit, she’s good. She’s fine, Mac,” Dare said before she could comprehend everything. Suddenly Mac had his arms around her, nearly suffocating her against his chest, then just as she got used to him being alive—warm and strong and simply there—he grabbed her arms and pushed her away to examine her face. She knew the feeling. She scanned his face, his arms and body for signs of hurt, but saw nothing, not even a scratch on him. 

One glance around her showed Dare, Eagle and Ace all alive, all unharmed that she could see. 

“Mac, Mac, stop. What—?” 

“We have to get her out of this room,” Ace said. 

She shivered at his tone. He sounded so…hard. 

“I called. Back-up is on its way. We weren’t the only place hit. They hit the club, too,” Eagle said. 

“We need to get the girls out of here,” Dare said, his dark face nearly pale. “They’re fine but we need to move it.”

“Yep, you three go. I’ll wait here, then hit the stairwell. Make sure this shit is contained,” Mac growled. 

She reached up and tightened her trembling hand around her throat. No way was this because of her. It couldn’t be. This was something else. 

“The cartel won’t stop sending men. They’ll waste two dozen just to hit one—” Eagle started but Ace silenced him by gripping his shoulder.

“Not now. We’re going down, Mac. Give us ten. I hear sirens already, but watch your back, man.” 

Mac nodded and before she could even say a word all three men had jumped over the fallen door and headed out as silent as cats. All three of them were armed. All three looked deadly. Still, she felt weak and shaky inside at the danger they were heading into. The cartel. They’d bombed the hotel to get to Mac and his unit. 

“We gotta get off this floor, Mandy. To do that we need to make it down this hallway, to the stairwell at the end of the hall, and down four flights. You good with that?” 

She opened her mouth to ask what she didn’t know, but he silenced her simply because he pulled her over and hugged her tightly to his chest. 

“We’re going to get out of this.” 

Instead of saying anything, she wrapped her arms around his muscled body and held on. He needed her, she realised. 

“Okay, go get your inhaler. Leave the rest.” 

She looked up at his face and saw the sheer determination there. Mac looked deadly. Not angry. Not upset. Not anything at all. His chiselled features were set, hard, and she knew deep inside, where she’d always been able to sense things about Mac, that he’d die rather than let her come to any harm. 

“Don’t leave me,” she managed past the tightness in her throat. He froze from where he’d been going to go around her and glanced down with a questioning look. “Don’t get hurt.” 

The hardness softened slightly and he bent to brush a kiss to her lips. “Not a chance, sugar.” 

God, he was impossibly arrogant, but maybe, she thought, maybe that’s what got him through this horror. 

“Good. See that you don’t.” 

He winked and motioned with a hand for her to get her inhaler from the bathroom, and turned to pull a gun out from under the bedside table. He had one gun in the waistband of his jeans, she could see, but he held this one and checked the cartridge before he went to the other side of the bed. She grimaced at the guns, but met him at the bathroom door. He looked ready for battle. But then again, that’s what they were in, wasn’t it? 

“If we get split up, it will only be for a few minutes. I want you safe, and this over. Do what I say, Mandy. It’s important that—”

“I will, Mac. Don’t you think I trust you?” 

He narrowed his eyes and she saw something like surprise shift over his features before he gave her his half grin and a nod. 

“About fucking time.” 

“Mac—”

“Shh, let’s get out of this room.” He matched words to action by guiding her out of the door and over the destruction of the hallway. White plaster dusted everything, pictures lay crumpled on the carpet, with chunks of the ceiling missing and littering the floor along with bits of wall and two doors that had been blown outward. 

“That’s where the bomb must have originated, or below it,” Mac muttered, manoeuvring around the disaster with half his attention on her. 

“I’m fine.” 

He nodded tightly and got them past a rougher spot then tugged her hand until they ran, half hunched over down the hall. Mac’s body was tightly controlled, his grip on the gun steady and firm. She thanked every crazy god out there for each step closer to the end of the hall. Muffled thuds came through from somewhere, but they sounded too faint for her to be certain what they were. Her imagination went wild, filling in the gaps to paint a gruesome picture. They’d been bombed. What wouldn’t these guys do? The shriek of sirens split the air, suddenly sounding closer. Was everyone dead on this floor? 

She winced when he slammed his back into the wall by the stairway door and brought her gently to a stop next to him. He gazed down at her for some reason, his hazel eyes bloodshot and his face so hard she felt like crying. She held it in, not willing to strain what already had to be a tense situation for him. 

He nodded once, and motioned to the stairway door, holding up three fingers. 

She nodded. They’d move on three. 

He counted down, and before she was ready, he reached zero, ducked through the door, holding it open with his foot, while he kept his gun pointed, up then down the stairway. After only a second, he nodded to her and she stepped carefully over the rubble and brushed by him. 

“Come on,” he urged, not wasting time but heading down the stairs at a rapid pace. 

“What—” 

Gunfire sounded ahead of them, not in the stairwell, but through the exit where he had stopped them. “Shit.” 

He pushed her back, out of the way of the door, and reached for the handle. She wanted to stop him, pull him back, anything but have him dive in guns blazing, but she knew she had to stay quiet. No distractions. Her brother had always said the least little thing on your mind could get you killed. Her being here was on Mac’s mind. 

As she watched, his shoulders bunched under his T-shirt, the muscles clearly outlined by the fabric as he pulled it ajar. More gunfire sounded, but tight, hard rapid fire. He eased the door shut after a quick look and nodded to her. “Contained. They’re down. We should be able to go soon.” 

The gunfire stopped. The sudden loss of such a horrible destructive sound numbed her. Her ears still hurt from the bomb, still rang slightly in an odd echoing way, but at least the gunfire had distracted her from the vertigo. 

“Mandy, look up at me.” Mac’s voice sounded odd. She turned to meet his eyes, so glad he was alive she couldn’t stop the flow of tears easing down her face. “Damn, no, don’t cry, it’s okay. You’re safe.” 

“Me? I’m safe. You, you were going to go in there, leave me here, and die! Those men had a bomb. A bomb. They’re shooting—”

“Shh, I’m tougher than any bomb, sugar. Come on, give me some credit here.” 

She gasped and shook her head. “No, no joking. Not now, please, Mac.” 

He reached over and pulled her arm until she reluctantly rested against his chest. “You’re doing good, real good.” He sighed in her hair and she hugged him tighter. 

“You’re tired,” she said.

He chuckled, sounding like she’d startled him. 

“You are tired. I’m tired. What is going on, Mac? Who is doing this?” 

“The cartel we busted. They got out,” he said.

The understatement was so Mac, she simply cried harder, hugging him as tightly as she could. “They got out. They got out, like it’s a holiday. God, I don’t want to see you hurt.” 

“You won’t. Now come on, be tough for me. Let’s get out of here so we can rest. I need a damn nap. You wore me out all day swimming.” 

“Mac.” She couldn’t say she loved him, wanted to, wanted to so badly it hurt, but she stayed silent, keeping her love inside, unable to break it out in the open yet. “Just don’t joke about it, okay?” 

“Come on, it’s safe now. No more gunfire.” 

She let him go, stepping back, and rubbed her wrist over her eyes. There shouldn’t be this many tears in one person. She hated crying. Hated feeling like she couldn’t take care of herself. She glanced up and saw Mac watching her closely. “I’m good.” 

“You’re doing better than good, Mandy. Just keep on being strong for me, okay?” he asked, quickly pulling her along after she nodded. “We go down one more level, that’s ground level, then we’re fine.” 

They made it to the next floor without gunfire. She couldn’t hear a single sound, not guns, bombs or anything else they might have to throw at them. Mac stopped her, stood her behind the door, while he moved to the right of it, and slowly eased it open. Sirens suddenly sounded, along with shouts and what she thought could be running feet. 

“It’s clear. I can see Ace. I want us to go right to him, he’s directing more of the crew. You and I will check in, then we get in a vehicle and head out. Lacey is already gone, or Ace wouldn’t be here.” 

“Okay.” She nodded and tried to even out her breathing. Her asthma was acting up, but she wasn’t about to tell Mac she needed her inhaler. He watched her closely, for what reason, she didn’t know, but he seemed satisfied and nodded. 

“Come on.” 

She eased around him and immediately sounds and sights assaulted her. Smoke filled the air. Firemen, police, the military and hurt tourists filled the lobby. Hotel employees were frantically running from one end of the huge entryway to the other. Some carrying towels, some medical kits, others water and bandages. She spotted Dare through the crowds. He met her gaze for a moment, gave her a tight nod, and a quick once-over then turned back to the three military guys next to him. Ace stopped talking to the men in fatigues near him as soon as they walked up. 

“Shit got rough. You good, Mandy?”

She bit her lip and swallowed past a dry throat. “I’m—”

A scream ripped through the lobby, followed by gunfire. A red dot appeared on the side of Ace’s shoulder, then skimmed down to her white shirt, then quickly landed square on Mac’s chest. 

“Down!” she shouted, unsure if either of them would take her seriously or not, but Ace shoved Mac to the floor and she went down with them. Bullets burst along the wall where Mac had stood. Next to them, the floor to ceiling windows burst inward, raining glass down on them with an enormous crash. Mac hauled her close and covered her with his body, scaring her so badly she couldn’t stop shaking. She clenched her fists in his shirt and simply tried to will them to survive.

Ace got up on a knee, took aim, and fired his gun, his face dark and intent, so dangerous-looking she felt near tears. If Ace died what would Lacey do? What would she do if Mac died? 

More gunfire hit the wall above them and Mac curled his arms around her head and tried to protect her from the violence. Plaster pinged painfully down on her exposed legs and her left arm but she held Mac tightly, refusing to move an inch. From the distance, she heard more shouts, more gunfire then boots running. A blast sounded again and someone shouted in Spanish. 

Ace cursed and they shared a look. 

“Damn it, we need outta here,” Mac snarled. “Get that damn radio on, and find out what’s taking the back-up so long.” 

“It’s here, Wolf. The back-up is here.” 

“Shit.” Mac shoved off her, urged her behind a potted plant, and looked her in the eyes. She grabbed hold of his shirt, seeing what he was going to do. “I’ll be back. You stay right there.” 

“Don’t you dare get killed. Don’t either of you get killed.” She didn’t let go until both men nodded, Mac with his half grin, Ace with a look that promised whoever was out there would soon be sorry. She curled her knees up to her chest and pretended she was part of the wall. 

“Good, you stay right there.” Mac eyed her once more then turned and he and Ace raced across the lobby, hunched down, but jumping over anyone that got in their way. They both made it to the other side of the room and, as she watched, they vaulted over the counter, easily sliding over the marble and onto the other side. Immediately they turned and started firing out of the broken window to her left. She heard shouts, more Spanish, then screams from outside. 

This was Mac’s life. This was what he did. She wanted to yank him back to her side, pull him close, and make him swear he would leave this life behind. 

Would he? 

Around the huge leaves of the plant, she caught sight of Eagle, then Dare and five other men heading back inside the front entrance, all of them but Dare walking backwards, their firearms pointing to where the gunfire had originated from. Dare simply walked in, his head bleeding from a wound, his strut missing. He spotted her, and winced, nodded to Mac and Ace when both of them came back into view and hitched his rifle over his shoulder. 

“They mean business. Shit, do they mean business,” he said taking in the damage caused by the attack. 

She bit her lip, suddenly feeling overwhelmed with grief for them all. Especially Dare. Ace had Lacey, Eagle had Katya, and maybe Mac had her, but who was there for Dare? 

“We’re taking them out,” Mac said, his attention on her, not Dare, but Ace nodded the same way Dare did. “Come on, Mandy, let’s go. The medical team is on the way. We gotta give them room to help these folks.” 

“And get off this island,” Ace said. “We’re leaving. I’ll have one of the men get your things, Mandy.” 

Get her things. 

Nothing she had in the room mattered. The only thing that mattered wrapped his arm around her shoulders and urged her past the uniformed men. 








Chapter Eleven







Mandy pulled her backpack on tighter and stared at Mac. She couldn’t take her eyes off him. She’d tried, but, after the mafia attack, she’d been full of such fear she’d lose him, she couldn’t stop making sure he was there. He seemed just as alert to her. Their eyes met and he blew out a breath through his nose. She loved it when he did that. Like some angry, sexy matador. 

“Damn, you look good in the camo, sugar.” 

She rolled her eyes. He was trying to lighten the mood. 

He walked across the Naval base’s airport security office and tipped her head up with his fingers. “You do. Sorry about the room?” 

“What, that you didn’t spank me?” 

He grinned and startled her by smacking her butt and kissing her protest at the same time. Fine, two could play. She’d learnt she’d never get anything in this life if she held back and waited. She pulled his head down closer with one hand and kissed him with all the pent-up frustration she felt. And she felt a lot. 

He groaned into her mouth and dragged her closer, cupping her ass in his hands. He tasted like cinnamon and beer. She tilted her head for a better taste, but when he shoved his erection against her, she pushed between them and curled her fingers around the thick stalk of flesh through his BDUs. He cursed against her lips. 

“Fuck yeah, baby, get used to that size, ‘cause later you owe my solider some tender care.” 

She laughed. “I doubt you’ve earned that kind of reward,” she told him, happy when her voice came out teasing instead of breathless. 

He pressed into her, clearly more than ready for the challenge. “I’ve been a good boy, sugar. I deserve one hell of a reward.” 

The door opened and she jumped, tried to pull out of his arms with a great deal of effort, and only managed it because he let her go with a low laugh. The man was like an octopus. And obviously didn’t care who saw him all over her.

“Mac!” 

He gave her a frown, mocking confusion, but grinned when she finally got out of his arms to face Ace already walking in the room. 

“The copters are ready,” Ace said. There was a deep, long cut along his arm, another on his forehead, but, for surviving a bomb, none of them had suffered any real damage. 

Lacey came in behind Ace and immediately rushed up to hug her. Mandy hugged her back, wishing with all her might that her friend didn’t have to endure this stuff. She deserved more than this. They all did. 

“This is so screwed up, Mandy. I’m so glad you are okay.” 

“I’m so sorry about your wedding, Lacey. Will you be okay? The wedding?” 

Lacey snorted and gave her the ‘duh’ look. “Forget the wedding. I don’t want anyone killed!”

“Baby, it’s going to be okay. The men will contain it, and we’ll be fine,” Ace assured her.

Lacey snorted, and faced off against Ace. Mandy needed to take some notes on this, she realised, watching her friend—who barely came to Ace’s chest—stand her ground. 

“Don’t. Just don’t. Don’t you think I know what you’re planning? I swear to God, if you go out there and play solider, you can find a new couch to sleep on, ‘cause—” Ace closed the space separating him from Lacey and pulled her into his embrace. He looked so concerned, Mandy glanced over at Mac. Mac wore a look so intensely focused on her, she blinked. 

“It’s not going down like that. I’m with you. Those guys can handle this shit, Lacey,” Ace said. 

Ace spoke low, but she heard him, and yet she couldn’t tear her eyes away from Mac. It was like they were alone and he was saying those words to her. She turned back to Lacey to see her reach up and brush a hand over Ace’s dark hair. “I know, I know, I’m sorry. It’s just you won’t be happy on the sidelines.” 

Ace chuckled. “I won’t be on the sidelines, sunshine, I’ll be running the show.” 

Lacey laughed and shook her head against his shoulder. “As long as you run it from the sidelines.” 

Ace pressed a kiss to her forehead and nodded. 

“Ready?” a guy asked from the door. 

Mandy didn’t turn. She couldn’t. She knew that voice. She closed her eyes, squeezing them tight enough that she saw flashes behind her lids. The low tone, the way he practically whispered that one word sent a slice of fear down her spine. Her heart raced and her anger rose making her skin feel too tight. 

“Just give us a second,” Ace called. 

“Sure thing, Ace.” 

She’d know that voice, the tone of it, anywhere. He wasn’t holding her down, face to the wall, whispering sick disgusting things in her ear, but she knew him. 

After the attack, she’d dreamt of smashing his body into the wall and watching the life drain from him. The violence of that night, the shame and cold horror of what he’d done, had given her nightmares for years until she’d turned that attack into her own kind of nightmare. 

Could she kill a man? Watch him die? 

He stood barely ten feet away. So close, she could have turned and reached out and touched him by simply walking a few steps. Just thinking about how he’d shuddered and groaned while he’d hurt her made her want to throw up. 

Now if she did anything, said anything, would he kill Mac? She’d warned them all what he’d said, but she didn’t believe Mac had taken her seriously. He was a killer, he’d said, he killed for a living. But he could die. She remembered clearly the phone call from her stalker describing how he’d watched her through his scope. There wasn’t time to chance telling Mac now. The room was too small, the space too tight. Lacey was here. Ace. Mac. 

She opened her eyes and Mac filled her vision. Her body felt like it was shaking apart from the inside out. What if he simply aimed a gun at Mac right now and shot him? 

She gripped her backpack strap harder. Fearfully, she tried hard to work up the nerve to turn around. What if he stood there, just staring at her? Did she know him? He didn’t sound like any of the men she knew. For that, she was grateful. 

“What is it, Mandy?”

She glanced down at where she’d tightened her hand on her backpack strap to avoid giving away anything and took a chance on glancing behind her. 

No one stood there. They were alone. She hadn’t heard the door shut let alone Lacey and Ace leaving but no one else was in the room. She struggled to get her heart rate back to normal, half afraid she’d fall down. Or simply dive into Mac’s arms and let him make it all better.

She couldn’t do that so she locked her knees and simply breathed. She couldn’t tell Mac. Not now. He would kill whoever had been there before he ever thought it through. Maybe go to jail. Or get killed. She remembered the threats to Mac. ‘Tell him. Tell Wolf what I’ve done. He’ll know then how worthless you are. And if he still does want you? I’ll kill him. Kill him for the fun of it, the pleasure.’ 

Mac frowned at her, concern on his handsome face. She would wait until they were out of here then tell him. 

“I’m just tired.” 

He gave her a searching look but finally said, “Did you pack your inhaler?” 

Relief that he’d let it go surged through her. She could have fallen—if she’d not locked her knees, she might have. The relief was that great. She nodded and watched him scan her face. Seeming satisfied, he brushed his knuckles along her jaw. God, she hated lying to him.

“You’re going to be okay?” 

She nodded quickly and tried to force a smile past the numbness. “Sure, my first ride in a helicopter, how bad could it be?” 

Mac gave her a crooked smile. “Behave and maybe I’ll ask if you can sit up front, crazy cat.” 

Mandy felt her heart do an odd flip in her chest. He used to call her scaredy cat.

Reaching out, he leaned an arm oh so casually around her shoulders and turned them towards the door, but she knew it wasn’t casual. Everything Mac did had purpose. He opened the door and ushered her by the men filling the low-lit room with dark uniforms, hushed conversations, and buzzing electronics. 

He was marking her as his. 

How long had she wanted that? Years. But now, with the killer possibly in the room, she realised his mark of possession might get him killed. Tightening her grip on her backpack strap, she tried hard not to get upset all over again. Focus is what she needed. 

The attack on the hotel had been well planned out and dangerous. Members of the Gonzales family—and how fucked up was it that she shared a last name with the killers—had staged it to harm as many of the men responsible for taking out the head of their family as possible. All they’d managed was to murder four tourists, wound fifteen others, and miss every active military and retired military personnel there. 

This time. 

Mac seemed to think this was just their first strike. Ace agreed. She’d heard them talking and had shared Lacey’s concerns that both men wanted in the battle. And it was going to be a battle. 

She knew the look in Mac’s eyes. She’d seen it before—with Sarge. Her stepdad had taken every opportunity to smack her around, mostly when he’d had one too many whiskeys. When Mac moved in and had realised what had been going on when her brother was gone, he’d worn such a look. He’d been a fifteen-year-old kid, a boy, really, but when Sarge had got drunk and hit her, Mac had followed him to the local bar and made sure her stepdad never laid a hand on her again. 

Mac had always had a temper. Always used his fists—except with her. With her, he’d never shown more than that half grin and the watchful, intense gaze of a protector. He wore that look now, and she knew he’d do anything to keep her safe. 

The man she’d heard at the door was part of this. The only security she felt was that he wasn’t going with her and Mac. The teams were breaking up and her team would be a team of two. Her and Mac. Maybe when they got to where they were going, she’d tell Mac. Maybe then he could talk himself down off his anger and not kill a teammate. After all, she didn’t know who the guy was. Maybe he wasn’t part of the unit. But she knew, just knew her attacker wasn’t letting her go so easily. What if she was in the room with him right now? 

Memories of that night tore into her concentration, making her feel sick. ‘Feel that? Feel a real man? Is that what you want? Wolf used you. Used you when he wanted something more. Now you’re nothing but a whore. Just a whore and he’ll know it now.’ 

The hatred in his voice when he’d spoken Mac’s nickname had scared her then, and it still scared her now. 

“Doing good, sugar?” 

She glanced up at Mac’s profile and pain threatened to overwhelm her. How many tears did she have for crying out loud? She knew what he was doing when he bent and pressed his lips to her forehead. 

“Yep, I’m fine. It looks like they’re preparing for battle, though.” 

She moved out from under his arm to adjust her backpack and kept walking ahead of him down the hallway. 

He let her go, but when she glanced back, she saw he’d not missed her manoeuvre. Nodding to an older, silver-haired guy with tons of medals on his chest, Mac said something about calling in later and ushered her down a hallway. “That’s why we’re leaving,” Mac said. “Stay close.” 

They passed several soldiers and her throat tightened in fear, until they responded to Mac and she heard them speak. Neither was the guy, but how many other men were they going to pass? Mac sounded casual, as if being in the middle of a bomb attack happened every day. 

Maybe it did, Mandy. 

The thought sent another shiver through her already overloaded body. 

“Come with us. We need a few more men.” Mac urged her forward and she glanced back to see both men following them. One even called Mac ‘sir’ a few times. Did she even know Mac’s rank? No. She didn’t. She also didn’t know how he had really got such a horrible scar on his neck and jaw. They’d been too busy arguing, then making out for her to learn anything about him. The mark scared her. Someone had got close to him, near enough to hurt him. It scared her. At this rate, what didn’t, though? 

The NGO she worked had once shut down quickly. There’d been an arms dealer blowing locals up for not pushing his goods. The military had swooped in, and the NGO had been forced to pack up and ship out of Ghana within a matter of minutes. This felt a lot like that, but not quite as scary as men speaking in another language could be. 

Mac let her walk ahead, but he was a warm, reassuring presence at her back. He hadn’t been in Africa and she’d survived. They’d survive this. 

Ace and Lacey were standing around waiting when they entered the hangar. They looked ready to go. They all did, she realised, spotting Katya and Eagle in the crowd. The reality of their situation hit again, making her heart race. She slowed her breathing, hoping to avoid using the inhaler. The hangar held more military personnel doing all kinds of preparation—mostly looking like they were getting ready for war. All were dressed in black, some with rifles as big as her slung over their backs. Any one of them could have been the attacker. Mac pulled her close to his side, while both men with him angled out in a flanking position. Anyone trying to get through that would have to shoot them all down. 

“Mac?” She took his hand and he squeezed hers once then released her. Right, hands free, Mandy. 

“Almost there, sugar.” 

She nearly laughed. She was going to break apart soon. 

“I got this in the bag, don’t look like that. If our guy is here, he’s as good as dead if he so much as aims a gun at you, got it?” 

She nodded, only half surprised that he understood her fear was from the stalker, not the mafia blowing up hotels. Deep down she knew the guy wouldn’t attack her here, in the open like this. Or maybe she hoped he wouldn’t. Either way she knew Mac carried weapons on him as well as more in the case slung over his back. He would protect her. She knew that with every fibre of her body, but that worried her the most. He’d die trying to protect her, wouldn’t he? 

Mac halted them next to the others, crowding so close she could feel his heat. 

“We all hit different ‘copters. Lacey and Ace, you two take the front and head west. Eagle, you and Kat go south and we’ll circle around and go east. Meet up on Kahoolawe and go from there.” 

“Whoa, did you get permission to land there?” Ace asked. 

Mac nodded. 

Eagle whistled. “You got some connections, Wolf.”

“Use what you got,” Mac shot back. 

“Or lose what you have.” Eagle laughed. Katya didn’t laugh. She looked worried. Eagle kept her under his arm, close to his body. She grimaced at Mandy and nodded. Her eyes looked red, like she’d been crying. Mandy noticed a white bandage around Eagle’s forearm and tightened her grip on her fear. Eagle had been hurt. Who was next?

“So not funny,” Lacey muttered, and Ace scowled over at Eagle and Mac. 

“Let’s just get this done, gentlemen,” Ace growled. 

Mac nodded. “We’ll meet you on the island in two hours. Let’s take this show on the road, whaddya say, boys?” 

Lacey shook her head at Mac. “He’s nuts, you know that, right?” 

Mandy smiled, or tried to, but managed to say, “Yep, certifiable.” 

Ace surrounded Lacey in his arms, tipping her head up to examine her face before kissing her quickly. “Wolf’s wild, but the plan’s solid.” 

“It’d better be,” Lacey whispered, but Mandy heard her and silently agreed. 

Mac didn’t respond, but she got the feeling he was primed to move and the discussion had him on edge. 

“Let’s go,” Mac said, ushering her forward. 

She turned and waved but quickly faced forward, brushing at her face to make sure Mac didn’t see how close to tears she was. She wished they’d all travel together, but she could understand why they weren’t. They walked past the two helicopters closest to them. She peeked over her shoulder to watch Ace help Lacey hop in. Farther from her, she spotted Eagle guide Katya up into another helicopter while he hunched down under the whirl of the helicopter’s blades. 

Mandy turned back around and covered her ears at the deafening sound that vibrated up from the ground, but she knew it was nothing compared to when the things took off. Mac pulled her close and shouted something above the wind she couldn’t hear. 

“What?” she yelled. 

“We stay here, wait until they lift off. Then we get on the third.” He pointed and she spotted the third beyond the asphalt square the other two copters shared. They’d have to walk across a scraggly field with knee-high yellowed weeds and past another cracked black-topped area to reach theirs. Why so far? 

She nodded, though, and narrowed her eyes to watch the two Black Hawks lift off. She thought she saw Ace and Lacey, but the ‘copter moved so fast, she wasn’t sure. God, poor Lacey. First, all this stuff with the Russian mob after her, and now a Mexican one was after Ace. 

Mac pulled her hand in his and tugged her into moving. “Let’s go.” 

“Why is ours so far away?” 

He laughed and glanced down at her. “I have no idea. Gonna make it?” 

“Well, it is just odd, right?” 

“Not odd, just the way it is. They land differently, have different mechanics. Ours is over here because that’s where it was last worked on, sugar. Just stay strong.” 

“I will. I am.” 

“You are, Mandy, damn you are, sugar.” He gave her hand a squeeze and his half grin before he turned to scan the area. 

They were halfway through the field, hurrying along, when three men rose from behind a pile of fifty-gallon dumps with rifles and began firing. 

She felt the breeze of one bullet, followed immediately by a sharp pain in both knees and her side as Mac shoved her down and rolled with her. It happened so fast, she could barely make sense of it all. They landed in a shallow gully with Mac flat on top of her. All two hundred plus pounds of him. She tried to shove him off a little so she could at least breathe and still not push him into danger.

“Mandy, stay still!” 

She froze. “I can’t breathe, Mac!” 

He lifted partially off her, his face tense, hardened with a look that frightened her more than the men shooting at them. He nodded tightly and shifted over to open his case, and seconds later he slung his gun over his shoulder, balanced it on the dirt, and fired rapidly 

The blasts hurt her ears, but Mac didn’t even flinch. He had dirt smeared in with the sweat on his face, more sweat dripping from his sideburns. His sunglasses were who knew where and who cared. She felt useless. Curled up on her side, her head between her hands, she simply watched him and prayed for him to be okay. 

The dirt near her head suddenly erupted, spewing rocks and grit all over them. Mac forced her back down so hard she couldn’t catch her breath. Struggling with her backpack, she tried to slow down her breathing, not panic, but each time Mac dived down next to her and the dirt would rain down on them, fear that he would be dead hit her. What if he died? What if he died and she never saw him again? She needed her inhaler. Her backpack wouldn’t cooperate and she fought the stupid pack for several seconds, knocking accidently into Mac in the process. 

“Stay down!” 

“I need—” She gasped and grabbed his belt to get his attention. 

He pulled back, took one look at her and must have seen how bad she was because his tan face turned white. He shoved her over on her stomach and scrambled to drag her backpack off. Seconds later, he had her inhaler in her mouth. She choked but he pressed the release, forcing her to inhale the chemicals. Slowly her world stopped spinning and she found Mac on top of her, his face inches from hers, his big body pressed up against every inch of hers. 

“Son of a bitch,” he snarled each word softly right in her face. “Don’t ever fucking scare me like that again.” 

Around them she could still hear the gunshots, still felt the earth shudder from the bullets, but Mac stared down at her with such anger she couldn’t process it all. “I’m sorry, Mac, they’re still—”

“Who the fuck cares about them? Shitheads can’t shoot for shit. Next time, you tell me if you can’t breathe, for fuck’s sake.” 

“I tried!” 

He reared back an inch and suddenly grinned. “Well, try harder next time. And don’t ever apologise for needing me. Keep that damn thing out and if you so much as gasp for breath I’m forcing that shit down your throat, then spanking you.” 

“Sheesh, would you stop with the spanking! This is serious—”

“I am serious, baby. Now, let me get rid of this trash.” His hazel eyes lightened out and, with a grin, he turned and sighted down his gun again, shot four slow rounds, then turned to her. 

“That’s it. Come on.” 

She barely had time to suck in a breath before she was upright. Stumbling only a little, she started running with Mac dragging her along in a hunched-over dash to the distant hangar. Men raced towards them from their left but Mac kept on, pushing her to go faster. Behind them, she heard yells in Spanish. 

Mac looked back over his shoulder. “Shit, these motherfuckers are like cockroaches!” 

More shots hit the ground around them and Mac started firing before he’d even turned around all the way. She held in a scream when he stumbled backwards. Straightening he pushed them behind a truck, scanning the area, her, and the men behind them constantly. He was breathless, but so was she. He pushed her down into a squat next to him. 

She scanned him from head to toe, but didn’t see any blood. Still, she yelled, “Did you get hurt?” 

He glanced in surprise. “No, nothing, sugar. No worries.” 

A half-hysterical laugh tried to break free so she covered her mouth with both hands and tried to get a grip. Tears blurred her vision, but she fought them. He could have died. Again! Oh, God, this was bad. Real bad. Those men were shooting at them like it was…like it was some war zone. 

“Shhh, come on Mandy, it’s going to be okay.” Mac’s brow creased in concern, his hazel eyes growing intense at her panic. Heck, she was trying here. “I’ve been on training missions worse than this, baby.” 

“Why do they want you so badly, Mac?” 

Before he could answer, if he was going to answer, two men dressed in black BDUs joined them. Immediately both took defensive positions in front of them and started firing the assault rifles they carried directly at the barrels. She heard more screams then silence. 

One of the guys, a redhead, turned and nodded to his left. “You go on, sir, the Hawk is cleared for take-off. There are more of these coming in over the ocean side, but we’ve nailed them here.” 

Mac lowered his weapon and slapped the guy on the back like they were old buddies, and squeezed the other guy’s shoulder. Both men grinned as if he’d just given them some kind of compliment. “Good job, boys. Come on, Mandy. Up you go.” 

Who the heck was Mac now? She shook off the questions for later and looked to where the men had pointed. More men in BDUs were standing near the Black Hawk, all of them armed and all of them looking seriously professional. Ready to kill. 

God, what had she got herself into? Was this what Mac did all the time? 

Mac cupped her elbow gently and she glanced up to see him waiting for her. “Gotta get to the ‘copter, Mandy, then we’re all set.” 

She nodded silently and loped alongside him to the hangar. Mac was good, in control, level-headed, and obviously used to being in charge. He always had been, she supposed, but now he was sharp, hard, ready to kill. 

They stopped as soon as they got within earshot of the silver-haired guy from the base command centre. He wasn’t wearing all the medals now. Dressed in dark BDUs like the men around him, he looked fit, lean, and mean. He was younger than she’d first thought, maybe in his early forties, but the grey hair had thrown her. Two more guys watched the airfield from the hangar, guns ready. A Black Hawk stood outside the hangar and she hoped it was ready to go. She could hear Mac and the officer talking about Ace and Eagle but she couldn’t catch more than that both were good, but had tails on them. 

She watched Mac nod. “Right, have them lose that shit before we meet up. I’ll send them the new coordinates. These boys had some help, didn’t they? And they sure aren’t afraid to spend some money.” 

Mac was saying someone on the inside was in on this. The implications stunned her. 

The officer nodded stiffly, looking even more dangerous. “It makes sense. They want something, you, the men on that mission, but more than that.” 

Did his eyes flicker to her? 

“Our intel points to someone inside the cartel breaking the pack apart,” he continued.

Mac rubbed a dirty hand across the scar on his jaw, leaving behind a sweat-streaked mess on his face. “That could be. What is the division over? Drugs?” 

“You cut the head off but the snake still lived, man. A son and two cousins warred over it for a while, but the brother, the silent one, Manuel, he runs it now. Word is he wants to bring his family back together and wants the team that dropped his brother to pay. Build morale all that shit.” 

Mac shook his head and said, “Sweet, absolutely sweet. And now he has our IDs.”

“There’s more, Wolf. Santiago’s widow is supposedly making her own bid for power, wants to deal. Word is the Feds sent someone in.” 

She watched Mac’s face but his expression didn’t change. But she could tell he was pissed off. “Fuck.” 

“Yeah, wouldn’t want to be him right about now.”

Mac growled something, but looked over at her. Narrowing his gaze on her face for a second, he turned back to the guy and held his hand out. They shook hands and Mac told him, “Yeah, he’s in a rough spot. I don’t envy him but that’s beyond us now. We need to be stateside. Can this ‘copter take us as far as the smallest island?”

“Those islands stretch out pretty far, but the Hawk can fly for about eight hundred miles before it needs to refuel.” 

Mac grimaced and anchored his fists on his hips, staring down at the dirt at their feet. He looked back up quickly, clearly deciding something. “Shit. We go then, and I’ll send coordinates when I know more. Do these monkeys have aircraft?” 

“Yeah, they have everything money can buy.” 

She shivered, feeling as if the chase had just got bigger. 

More shots sounded and Mac gripped the other guy’s arm. “Thanks, man, we’re good. Is our pilot all set?” 

“Hey, I’m ready and waiting on your sorry ass.” 

She turned and grinned, recognising Tad Thorne’s voice. 

Tad grinned at her and walked over to give her a big hug. He was bigger now, more like a linebacker than ever, but solid, hard muscle. He held her at arm’s length and shook his dark head. “Damn, Mandy, look at you all grown up and deep in this, huh?” He stood back to glance at Mac. “Finally manned up, huh? Good for you, Wolf, about time, too. Now, let’s hit this before one of those idiots grows a brain and shoots my baby.” 

Mac looked at her, then behind her to the men already running across the field. More of them headed off past where she stood until only she and Mac were standing there. Even the older man had left.

“Who was that guy? What was he talking about?” 

Instead of answering her, Mac took her hand and headed them to the waiting helicopter. 

“Mac?” 

He glanced down at her, his face tight with tension but said, “That was Commander MacIntyre. He took over for Ace when Ace retired.”

“Ace retired?” 

That brought Mac up short. “Yeah, he retired. A few years ago.” 

She didn’t say anything but the accusation in his tone lingered between them for a few unsettling moments. He was pissed off that she didn’t know Ace had retired? He turned and took his black backpack off while he got them to the open doors of the helicopter. “Here, give me that inhaler.” 

“Why?” She dug it out and handed it over, though, watching him seal it in some kind of Ziploc-looking baggie. As soon as he was done, he zipped the bag back up and helped her up inside the helicopter’s dark interior. Two cushioned seats on each side of the vehicle sported straps and buckles that made her stomach lurch. She trusted Tad, heck she’d known him for years. He’d gone to basic with Mac and Rob. But she also knew a Black Hawk went fast, real fast. 

Mac jumped up next to her and waved over at Tad. Tad grinned, saluted Mac, and winked at her before he turned back to the massive amount of controls. 

“In case of a water landing, I want—”

She frowned and interrupted him. “Water landing?” 

Mac was looking in her direction but she watched as he shifted his eyes off, over her shoulder. She almost turned when the ‘copter started. Her stomach felt like it landed in her toes. 

“Just strap in tight.” He matched words with actions and before she could say more, he had her buckled in tight. She swallowed her protest and simply sat there. Something told her that Mac was on a hair trigger—one more thing just might make him blow. 

For once, she listened to her instincts and simply sat, watching him buckle himself in, pull his headset on and turn to Tad with the thumbs up. Her knight in shining armour, wasn’t he? 

Why did she suddenly feel like she’d just stepped on a minefield with Mac along for the explosion? God, she didn’t want to watch him die. 

She’d left to ensure that sick bastard didn’t kill him—but he’d been in danger the entire time, hadn’t he? He could have died probably more times than she wanted to think about. Her brother’s death still brought a sting of tears to her eyes. What if she’d lost Mac and hadn’t even known? 

Holding on tight to the straps, she settled for watching him, simply watching him as they took off into more danger than she’d ever dreamt she’d be in. Danger he saw daily. What if they worked this out, survived this attack, captured her stalker, then he died on some mission? 








Chapter Twelve







Mac stared at Mandy feeling as if his heart was filling his chest to the point that he might not be able to breathe. They’d only been up flying for a short while, but she’d remained quiet. He knew she had to be scared to death, but she remained watchful, counting on him to get them out of this. He felt like he might fuck this up merely because she trusted him so completely. 

“Mac, we have a tail, man.” 

“Fuck.” 

Mandy paled but remained silent. She had her earmuffs on and had heard Tad. Her eyes widened and the grey turned darker with fear. 

“It’s going to be all right.” 

She shook her head in denial. 

Reaching across the space, he took her small hand. She was cold. “It will be. Keep on trusting me, sugar. It’s going to be okay.” 

Shots sounded, blowing his theory out of the water. Mandy jerked like she’d been hit and scared the shit out of him until she rolled her eyes.

“Oh, great, now we’re in a moving object above water getting shot at! Freakin’ fantastic!” 

He laughed, so relieved she could give him such a comeback that he unbuckled his harness and leaned in to kiss her quickly. “It adds some spice, sugar.” 

“Ah, Mac, man, can you cut the lovey-dovey and get your ass out there and return fire?” Tad called.

“Out there?” Mandy looked near panic and clutched her hands together around his. “Mac, swear to me you’re not going to get hurt. Please? I don’t think I could bear you dying.” 

He froze. It was as close to saying she cared as she’d come since he’d jumped back into her life. 

“Baby, I’m not going to die. I’m just going to lean out a bit, not all the way.” 

Instead of him reassuring her, she looked even more frightened. She’d lost her brother—she thought—and now she feared losing him. What did he do with that? He leant forward and brushed a kiss to her cold lips. “I’m pretty good at this shit, Mandy. Trust me, okay?” 

She nodded quickly and fought the wash of tears he saw in her eyes. 

He gently pulled away from her and got his rifle out from where he’d slung it next to them. “Gonna return fire now, hold it steady as you can,” he instructed Tad. 

He shut Mandy out, cleared his head, and aimed his gun. She’d seen him kill already today and didn’t seem as concerned about the life he’d taken back on the ground as she’d been for him. He shut the thought out and did what he did best. 

The two ‘copters after them were top of the line, but they weren’t manned by a crazy Irishman. Tad dived down and over, tipping the ‘copter and giving Mac the aim he needed to hit the guts on the other craft. 

Mac fired in rapid succession and turned immediately to his left where the second craft should be. “Other.” 

Tad immediately dipped and spun to give him his shot. Mac didn’t bother with the guts. He fractured the window shield, killing the pilot and anyone else dumb enough to sit up front. 

They returned fire, landing a couple of hits that shook the ‘copter badly. He glanced away from scanning the skies to see Mandy gripping her seat and looking pale and sick. Tad called out a warning and more bullets hit the side, ripping apart the black rubber under his feet. One shot hit the doorway where he still leaned. He jerked out of the way as more landed and cursed under his breath. Mandy was in here. They needed gone. Or to land. Under him, miles of dark, choppy ocean lay as far as the eye could see. 

“Tad, we need closer to land. These scumbags aren’t going away, but hell if I want an aerial battle.” 

“Tell me about it, Wolf. What the hell did you do to piss these guys off?” 

Mac grunted. “Arrested them.” 

Tad laughed in the com link and cut the Hawk sharp to the right, towards the western horizon. Mac saw distant peaks—two, possibly more. 

A round of fire hit them, and Tad dived down before straightening. Smoke billowed out of the engine and the entire machine shook. Fuck. They were going down. 

Mac shoved away from the open door and faced Mandy. She stared up at him like he’d lost his mind, but she didn’t look as freaked as he knew she was going to be. He’d given up praying long ago but he sent a silent prayer out now. Mandy had asthma. He was going to shove her off this beast and into the sea below. 

“Mac, I don’t know if those islands are the best option.” Tad sounded frustrated and angry.

“For you, that’s the best option. But without us.” 

Tad cursed through their link. “Man, are you sure?” 

Mac’s heart clenched hard like someone had fisted it, but he fought the fear and settled on keeping Mandy alive. There wasn’t another option. 

“We’re going to have to jump.” 








Chapter Thirteen







“Repeat that?” 

Mandy stared up at Mac, not quite believing what he’d just said. The roar of the wind coming in from the open helicopter door made it insane. She could barely breathe, let alone hear Mac even if he was right in her face. 

He grimaced and pulled her by her shoulders until he could yell in her ear. 

“You heard me, sugar, up, now. The ‘copter’s going down.” 

He released her and unbuckled her safety harness before she could stop him. Hauled to her feet, she grabbed his arm and tugged at his uniform only managing to get a glance down from him. 

“I— We can’t— I mean, where are we?” 

A sudden shudder rocked her into him just as a loud explosion roared through the cabin. Mac hauled her in tight against him and forced a pack on her back. 

“We have to jump. Feet pointed down. Straight down or you’ll break your legs. Feet down, arms crossed and stay the fuck near me.” 

“What! No, no, Mac, I can’t!” 

Rapid rat-a-tats hit the side of the ‘copter and she screamed as they started to spin in a circle. From her peripheral, she saw Tad’s head slump forward. Mac dived for the front and she swallowed to keep from throwing up while trying to keep an eye on Mac struggling with Tad. For several tense seconds she thought she might be pulled from the plane by the sheer momentum of their spin, but somehow Mac and Tad got the ‘copter flying right again. Mac stayed up front a bit longer, but turned back to her with a look so frighteningly intense she felt tears rush her eyes. 

They were going to die and she’d never even told Mac she loved him. 

Mac pushed her back down in her seat and grabbed the side of the ‘copter and leaned out so far she had to close her eyes. That only made it worse. She quickly opened them to see Mac bring his rifle up, take aim, and fire. His big shoulders barely moved with the kick. He let go of several more rounds, his face tight with such deadly concentration she shivered. After two more shots, he pushed away from the opening with one hand. This was what he’d not wanted her to see. Him killing. She knew it like she knew she’d never survive if he was taken from her.

An explosion louder than before sounded above the whirl of the Hawk’s engines and the wind whipping through the cabin. She grabbed the straps above her head as they rocked back and forth like some crazy kid’s beach toy. 

Mac turned and slung the rifle strap over his shoulder, grabbed her hand, and jerked her up against him. Her legs felt like noodles. She shuddered uncontrollably and couldn’t stop a small laugh from bursting from her numb lips when he said, “They’re gone. We jump. Now.” 

He was serious. “But the… Oh, God, oh, God, can’t you simply fix…? I mean, Mac, we can’t leave Tad! He’s—”

“He’s dead.”

Dead? She shook her head, tears burning her eyes. Tad dead? But he’d been there, right there… Mac reached up and caught her face in his hands. 

“Sugar, I can’t fix this. It’s going to crash and we’re not going with it,” he yelled. “I rigged it so it will fly on its own far enough away from us to not come down on our heads, but it’s going down.”

She tried hard to stop the flood of tears spilling over but she could feel them wetting her face. The wind rushed in, chilling her through her layers of gear, but her face felt flushed and too warm. Mac grimaced and brushed at her face. “Just stay close, point those feet and stay alive. If I thought you couldn’t do this, I’d not make you.” 

She shook her head. She couldn’t do this. Her stomach lurched to her throat. The helicopter dipped and shuddered, but he tugged her upright and to the open doorway. What looked like deep, dark ocean spread out beneath them like some kind of creepy Jaws movie. 

“I can’t do this! I can’t jump out of this. Oh, God this is crazy!” 

Her wail was met with a ‘don’t fuck with me’ look she absolutely hated. Reaction set in and her body began to shake like Jell-O. The ‘copter dipped again and he braced them both against the side, one arm tight around her, plastering her from head to toe to his bigger, stronger body. The open door bit into her back. Sweat dripped down her spine and ribs. A chill rushed her immediately followed by heat like she’d caught a fever. He was serious. So serious she knew, if she didn’t jump, he’d simply push her out the open door. 

She looked down and regretted it instantly.

“We have to jump. Now, before it’s too late.” 

She met his hazel eyes and tried hard to focus. “I—”

“If you open your mouth to say you can’t, I’m going to spank you.” 

She smacked his chest light enough but it hurt her hand on the straps he had across his chest. “Stop! Please, Mac. This is serious! I’m not a SEAL! Why can’t—?” 

“Mandy.” He finally turned serious and gripped her shoulders to hold her still. Had she been trying to get away? “Listen, we have to do this. Any lower and we won’t make the fall. Tad is gone. Now, think, sugar. We can do this.” 

She glanced away from his determined stare. The wind whipped so loudly through the open door, they were yelling at each other. Her throat hurt. Breathing was getting harder and if she didn’t get a grip she was going to black out, but she looked back up at him. 

He grinned and nodded tightly. One big arm hauled her hard to him and he pressed his face to hers. “I’ll get us out of this. Trust me.” 

She wanted to smack him again and cry into his broad chest all at the same time. Instead, she simply held on tight to his warmth. 

“I trust you.” 

There was blood on his shirt and he smelt like gunpowder, she realised. The next instant he set her aside, but held her hand as he leaned out of the open door. Her stomach nosedived to her toes and she laughed. 

“Oh, God, I never meant it when I said I wanted to dive out of an aircraft.”

He grinned and kissed her hard and fast. Releasing her mouth, he took her hand and pulled her tight. “I’m sorry, baby. We drop, keep your arms crossed like this, feet down. The floatation I have on you will bring you back up.” 

Gathering her nerve, she let him pull her closer to the open doorway and immediately backed up into him at the sight of the water below her. “But the water is right there!” 

“It has to be,” he yelled in her ear. His rough whiskers brushed against her skin, making this so real she couldn’t pretend she’d wake up from this nightmare. “We need much closer. Wait for my signal.” 

Closer? The water looked like it was rushing up to them. Whatever he’d done with the ‘copter, it wasn’t nosediving but it was going at an angle and that angle was bringing them closer and closer to the blue ocean. Eyes stinging from the wind, she tried to keep his instructions in mind. 

“We jump on three. You will be right in front of me. As soon as you surface, you find me. See those islands? We make for those.” 

Islands. Oh my God. Her whole body shuddered. 

“Survive, sugar. Just jump like you’re at a pool.” 

“Okay,” she managed, trusting him more than anyone else in this world. 

“Now, one, two, three!” He shoved her out and she screamed. 








Chapter Fourteen







Mandy screamed all the way down until the ocean crashed into her all at once. He’d crossed her arms and she pointed her toes so hard her feet ached. Within a breath, cold water covered her. Her body felt like someone had hit her with a solid, concrete wall, not water. Every inch of her stung but her legs weren’t broken and, besides her heart racing like crazy, she was fine. She went deep, until she realised she wasn’t swimming, just dropping. Gasping she sucked in a mouthful of water. 

Idiot! Close your mouth, Mandy. 

Arms spread wide, she pulled at the water, fearing she was too shaky and weak to reach the surface. The water was salty, and stung her eyes, but she kept them open, dreading the dark. The surface grew closer until, with a rush, she made it. A second later, a wave smacked her in the face. Her clothes weighed her down. The pack Mac had forced on her restricted her movement and she couldn’t seem to get far enough above the waves to swim. Her lungs burnt. Her head pounded and her eyes stung. She went under again, but managed to kick back up almost immediately. 

How long, though? How long can I keep this up? Where is Mac? 

As soon as she had thought his name, she heard him. 

“Mandy!” 

Mac. She kicked harder, trying to stay high enough to look over the choppy waves to see him. For several seconds she managed it but saw nothing. Panic began to make breathing harder. She blinked rapidly and wiped a hand impatiently over her face to get the water out of her eyes. Slowly, she turned in a circle but still didn’t spot him. Suddenly, right next to her, Mac was there, grabbing her tight in his arms and nearly drowning her again when they both went under. He pushed them back up and brushed her hair off her face as soon as they surfaced. His handsome face tightened in concern, but some of his scowl softened after he’d scanned her face. 

“Shit, girl. You did it.” 

“I did. I did it. Oh my God, Mac, are you okay? I was worried, I was so—” He didn’t let her finish. Suddenly he pulled her tight and kissed her with such urgency she clung to him. They’d almost died. He could have died and she’d never have been able to do this, kiss him, and feel the strength in his body, the hard press of his muscles against her and the heat of his passion ever again. 

He loved her, didn’t he? The erection he shoved up against her hip amazed her. Half drowning, barely alive, and he was ready for sex. Did that mean he loved her? She nearly laughed into his kiss at the thought. Maybe, for Mac, it did.

She pulled away enough to cup his face. “You’re insane. We could have died and you’re, like, hard!” 

He grinned, before brushing a kiss to the side of her mouth. “Yeah, we could have, but we didn’t. And anytime I’m near you I’m hard.” Getting serious, he scanned her face once more then looked over the water. “We’re near some shallows. I want you with me—we’re not safe yet.” 

“Duh, like I’m going to get my nails done.” 

He swung his head back to her and grinned. “Sugar, that attitude just might get us through this.” He pressed a kiss to her mouth again, tasting salty and so good she forgot about the plane, the killers after them, everything. He easily kept them above the waves with strong, steady kicks of his legs. She tried to do the same and not kick him at the same time. 

“That other helicopter went down back a ways, so hopefully it dragged all the sharks with it. When ours hits, the rest will hit ours.” 

Her bubble burst and she jerked herself closer to him by yanking his wet T-shirt. “Don’t say that. Don’t say that. Not in the middle of the ocean.” Beneath her, miles of shark-infested water suddenly became the unmanageable. 

Mac had the nerve to laugh. “Just stay close. You remember how to swim.” 

“I do, but can I take this pack off and carry it?” She tried the snaps again but her hands were frozen.

“Here.” He snapped it open, dragged it off then slung it over his shoulder with the other pack. 

A sudden explosion scared her enough that she caught Mac up and climbed on his back, dunking him a little. He bobbed back up without a word. Scanning the horizon, they both saw the smoke from where the Black Hawk had hit. Smoke billowed over the waves and drifted up over the clear, light blue sky. 

“Tad was on that, Mac. Tad.” Her throat tightened up. Tad had been so good to them. Now he was gone and in the middle of—oh God, she had no idea where they were! “We’re going to die, aren’t we?” 

Mac turned his head and met her eyes with such a determined look that she reached out and touched his jaw. He pressed one of his hands over hers and shook his head. “Mandy, we’re not going to die. Whoever is after us thinks we are, though. We need to move. Swim.” 

She swam. Her legs were weak and her shaking only made swimming harder. The water was cold, not as freezing as it could be, but the fear of the fight, the crash, and now sharks, was catching up. They swam in silence for a long while, until she was sure her muscles were made of noodles and she couldn’t lift her arms or kick her feet another minute. 

“Shit, you used to out swim me,” Mac teased her, but at the same time he pulled her to him and turned on his side, using his body to cut through the waves. His muscles bunched against her and after a few minutes of simply soaking in his strength, she felt like she could continue on her own. “I never out swam you. You didn’t let anyone outdo you in anything.” 

Mac spat out ocean water and rubbed the wetness from his face. “True. I think we’re nearing the shallows. When we get to where we can stand—”

“You think we will walk to the islands? In shallow water? Isn’t that where all the sharks are?” 

“Probably. I’m hoping not, though.”

His firm voice did odd things to her, made her believe that they just might survive this insanity. She unglued herself and started on her sidestroke again. Her arms felt weak but she got some movement going. Mac kept pace with her, slowing to match her speed, she knew. Always scanning the area, and her, he made her uneasy, but safe at the same time. She hoped he could see more than she could above the choppy water. 

“Not too much farther. Just keep close to me.” 

“Mac, I don’t really have any place to go.” 

He snorted again. 

Her foot hit something and she broke off to scream and climbed up his back again like a monkey. Suddenly she was up above the water. Mac laughed, standing with her legs looped through his arms. 

“You’re so dead.” 

The sound of his laugh really shouldn’t have reassured her—they were in the middle of the ocean—but it did. He reassured her and frightened her all at once. 

“Damn, I hope not.” 

Tears burst free like he’d suddenly taken the cork out of a bottle full of misery. 

Immediately he pulled her off his back and hugged her close. “Mandy, we’re nearly there, sugar. You’re doing wonderful, baby. Shhh, come on. I need to get out of these wet clothes before my dick shrivels off.” 

Laughing, she shook her head, wrapped her arms around his neck, and hung on, pressing her face into the warm skin of his neck. He smelt like Mac, warm, spicy, and masculine—if not a bit salted. He’d always smelt so good, like warm sunshine on the beach. The waves tugged at them, but he easily kept them upright. It felt so good to stand, she simply cried, hugging him tight. His rough whiskers brushed her cheek and he tightened his arms around her, trying to get her to stop, she knew, but the events of the past few hours simply wouldn’t shut down. The shaking wouldn’t stop. The tears continued until slowly she felt his warmth seep into her, easing some of the panic that threatened to choke her. She was cold, uncomfortable in her clothes, and needed to wash off all the salt badly, but she knew she couldn’t do any of that until they got out of the mess they’d landed in. Danger, she corrected herself, the danger they’d landed in. The thought made her hold him tighter. 

“Mandy, you gotta stop, baby. You’re killing me with tears, come on now.” 

He rubbed her back reassuringly but, when he shifted her against him, his erection burned against her hip, amazing her all over again. The man was always hard. “I’m not having sex with you in the ocean, Mac,” she muttered into his chest.

He froze in mid-stroke and chuckled. She felt his warm breath on her neck right behind her ear for a sizzling moment, then he nipped against her earlobe. A flash of liquid heat burned all the way to her pussy. 

“Oh, yeah? It might be fun. Soon, though, soon we’re going to ease this heat. It’s the price for the rescue. That and a blow job. I really want a blow job, sugar.” 

She laughed and tipped her head up to look him in the eyes. “You’re such a jarhead. You’re the one that got me into this mess! Why would you get a blow job for rescuing me?” 

Mac frowned down at her. “Jarheads are Marines.” 

She laughed again. “So? You’re practically bald.” 

“I’m not bald.” He looked offended. 

His hair was longer, deliciously so, but she wasn’t letting him know she liked it. “Well, your ears are too big this way.” 

He squeezed her butt and pressed her tighter to his hips, and she nearly moaned at the feel of his hard, long erection. “The only thing you ever thought too big was my cock, baby, and we made sure it wasn’t.”

Ah, God, that was sexy. “You’re insane, you know that, right?” 

A quick wink and he took her mouth in a fierce kiss, driving her crazy with his big hands kneading her the entire time. She threw in the towel at resisting him. She’d just survived a plunge into the ocean, crossed shark-infested waters, and wanted this—him—now, damn it. 

She kissed him back with as much possessive heat as she could muster. She couldn’t get enough. She gripped him by his hair and tangled her tongue with his in a battle to show him just what she wanted. She wanted more. She wanted him. Mac.


With a low growl, he hitched her closer and rocked his erection right between her thighs, managing to hit all the right places within seconds. Right when she was ready to rip his clothes off, he breathlessly broke the kiss and grinned down at her. 

“Holy hell, sugar, you’re gonna get more than you bargained for. Come on, we gotta get you out of this water. I say we head for the bigger island.” He jerked his chin to the left. 

She followed his gaze, trying to tell her body she wasn’t getting to play with Mac right now, but her pussy ached. It felt swollen and so empty she wanted to beg him to simply take her now—screw the sharks, the cartel, and whoever else wanted to kill them—she wanted sex. Now. With Mac. She just needed him, holding her, and making love to her for the rest of the day—or for the rest of their lives. 

The thought sobered her up. She couldn’t have the rest of her life, could she? Not with Mac. Not until they had managed to find her stalker and kill him first. She’d realised that in the helicopter. Watching Mac, she’d known, until they found the attacker, she’d never have Mac, never have what she saw shimmering so wonderfully in front of her. First, they had to survive the cartel, then find the attacker. Then, well, then she needed to explain that she couldn’t be with him unless he left his missions. Her or the Navy. Could she do that to him? Be that selfish?

“Mandy? See that, that’s where we have to go.” 

She blinked and took a deep breath and pressed her hands against his chest, reassured by his steady heartbeat. He set her down from where he’d been teasing her with his big erection, but kept her close, so close his heat warmed her all the way to her water-logged toes. 

The island he’d indicated looked miles away. He tipped her face up with a knuckle under her chin and looked down at her with a concerned expression that quickly turned to a smug grin. “You regretting that offer at the club now, are you?”

A laugh burst free. He’d always done that, made her laugh as a kid when things had been bad. But this was serious. Their lives were in danger. “I regret getting on a plane three days ago, now.” 

He grinned and bent to whisper in her ear, “I regret not pulling those damn bikini bottoms down and giving you a ride on something much more fun than the waves yesterday, Mandy.” 

Oh God. His voice deepened on her name and he brushed a hot kiss to her throat, while he manoeuvred one hand between them to cup her breast. She gasped when his fingers found her hardened nipple. He groaned huskily, making her even hotter. “Every night for the past five years I’ve dreamt of nothing else but you, taking you, every fucking way known to man, baby. And then some. Now, get your head on straight so I can get the one above my belt working.” 

He let her go except for her hand and cleared his throat, not looking down at her again but focused on the distance with an intensity she envied. How was she supposed to think of anything but him? He’d dreamt of her. Of having sex with her for five years? Did he realise she’d done the same? This was her fault. She should have come to him as soon as the attack had happened. Should have called base, got hold of him instead of not trusting him to protect her and himself. 

“We head there.” He pointed and she followed his arm to see two mountains peeking out from the choppy water. Both looked wild. And far. 

She glanced back up to him, but he was surveying the land mass like he could gauge the distance and the time it would take them to get there. He probably was. The sun had darkened his skin over the past five years. He had more lines on his face and the lock of lighter hair at his forehead now had a scar under it. When he met her eyes again, she tried to hold in how much she loved him. Every crazy inch of him. He’d dreamt of her at night. She’d dreamt of him morning, noon and night. Only Mac. Always, only him. No one compared, no one ever came close to him. 

“It’s far, but, if we keep on, we’ll be there in an hour. You were in Africa, you know what to expect. Just remember we stay together.”

She rolled her eyes. “Mac, I was in a desert climate or—”

“It was still wild. I know you, I know you didn’t stay at your base, but went wherever if you were needed.” 

The accusation in his tone sent a tiny thrill through her. He’d checked into her, she was certain, but until he’d growled that down at her she hadn’t realised he’d probably freaked out at where she’d been. He slid his hand up to cradle the side of her face. “I never meant to hurt you that night.” 

The admission was so unexpected she blinked. Her throat closed up too tight to talk so she nodded again. Whatever he saw in her expression seemed to satisfy him because he flashed a smile, breaking the serious moment. “Good, now, let’s walk. It might be easier for you to swim. Just stay close.” 

As soon as he let her go and she lost his body heat, she shivered. The clear ocean here freaked her out, but all she saw was sand under her feet. No sharks. She took a step then another. It was hard, the water lapped at her, but Mac kept touching her reassuringly and he scanned the area constantly, soothing some of her biggest fears. 

“There might be sharks, right?” 

He nodded tightly. “If we see one, we’ll stop moving.” 

“And do what? Wait?” 

“For it to pass. They won’t attack us, Mandy. Just remember—”

“To stay close, yep, got that.” She grinned at him. 

He shook his head, but he remained alert. They bumped into each other often, but she knew he did it on purpose. After what felt like hours, he stopped them to make her drink water. 

She was starving. 

“I’m hoping you have food in there because I’m not eating bugs. Or worms.” 

He swallowed his mouthful of water before winking. “We’ll find something, but I have food. Don’t worry. Now, jump on my back, I’ll swim us a bit.” 

“What? No way.” She wiped the water off her face again, taking a minute to gauge the distance to the island. It was much farther than she wanted it to be. She was so tired of being wet. 

“Just get on my back. It’s getting tougher out here and it’s going to get deeper soon.” 

The waves had picked up, tugging them this way and that, but she really wanted to walk, rather than swim in deep, maybe shark-infested water. 

“I can go a bit longer, then you can save the day, boy scout.” 

He squinted down at her and she had the feeling he struggled not to just pick her up. Finally, he shrugged one big shoulder. “Sugar, you are a pain in the ass.” 

“I keep telling you that, but you won’t listen.” She stumbled on a rough patch of higher sand bar and Mac caught her arm, steadying her.

“You’re only a pain in the ass because you won’t listen to reason.” 

“I don’t hear reason. We’re both out here in the middle of the freakin’ ocean. We’re both tired. You were in a gunfight before we made that crazy sprint for the helicopter. If we’d simply hid, like I said, we’d not be here, would we?” 

“Damn, baby, we’re in the ocean not da Nile.” 

“Smart-ass.” She hated that denial joke. She knew he was trying to get a rise out of her. Probably so she wouldn’t fall to her knees and stop moving. It was hard walking. The sand made it difficult to walk and her combat boots only made it harder, but she knew Mac wouldn’t let her take them off so she didn’t even ask. Her pants were too big and the ocean kept tugging at the material, making walking a chore. “I’m tired, but so are you.” 

Brushing her wet hair off her forehead with one big hand, he focused on her face. “I’m also trained to carry packs in water heavier than you, small fry. Under fire. For days. In hurricanes, not bright, sunny days in the tropics.” 

Sheesh. “Fine. In a bit, okay?” She could be stubborn too. 

He dropped his hand and shook his head. “All right. But if you slow down, your ass is up and over.” 

That shouldn’t be sexy, but with everything else about Mac, it was. She concentrated on wading through the waves and off him as much as possible. 

The mountains of the island began to slowly take up her view, blocking everything else, but the closer they grew, the more alert Mac became. Without warning, he picked her up and hauled her on his back. 

“Hey!” She hadn’t even slowed down. 

“Shoulders, now.” 

Mac jostled her so she had a leg hooked over his shoulder and hoisted her the rest of the way up at the same time that she saw the two fins above the surface twenty feet from them. 

“Oh, God, oh, God, oh, Mac, don’t you dare get bitten by a shark.” As a child she’d hated it when he and Robbie had gone out into the ocean, diving under where she couldn’t see and too far out for her to tag along. She’d always thought they’d both get eaten by sharks. 

“Shhh, baby, shhh. It’s okay. Just let them go on their way. Look and see if you can spot some beach on that mountain for me.” 

“Beach?” she whispered. Her teeth began to chatter and she felt her breath catch. The combination of the breeze and her wet clothes with sharks circling was not good for her asthma and she fought the rising panic—or tried to. “Mac, they’re getting closer!” 

“Mandy, let me deal with the sharks. They won’t come near us if I stand still. Now, the beach. Tell me what you see.” 

Mandy tightened her legs on his neck, then panicked that she’d hurt him. Trying not to watch the large sharks moving closer in a circular pattern, she focused on the island and spotted white. Jerking her attention back down, she saw the sharks had moved off a bit. “Are they leaving?” 

Mac shifted her but didn’t move his lower body. “Let’s just give them some time. You see beach?” 

“Yes, I think so.” 

“Good, good. Where?” 

“Straight ahead and to the left of that big, rocky, dark brown part? See that craggy rock? Twelve o’clock, I think?” 

He nodded and squeezed her calves with his hands. “Yep, got it. Not far. Half hour, hour tops we’ll be out of this water. You’re doing great, Mandy.” 

She stayed quiet. He didn’t appear troubled by giving her a ride on his shoulders, but she knew he had to be exhausted. His training made him tough, but he was only a man. From her vantage point she saw the sharks swimming farther away until she lost sight of them. “They’re gone, right? It’s safe now?”

Mac patted her knees. “Yep, let’s make a break for it.” 

Mandy wiggled down and eased back into the water. It felt warmer now, after she had been out of it in the cold air for so long. Taking a deep breath, she was going to tease him when she felt something hit him and knock her backwards a step. 

“Don’t move!” Mac didn’t shout but his voice had turned so rough she froze. A second later and she held in a scream as he drew a big, jagged-edged knife out from his belt. 

Life felt like it had slowed down. She spotted a fin on her left then Mac’s knife rise up and slash downward. He dived under immediately after and her scream burst free. 








Chapter Fifteen







The shark was a big one. Mac let its side swipe him again to get a feel for just how big. The salt water stung his eyes but he could clearly see the grey shape circling him. At least it wanted him and not Mandy. He waited until the beast circled back and punched it hard in the snout. It shook its head but came around again quickly for an attack this time. A tiger shark—alone, he hoped. Mac hit it with his knife on the left and struck out again with his knife under its belly before it could swim away. 

The wound would bleed and that meant he had to get Mandy away from the tainted water before the sharks near the two crash sites got wind of the fresh blood. The shark circled back around fast. Mac brought his knife down with both hands, nearly losing the blade when the beast swung away. Thank fuck it had decided they were too much trouble because he knew Mandy was panicking. 

Surfacing, he was met with a scream of his name and Mandy jumping on him in relief and dunking him under again. Any other time he’d be happy she seemed to be unable to keep her hands off him. Now, in this mess, he had to pull her frozen hands off and shake her to get her to stop sobbing. She sniffed and he brushed a wet lock of blonde hair off her scared face. The bruise on her cheek looked darker and her lips were turning blue. 

“Don’t you ever—”

Mac cut her off with a quick kiss. “I got him but we need to move now. Get on and don’t argue. Kick if you still can.” She didn’t argue but he saw the fire burning in her eyes. She was pissed off at him. The idea pleased him in ways he couldn’t get, but he found he liked. She let him drag her slight body on his back and he took off at a powerful stroke he knew was limited. The rush of adrenaline from his small fight with the shark still surged through him, though, and he used that to cut through the rough waves. 

Mandy tucked her head into the back of his neck. He felt her giving some good kicks in rhythm with his. The sandy beach she’d spotted was farther than he would have liked, but they made it to the deeper water with some good speed. He unlocked her from his neck and nodded to the shore. 

“Swim just that little bit. The surf should help. Just stay—”

“Close. I will.” She sounded tired. She looked drained, and the quieter Mandy scared him. He’d got used to her fire. They needed shore, a fire, food, and she needed rest. Water. He ticked off all the things they didn’t have and cursed silently. 

Mandy floated on the next big wave and he stayed with her, making certain they were close. A bigger wave came and she easily went under to lessen the impact and bobbed up after, riding the wave with him. 

As impossible as it was, they were going to make it. The cartel was still a problem—they’d not give up easily—but, for now, he had her safe. He worried over who her attacker could be as they rode another wave in, but pushed the concern aside. Whoever the bastard was, he wouldn’t be here. 

If he could get them to some shelter, they might survive this. Maybe tomorrow they could find a town on the island. A rougher wave broke over Mandy and she spluttered up after and got her feet under her. The sandy bottom rose sharply and he stood, helping her stand more securely. The little cove was a half-circle of emerald water, beautiful with lush vegetation and pale white sands. Paradise. He hated it. There were so many possible dangers here—people, snakes, lack of drinking water. Mandy reached the sandy shoreline and sat heavily, her head down, her arms loose between her outstretched legs. She looked exhausted. 

There was no one around. The beach was deserted, the seas the same. Still, something made him nudge her to her feet. “Come on, up.” 

“Mac, please, stop. I’m tired. Give me a minute here to realise you’re not shark bait, or shot up, or crippled, or…anything else that might have happened to you.” 

“Damn, that’s some kind of list.” He grinned, though. That list included anything that might happen to him. She did care. She more than cared. 

He stripped the packs off, tossed his jacket down on a pile of rocks, and unpeeled his T-shirt. She lay down on her back, hands over her eyes looking like a drowned cat.

“If you don’t get up and undress I’ll have to do it.” 

She took one of the hands off her face and glared up at him. “No, you won’t. You just landed in my ‘I like him a lot’ column, don’t move over the ‘what a jerk’ one again.”

“Whoa, sugar.” He chuckled and squatted down next to her. She was catching her breath quickly. He lifted the hand she’d replaced and tilted his head to scan her face quickly. She looked better. At least her lips weren’t as blue and she glared hard enough to make him think she just might follow through with that threat. He wanted in that ‘I like him a lot’ column. “Suit yourself, but I have dry clothes in the pack.” 

“Mac, you were almost shot, nearly eaten by sharks, and I almost died. I’m tired.” 

“That’s a lot of dying,” he teased, wanting her up and finding the only way to do it was to push her into a bit of anger. “Maybe we should celebrate with some naked fun, huh?”

She made a frustrated breath and muttered a low ‘fuck you’ under her breath.

He grinned. He could count on one hand the times she’d said that around him. Now, after surviving an attack—three attacks—jumping out of a ‘copter and swimming to an island, her spunk settled the panic he’d felt since first reading that damned note. 

“You know, that’s all I want to do, right? Then we’ll both feel a hell of a lot better.” 

“I said, fuck you, not me.” 

“Same difference.” He grinned and stood when she groaned at their childhood joke. She always used to say that, drove him nuts, but now he could see why. Silly shit felt damn good. 

“Now, here, drink this at least and here”—he handed her a bottle of water and an energy bar—“not the Ritz, but it’ll work.” 

She sighed heavily and struggled to sit up. “I packed some food too. I hope it’s not all soggy. Sandwiches.” She nodded to her pack near her but didn’t move to reach for it. 

“That’s great, baby. Let me see what’s happened to them after our jump.” 

“Okay,” she sighed, rubbing her hair quickly. Her white tank top did nothing to hide the sharp points of her nipples. 

He rubbed his jaw and heard her snort. She rolled her eyes when she got to her feet, then eyed his hips and gave him a knowing smile He could tell he shocked her with his erection and wasn’t about to explain he was always hard around her again, or that missions sometimes drove him to such a heightened state of arousal he had to jack off until his cock felt numb from all the rubbing. What would it be like, though, to sink into Mandy, feel her arms around him in the heat of such arousal?

“You are one odd man, Mac.” 

A grin tipped her lips, making him suddenly ache to kiss her again. “Sugar, there isn’t a time of day I don’t want you, you’re going to have to get used to it.” 

Instead of cussing him out she took a drink of water, nearly drained the bottle and handed it to him with a grin. “Huh. I’ll have to remember that.” 

Did she realise how close he was to tossing her down and easing the temperature mounting between them? No, she didn’t. He took the bottle, her hand, and her mouth. She smiled against his lips. 

“Damn, you make it hard not to take those pants off your pretty body right now and ease this fire. If I didn’t need to get you to shelter, I’d have you riding my cock right now, Mandy. Ease this ache we both have.” 

“What makes you think I want a ride?” She slid a cold hand down his hot stomach and gripped his erection through his pants. “What if I think too many women have used this little pony for me to want any.” 

“Little? Sugar, if you need me to remind you how big this pony is, keep that up.” 

“I know how big it is. So does every other woman in the western hemisphere.” She let him go and shoved away with that. He heard the hurt in her tone, though, and it pissed him off just like it had at the club. Hadn’t she listened to him then? 

“Mandy, I explained all this earlier. Either you believe me, or you explain why you still hold this kind of pissed off anger.” 

He watched her inhale sharply then, slowly she dropped her head and exhaled heavily. “You’re right, I’m sorry, Mac. It’s just hard, all that time. Time I wasted. It’s all my fault, you know? And I guess—” She broke off and shook her head, not looking up at him again. 

“Guess what, Mandy? Talk to me.” 

She looked up, biting her lip and looking near to tears again. “I saw you with that woman, it’s just hard to readjust my thinking, you know? I’m sorry—”

“Baby, stop saying that. You—” He broke off as a thought occurred to him. How had she known to go to that bar? She’d gone to Snowzie’s, a pretty sleazy place, and she’d gone alone or Lacey would have had his balls on a stake. “Mandy, why did you go to that bar that night?” 

She glanced up, swallowing hard and looking at him with a frightened, anxious expression. 

She didn’t have to say a word. Suddenly all the clues fell into place. The stalker. He’d first begun his sick shit in Florida. He’d called her. This meant he knew Mac. Only a few men had the intel on where that bust was going down. Only the team and a few other, outlying response teams. 

“The bastard, he called you, didn’t he? Told you to go to Snowzie’s.” 

After a silent moment, she nodded miserably, hugging herself tight around her stomach, and shook her head. “I didn’t want you to know. I never wanted you to know.” 

He reached out and tenderly cupped her arm, rubbing along her skin. “Mandy, shit, I need to know all this. All of it. If he’s been after you since Florida, I need to know.” 

“No, he hasn’t contacted me again, not until that note.” 

“What? What do you—?” He shut up, the truth staring him in the face. Three days, three days after the bust, he’d gone home, to Mandy’s house, and she’d been gone. Her stuff missing from the house, only his shit and Rob’s still around. The place had been silent, missing the only thing that made it home. Mandy. 

The attack had happened when she’d left the bar. The bastard had set her up. Called her and somehow lured her to the bar. 

“He called you, didn’t he? Told you I’d be at the bar?” She didn’t respond and he moved closer, feeling like he was nearer a cliff that if he didn’t stop, he’d fall off, but he couldn’t stop, couldn’t still the need to hear her tell him what had happened. He gently tipped her head to look down at her and winced at the pain in her beautiful eyes. “Mandy, I need to know, sugar, I need it.” 

“He pretended to be you, the line had so much static. I believed him. I went—” 

“You thought I called you to come see me with another woman!” 

She shook her head and pressed her hands to his chest, right over his heart. The touch did things to him, made him feel alive, but so full of anger and pain at what had happened to her, he couldn’t breathe properly. 

“No, I mean, yes, at first, but no, I realised it was him right away. You were never cruel to me, just—” She broke off and looked away but he saw the tears. She didn’t have to finish. He knew. He’d just pushed her away. 

He pulled her close, holding her smaller body to his, and tried to battle back the rage. Right now, though, he needed to hear this, then he could work on making sense of it all. “That’s where you were attacked, at the club.” Anger threatened his sanity. He wanted to hit something, kill someone, anyone at this point, but Mandy simply wrapped her arms around his waist and held on tight. 

“Yes. That’s where. It was over fast, and I’ve put that behind me. But you—” She paused and he felt her rough breath and tears wet his chest. 

He’d hurt her more than that bastard. It was over fast. Her attack was over fast, but not what she’d thought he’d done to her.

He’d never forgive himself. “I was inside, dealing with that scumbag, and you were—”

“Don’t, Mac, please, don’t.” 

What could he say? Nothing. Her shoulders were trembling and he knew she was crying again, silently, but crying. It killed him. She was wet, tired, and needed shelter. This island might be deserted, and hell if he knew where they were. He brushed the sand off her and simply held her. 

“Baby, you have my word, I never let that woman touch me. She definitely didn’t go down on me in a bar.” 

“I know that now, Mac, I do. I’m trying. I have no idea why I have to keep remembering you were on a mission, that what I saw wasn’t real,” she sobbed. 

“Baby, you saw what he wanted you to see. He did this, to us, to you.” He broke off and held her tighter, probably too tight. “Did he…?” He swallowed and tried to force the words from his throat. 

“He didn’t rape me, Mac. I swear it,” she cried, holding him tighter. 

He felt her tears and simply held her. He cursed himself for doing this to her, now, of all times. She needed to rest. The attack, the crash, the swim were all catching up to her. The reaction was normal—the shivering and tears—but it still scared the shit out of him. This was Mandy, so easily he could have lost her. She’d proved to be tougher than he’d ever believed. Ever dared hope. Part of him realised that he’d always worried she’d be too fragile for him. She’d practically kicked his ass the past couple of days. He smiled and kissed her throat. “Baby, I believe you. If he had, I’d not think differently of you, you know that, right?” 

She nodded, simply holding him and crying. 

“Just give me a chance to get us out of here, okay? That’s all I ask. Then we’ll deal with this bastard. I can guarantee you he’ll be caught. Absolutely. If he’s on our team, he’s going down. I promise, okay?” 

Still crying softly, she nodded, and let him guide her to sit on a fallen palm tree. He squatted down near her. “You believe me, about that night?” he asked. He had to. This wasn’t the end of this. She thought he’d called her so she could see another woman touch him. The implications of that were deep. Even though she’d said she’d figured out it wasn’t him, at first, when she’d walked into that bar and seen him, she’d thought he’d called her to come and watch him. 

He had more to make amends for than he’d ever dreamt. But first he had to get them some shelter and figure out where they were. 








Chapter Sixteen







This was terrible. Mandy was in bad. Real, real bad. Deep even. Helping Mac cut up some of the banana leaves to make shelter had been bad enough since Mac didn’t put a shirt on, but now, sitting near him, and watching him get the fire going? She couldn’t take her eyes off him. She’d dried, but right now? Her pussy was so wet she was surprised he didn’t smell her. 

Had there ever been a time in her life she’d not loved him? Even when he’d been in that bar, with that woman, she’d loved him. That’s why it had hurt so badly. His betrayal had even dimmed the attack. For months, she had cried herself to sleep, numb inside, over him, not the attempted rape. 

Now? Now he’d eased that hurt. He’d never touched that woman. Never let her go down on him. All those years of nightmares, seeing that woman doing things to Mac she hadn’t had the chance to try, had killed her a little each time. Doubts had filled her until the night they’d spent together had turned from something special into a pity fuck. 

Now the truth was slowly easing away all the reasons she couldn’t have him. Couldn’t trust him. Couldn’t touch him. Now, all she could do was stare at him. 

They were alone. Really alone. And he was hard. Oh, he wasn’t at full erection but he was sporting wood. She could tell. The BDUs were dry now, but the long, thick cylinder bulging under the soft green and brown camo was obvious to anyone looking. And she was looking. 

Mac had been her first, but, out of curiosity, she’d looked up men online. He was far bigger than most of the pictures she had seen. Thick, with a broad rounded head and a ridged shaft that stole her breath away. Just thinking of licking along all the veins of his cock had her creaming her panties. Her blood sizzled through her body. 

Nervously she glanced away from his hips and watched his muscles flex as he worked on the fire. He had amazing arms with strong wrists and large hands. She could see scars she’d not seen before. The scar on his jaw drew her eyes. The jagged cut traced a path through the rough blond stubble on his cheek and on down over the square line of his chin ending up as a white line against his tanned neck. 

He glanced up and scanned her face, dipping quickly to her breasts then back up to her eyes. He’d loved her breasts so well that night, she’d felt him for days afterwards. Both nipples had been so sensitive when she’d showered she’d brought herself to orgasm from simply letting the water hit them while she’d fingered her still tender clit. Heat rushed her cheeks at the memory and she looked down at her hands. 

“What you say we go get some fish for dinner?” 

Mandy rubbed a shaky hand through her sandy hair and tried to get her mind off sex. Sex with Mac. She was dirty, had a gritty feeling all over. The sand in her hair was only part of it—she had sand in places that were going to become a problem soon. He probably knew that. No doubt, he counted on her caving in and stripping for him. Well, what if she wanted him to strip for her? Gathering her courage she met his light eyes and nodded, standing and brushing her hands on her dried BDUs. 

“Sure.” 

“Good ‘cause that’s dinner.” 

Memories from their childhood bubbled to the top. She used to say that over making Mac-n-Cheese. He’d always just smiled and dug into the creamy noodles like he loved them. For once the memories of them didn’t hurt. The burst of the past almost felt good. 

“Not Mac and Mandy Cheese, huh?” That had always been Rob’s joke. She’d glued herself to Mac so often, Rob used to call them that. She’d secretly changed it up to M & M. She had a tattoo with two little candies, one for her, one for Mac on her left hip, hidden even under her bikini bottoms. Mac had never seen it, or if he had, he’d not realised what those two little candies meant. 

Mandy fought a rush of new tears at the thought and smiled up at him. 

Mac’s grin grew, and he seemed to relax for the first time since they’d landed on this island. “Naw, but I loved that stuff.” 

They began walking, Mac in front, her almost at his side. “Still?” 

“Shit’s the bomb.” He pushed a banana leaf out of the path he was making and shrugged a big, tanned shoulder. He had more tattoos now. Ones so light against his darkly tanned skin she’d need time to trace all the intricate patterns. Would she have time to trace them all? 

She jumped up onto a fallen tree and grabbed his offered hand to make it through the next obstacle. His hand was calloused, rough in ways she knew could bring pleasure like she’d never known existed before him. 

“You’re a nut.”

“Case,” he retorted and turned, suddenly pulling her up against his bare chest with both arms before letting her down with a crooked grin. Her breath caught. “For you, sugar.”

“When are you going to stop playing coy? Strip for me.” 

Mandy laughed. Mac acted as if they were on a vacation, not running for their lives and now stuck on some island. It might look like paradise, but she knew they were in danger still. Heck, she’d just jumped out of a helicopter—a Black Hawk—and survived. This was serious, but watching Mac, seeing him lower his defences, his soldier attitude, she felt safe. Maybe that was insane, but it was true. Maybe she should simply take what she could, when she had it, and think about tomorrow—tomorrow. 

“You are a nutcase. Seriously, besides—” She hesitated only a second, then before she could chicken out, she said, “I think you should strip for me.” 

One dark eyebrow lifted at her suggestion and his lips quirked up in a half smile. He set her down until her feet touched the ground and kissed her deeply. He tasted like sunshine—warm and so delicious she had to hold in the moan that threatened to break free. She drew her hands over his hot, firm chest, savouring the feel of his skin once again beneath her hands. He was so big, so hard, and strong. Her fingers found the small rise of muscle along his shoulders and she followed the bulge up to his neck. She traced over the scar there and blinked back tears at the feel of the raised tissue. 

Mac tightened his arms around her and slid his tongue more insistently along hers, bold and demanding. He’d been that way, at least that night. He’d demanded responses from her. She gave herself to him now, trying not to think of the woman and the bar, or any of the other women he’d been with since. 

“Damn,” he breathed along her jaw, causing minor tremors down her spine and up along her sides and breasts. It was like he was kissing her there, brushing those warm lips along every inch of her. He brought his mouth back quickly, taking her in an open-mouthed, hot kiss. Her body tingled. She needed more.

Suddenly he broke the kiss and breathlessly stepped back, big blunt hands on his belt. Her stomach did a nosedive. He unbuckled and drew the belt open, reaching the buttons of his BDUs and unbuttoning two so quickly the fabric covering his erection bulged up and over. She glanced up his tight body to his face and swallowed hard. He quirked his lips and gave her a teasing look. The brat. 

Two could play. He’d been teasing her with sexy looks and kisses since she arrived. Just thinking of the way he’d made her come in her room brought a rush of lust through her system. 

“Slow down, make it count,” she whispered, hiding her smile when he looked shocked. She eased her tank top off very slowly over her stomach and inched it up the rise of her breasts and over her head. Holding it with two fingers, she met his hungry gaze and tossed the fabric over her shoulder. 

Mac just might break his hands from clenching them so tightly, she thought. Mandy could see the white of his knuckles and, all along his lean arms and rounded biceps, his body tightened. Even his pectorals hardened. She loved his chest. He wasn’t a fake strong man—a body builder type with muscles for no reason—Mac had hard, manmade weapons of war muscles. Sleek, ripped, with the supple energy to kill with just his body. To have all that power centred on her, on her pleasure, turned her on so badly she felt like melting every time she caught him staring at her like he was now. Hot. Needy. 

“You get naked and I’m not letting you up for air until we both fuck our brains out.” 

The shock of hearing those husky, dirty words with birds calling overhead and the surf hitting the beach, while the wind blew hot against her naked flesh, made her nipples harden under her lacy bra. Playing it cool, she shrugged as if that was great. Heck, it wasn’t—it was fantastic! 

“Sounds good to me.” 

He lunged for her. The move made her scream and try to race off even though she wanted him. He caught her within one step and pulled her back into hot, muscled skin. 

“Sounds good to you?” he husked against her throat. 

A thrill shot through her at the hard length of his erection butting up against her ass. Mac seemed to feel the same way. He groaned heavily into her hair before he began pressing hot, wet kisses along her shoulder blade. His hands were everywhere, cupping and caressing every inch he could reach. The rough abrasion of his unshaved jaw teased her, filling her with images of him between her spread thighs, tonguing her so deeply she knew she’d orgasm until she couldn’t any longer. She had before. 

Suddenly he tightened his fingers on the front of her thighs, and brought her ass tight to his erection with a low growl into her ear, “I’ve dreamt of this ass, sugar.” 

Mac’s hot breath hit the sensitive spot behind her ear and drove her wild, but he knew that—he’d done the same thing to her that one night they’d had in each other’s arms. Using his hands on her hips, she pushed back and rubbed along his body. His cock pointed straight up, the thickness of it so hard she just knew the move would bring out a rough sound from him. It did. He also bit down on her shoulder where it met her neck. Her pussy contracted and blossomed with a rush of wetness as he rubbed his hips to her ass and brought his warm hands up along her stomach and ribs until he stopped right under her breasts. Oh, she was going to love this. And not regret it. 

Once more, Mac took his lips away but he didn’t stay gone long. He sucked along her shoulder, brushing his hands up and down her stomach in a caress that made her breathless. She wanted his hands on her breasts, his mouth sucking the nipples as he filled her, but he stopped just shy of them each time. 

“Why the sudden change, scaredy cat?”

The words didn’t make sense past the arousal simmering through her system. She reached back and cupped her palm along his jaw. “You’ve been threatening me, teasing me, and driving me insane with this since you first saw me. We almost died. You’re hard. I’m horny. Why not now?” 

He dumped her on her feet and spun her around so quick she stumbled. “What did you say?” he demanded. 

Shocked, Mandy jerked from his hands, or tried to, but he held on tight, not hurting her wrists but holding her hard enough that she couldn’t break free. His expression was furious. The green in his hazel eyes was darker with…anger…at her? 

It took a moment for her lust-filled thoughts to make sense of that. He was pissed off at her for saying she wanted sex when all he’d been saying since she’d laid eyes on him again was how he wanted to get inside her. Was she somehow not to say what she wanted? She didn’t think so. This was an equal opportunity event, not a poor little virgin to the manly SEAL. 

“What?” She pointed at him with her chin to indicate his too tight cargos. “I can’t tell you what I want? You’ve not made it secret what you want. We’re adults. We want to have sex.” 

Mac’s hazel eyes darkened to something that was truly frightening. He dragged her up to his face, both hands tight on her upper arms. “Baby, we’re adults, but this will never be about wanting a quick fuck. I don’t know what the hell you’ve been doing the past five years, but that shit stops here.” 

He glared down at her for an intense moment then stood back, dropping her wrists, and turned away. He waved an arm towards their small camp. “Go back to camp. I’ll get dinner alone.” 

Mandy watched him, stunned, confused, and aching. Mac’s sexy muscled back tightened as he parted the jungle and left her. She blinked. What had she been doing the past five years? Sleeping alone, that’s what she’d been doing. Why now, when she wanted to feel him, did he freak at her for saying plainly she wanted him? Was she supposed to say, fuck her? Or maybe not let him up for air? 

The double standard hit her like a slap of reality. 

Was she supposed to be his little woman? Prim and proper until he wanted dirty, then have sex with him wherever he wanted? 

He’d changed. He was harder, more focused, more serious. 

And more confusing. Or not. 

He’d always pulled her close and pushed her away. Was that the way it was going to be, still? What did he want that she just didn’t seem to have? 

She cut the thought off, too confused to focus on anything, let alone Mac. 

The man was insane. 



I’m insane.


Mandy was right there, in his arms, ready for him like a wet dream, and he’d got his head all screwed up thinking she’d been with other men. She wanted to have sex with him. Sex. Fuck. He wanted to make love to her, not have sex with her. 

Damn woman. 

She’d been aggressive. Even challenging him. 

Where had the girl gone who’d watched him in half fear, half shock when he’d taken his jeans off and revealed his dick that first time?

Obviously, she’d seen a bit more of the world. 

He speared down into the shallow water and finally nailed another fish. He bent and retrieved it, being careful of its sharp spines. A second later it landed next to the other two on the banana leaf he’d set on a rocky outcrop. Glancing at the sun fast approaching the line of the ocean he waded a bit farther out in the bay’s warm waters. 

She’d wanted him and he’d been so damn hard he could have broken through his BDUs with very little effort. And he’d left her. Hot. Probably wet. Probably? He knew she’d been wet. He remembered how wet she’d been last night. She’d drenched his fingers at the hotel room. When he’d made love to her that first time, she’d coated his cock. 

“Fuck!” 

Was there a way to get his head on straight? Not when Mandy was horny. Not when they were out here alone. She was horny. She’d said she was horny. 

He squeezed his eyes shut and exhaled through his nose. Had he ever seen anything as hot as Mandy stripping off that tank top? Teasing him? Telling him to strip for her? Hell no. And, damn it, he wanted her demands. He’d dreamt over the past five years of bringing her out of her shyness and into her sexual maturity. She’d be a wildcat, he’d thought. But now, once she was a wildcat, for him, what did he do? Let the idea of other men teaching her to be wild turn him into a jealous, stupid bastard. 

Mac tossed the spear downward, missing a silver striped fish, and stopped to wipe the sweat from his eyes. The sun was still strong along the horizon, but it would be night soon. He’d have to go back to their camp. 

He’d fucked up. 

Why? He smacked his forehead. He knew why, because he’d been celibate the last five years thinking of her. And before her? He’d fucked around but every single woman had been a replacement fuck for her. He’d always felt like shit afterward because none of them were her. 

So why was he out here? Because jealousy was tearing his guts to shreds. She’d let another man touch her. Maybe even more than one. She was beautiful, and clearly eager to have him. Any man would kill to have her. Someone had—

He froze with the spear up. Some women grew more promiscuous after being raped. They had it taken, so why not give it out? He’d heard that from women before, even. Was that it? 

Fuck. He had no idea. 

He took a deep calming breath and let the spear fall to his side. They had enough fish. He’d had enough time. He’d simply have to tell her that there was no fucking, no sex with him. It was him, making love to her, or it ended here. Either she was his, or she wasn’t. He stopped halfway to the beach. 

No way, he wasn’t accepting defeat like this. He had her now. All he had to do was convince her that he was worth spending the rest of her life with. His chest felt like someone had tightened a band around his lungs, making it hard to breath. What if she didn’t think he was worth it?

 She’d thought he’d cheated on her—for five years she’d thought he’d called her to a bar to see him cheat on her. How fucked up was that? After thinking such a stupid thing of him, how could he blame her for sleeping around? He might have too, if he’d thought she’d left him for another man. And called him to rub his damn nose in it. 

“Mac?” 

He twisted around and spotted her on the shore. She waved tentatively when he saw her and that band around his chest loosened. She looked so damn beautiful. He met her halfway. She looked serious, and a bit hesitant. He’d been angry. Had he frightened her? Feeling worse, he opened his mouth but she cut him off. 

“I’m sorry.” 

“Fuck, you have nothing to be—”

“No, listen. I don’t just want sex, Mac. If that’s what you thought?” She shrugged a shoulder and gave him a look he remembered, a look like he’d made her do something she didn’t really want to do. “But I do want to be able to say what I want, when I want it. If you don’t want that, you need to tell me. I can’t be whatever it is you want me to be, I guess, but I—”

“Mandy, baby I want your demands, I just, fuck, I just screwed things up, didn’t I?”

She bit her lip, but shook her head. 

“I thought it would make it easier, you know, on you. And me,” she whispered, then said even quieter, “When, you know, you, well, leave again.” 

It took a second for her words to penetrate and less time for him to haul her up into his arms until her feet didn’t touch the ground. She wrapped her legs around his waist with a surprised ‘oh’, and looped her arms around his neck automatically and stared down at him in shock. 

“Mac!” 

He rested his head against her chest and inhaled her sweet scent. Nothing smelt like Mandy. Even just out of the ocean, she smelt soft and warm, sweet. “Sugar, I’m not leaving. Say it after me,” he said, lifting his head to watch her face. 

She smiled and gently bumped their foreheads. “Are you sure?” 

“Mandy, listen to me.” He hitched her up higher in his arms by her lush ass and concentrated on making this right. She was offering him a chance. Mandy didn’t come clean often, especially if she thought she’d expose a weakness. She’d done that for him, exposed her fear, an idiot fear of him wanting something she wasn’t, but still she’d revealed a lot. He could only do the same for her. 

“I told you I rushed things that night, but what I didn’t say was I’d waited for you forever and couldn’t let another day go by without making you mine.” 

He watched her grey eyes shimmer with unshed tears and pressed a kiss to the corner of her lips. 

“Shhh, sugar, hear me out. Things should have waited.” He tightened his arms on her when she shook her head silently. “Mandy, you were only twenty. I should have waited. No”—he pressed a kiss to her lips when she opened in protest. He looked deep into her eyes, marvelling at how the darker browns looked like shards of amber against the lighter grey of her eyes. 

She grimaced and caressed his jaw over his scar, blinking back the tears. 

“I was pissed off at myself, not you. Just like I was earlier. I have no right to demand forever from you now. But I want it. I want more, sugar. I—” He broke off and struggled to say what he really meant. He simply shook his head. There was nothing for him if not her. “I need more.” He needed her. He needed her like he needed oxygen. 

She softened in his arms, and rested her head back down on his, running her soft hands over his jaw and into his hair. She looked deep into his eyes for so long that he thought she had to see how much he loved her. Soon, when he got them out of this shit, he was telling her. 

“I need more, too,” she whispered the words, but he felt them deep inside, like she’d hit a tuning fork against his soul. 

It was the bravest thing she’d ever said to him, he realised. She trembled a little when she spoke and he caught the quiver of her lips against his. She still didn’t trust him completely and he wanted to beat the hell out of her stepdad all over again. Sarge had done this to her, made her insecure of others’ feelings. But her stepdad hadn’t been the only one. He knew, now, that he’d done the rest.

“I won’t let you down again, Mandy.” He’d be there for her, right by her, for the rest of his time on this fucked-up earth. 

“You never let me down, Mac—”

“I did. I said things that night I never should have and look what happened. Five years of missing you.” 

Mandy rubbed her cheek to his. Had anything ever felt so perfect?


“You missed me?”

“I did. Drove the men nuts looking for you.” Mac grinned and kissed her jaw.

“You did?” She sounded happy about that so he gave her more. 

“Yeah, beat the shit out of Larry ‘cause he was supposed to be watching you.” 

“Mac! You did not!” 

Mac had had enough. He was in pain. His body was tight, harder than hell and he needed to feel her in his arms. He kissed her, pulling her hips down at the same time so she could feel his erection against her pussy, and he covered her mouth with all the pent-up lust simmering in his veins. She responded with a soft exhalation against his face and thrust her eager tongue along his. He winced, so hot for her the mere pressure of that pink little tongue had his brain popping with images of her on her knees sucking the pain right out of his cock. She tasted perfect, felt so sweet in his arms that he shoved his hands inside the back of her pants and gripped her bare, rounded ass. 

“Mac!” she cried. “We have too many clothes on.” 

“Yeah. Damn, sugar, I need you.” He set her down then quickly pulled her top back off. He threw it over his shoulder and immediately filled his hands with her rounded breasts. She wore a lacy bra that revealed the hard points of her nipples poking up for attention. “No more bikinis unless I’m right there with you. Damn, you kill me,” he growled, loving it when she laughed and tugged at his belt. She got it open but not before he had the buttons on her pants pulled free and the fabric shoved down past her matching white lace panties. She laughed and nearly fell trying to kick them off but she managed to keep her lips mashed to his and slip her warm fingers inside his boxers to his erection. It felt incredible. Holy hell, five years of jacking off and he could feel his body surging up ready to blow just from her warm grip. She used both of her soft hands to stroke around the swollen head and down the stalk with the perfect amount of pressure. Had he ever been so hard? He felt like his dick weighed a ton. 

Their lips broke apart when she cupped his balls. She did something with her fingers and he came up for air with a husky groan. 

“Son of a—”

“More kisses, less swearing,” she whispered and sucked his bottom lip into her mouth. 

He peeled her panties off and managed to unleash her breasts from the bra in no time flat. A second later he cupped two perfect globes of flesh in his palms. The lush tops spilled over his hands and he dived down, sucking one tight nipple in his mouth. She gasped above him and stroked his cock with tight, long passes he instantly loved. On a downward pass she did that thing with his balls and broke free to groan into the valley he had made of her breasts.

“Damn, baby, do that again. Ah, God, just like that. Cup my balls, that’s so fucking right.” 

She shivered and did what he said while he rose up to take a hot kiss from her wet lips. Her breasts pressed against his chest while he touched every inch of her he could reach. “So big, God, how did you fit inside me?”

“Ah, baby, we’re going to find out, eh?” 

He pulled her hands free and picked her up, kicking his pants off and released her mouth from his long enough to scan the area. A rocky shelf not ten feet away and half in the water made him groan in relief. “I’m going to eat you out on that rock, baby, then we’re going to see about fitting ‘cause I’m near to blowing just from that hand of yours.” 

“Oh, God, Mac, talk dirty to me.” 

“Shit, you’re going to make me come with those sexy demands.” He laughed and choked on his words, meeting her grey eyes and recognising the happiness bursting from her. He felt the same. “I’ll do more than talk dirty to you, Mandy. You remember how good it was, how wet you get from my mouth? I’m dining on that sugar-coated pussy now, baby.” 

“Oh, Mac, I want to taste you too.” 

He nearly dropped her on the rock and barely caught a fist around his erection to stop the immediate rush to orgasm at the thought of her mouth on him. The fantasy of her pink lips spreading wide to take him in had kept him sleepless for five years. “Holy—we’re doing that. Damn, I might need your mouth on my cock daily.” 

“Mmm, think you deserve that much sugar, huh?” She went back on her elbows and lifted one leg to rub her small foot along his shaft. “You’re pretty wide, think I can manage you?” 

He wasn’t small. He had some girth that made him nearly have a heart attack the first time he’d fucked her for fear of harming her. But he wanted to see her suck him, take him in her mouth, and drive him wild. She would too. She was now. 

“I guess you’ll have to practise—”

“‘Cause practice makes perfect, huh?” She laughed lightly and sat up to kiss him again. 

“Hell, yeah, haven’t I always told you that? Now, spread those pretty thighs for me. Let me see you. All of you.” 

Surprising him, Mandy slowly eased back, hot as hell on her elbows, and lifted one foot up on the smooth rocky ledge, letting her knee fall to the side. Sexy didn’t even begin to describe her, he thought. She was liquid gold, desirable beyond words. He sucked in a lungful of air and held it at the image she presented. Jesus, she was gorgeous. She had a tiny, pink pussy with the smallest, most amazing lips, thin, lush, and erotic. 

“Holy fuck, Mandy.” He squeezed his eyes shut and tightened his control. It was that or drop a nut on the spot. “Jesus.” Slowly he got the tension to blow back under wraps and opened his eyes to her again. 

She blushed, but she reached up with her foot again and rubbed it up his stomach to his chest playfully. “You like?” 

Like? Like wasn’t even in the realm of what seeing her did to him. She was his. This was his woman, spread for him, eager for him. “Damn, baby, you’re so beautiful. I love your pussy.” 

Laughing she shook her head and wrinkled her nose. “You’re crazy.” 

He got down on his knees and kissed the inside of her slender legs, breathing her in. Sweet, sugary Mandy. “For you, only for you.” 

He caressed a hand up her knee to her inner thigh, loving how her breathing caught and started again. Her flat stomach tightened, and her mound flushed slightly. “You’re bare.” 

“Mmm, hum…”

“How long?” He was such a jealous bastard. 

Mandy opened her eyes and he nearly bit her she looked so damn sexy, hot, aroused and ready for so much. 

“I got lasered. For you. When you left. It was…”

The jealousy eating at his gut disappeared. “Something you thought I’d want.” 

He saw that now, saw it perfectly. He’d teased her with it, but, truth was, he’d loved her blonde curls. He loved her now too, though. Bare and so smooth. 

“It’s damn beautiful, but so were your curls, sugar.” He parted her with his fingers, being careful to be gentle. His heart beat hard enough that it felt like it was hitting his ribs. She watched him shyly, nervous but also as turned on as he was. By his words, he thought. 

“Bare, and so fucking hot, look at you.” She had the most beautiful pussy and ass. She was naturally creamy skinned and tanned to an amazing darker cream. Her tan lines were barely there, string marks around her hips and a lighter triangle where her womanly curves waited for him. Like a beacon, it drew him until he had to slide a kiss down the inside of her knee, past her lean thigh and on to the soft flesh on the inside crease where her leg met her plumpness. 

Mandy moaned softly, reached down to touch the back of his head, and left her hand there to tug at his hair. That was all the encouragement he needed. Her sweet scent intoxicated him and he leaned in, pressing an open-mouthed kiss right over the glistening, delicate flesh. 

Sweet, liquid silk met his lips. Her taste rocked him, the memory of her nothing compared to the reality of having her addictive flavour on his tongue. He couldn’t stop, couldn’t linger, too far gone to do more than drive her quickly to the edge. 

Above him, Mandy arched her back and pressed her hips towards his fingers. He smiled at how eager she was for this. She was so hot, so his. Her shyness had melted, and he tightened his hands on her legs, realising she was watching him hungrily. Her eyes were bright with arousal, her breath hard and fast. Each exhalation made her breasts quiver and drove him crazy to have her. 

He’d made her orgasm that night from sucking on her breasts and fingering her. She’d cried out so sweetly, completely overcome with her first experience of pleasure. Now she focused on him, her grey eyes making him hotter. 

“Are you touching yourself?” 

He nodded at her whispered question. “Damn right. If you’re a good girl, I’ll let you watch, later. Much fucking later.” 

Mandy bit her lip and pressed into his hand. “Oh yeah, I want that. Later? Now. Now, Mac, I want you.” 

Instead of answering, because Mac simply couldn’t, he found her little clit and circled it with his tongue, thrusting one finger slowly, carefully inside. His body hardened until he felt like he couldn’t take one minute more without driving in where his finger explored. She was soft, so soft and warm. And tight. He groaned into her flesh, and stroked himself harder. She cried out when he pursed his lips over the tight bud and flicked his tongue over it while he thrust into her in time to his own strokes. She fell back on the rocky shelf and he groaned again as her breasts bounced. He wanted to fuck her there, between both lush mounds. She’d love it, he knew that now, knew by some insane instinct that the time apart had only made them that much more desperate for each other. 

She wrapped a slender leg around his head and moaned again. The sound hit him hard. His cock felt harder than it’d ever been in his life. Carefully he entered her with two fingers, pumping harder, faster, while he suckled lightly. 

“Mac, oh, yes, yes, yes, don’t stop, don’t—”

Mandy’s cry ended on a soft wail and her slim thighs trembled against his jaw. Her body tightened on his fingers. In his hand, his shaft flooded, his balls drew up and he had just enough sense to soften his attack on her delicate body as he shot his load. Deep, hard spurts that felt dragged from his toes spilled over his hand, increasing the pleasure to an incredible degree. A long, deep groan broke past his lips as he desperately fought to stay upright. The intensity of the pleasure hadn’t stopped before he rose up, took her mouth with his, and positioned himself. One slow thrust of his hips and his erection slid along her wetness. 

“Baby, look at me,” he ordered. He needed this. Needed to see her as he made them one. Some instinct drove him to nudge her with his head, kissing her mouth to get her to look at him. When she did, Mac straightened his arms, holding himself up above her to stare down at her flushed face. Mandy reached up and cupped his jaw. 

“More, oh, God, I need to feel you, Mac, I’ve forgotten how. Make me feel again,” she whispered.

“Ah, God, baby.” He nudged her body, still ready to fuck for hours. He’d just come so hard he still shivered from the orgasm but the urge to pin her down and plunge into her beat at him. Instead of giving in, he positioned himself by touch, and slowly, carefully pressed forward watching her closely as he slipped inside her wet entrance. Her eyes widened, but her gaze stayed steady and needy on his. Edging farther inside, he grimaced at the tight grip her body had on him. She was so small, but so silky wet he eased in bit by bit. She arched up so her breasts trembled under him and angled her hips so he could go deeper. Unable to pass up the chance to taste her, he bent and caught a nipple, drawing on it hungrily. 

“Oh, yes, Mac, more, please, more.” 

He guided his hips back, then harder forward, slowly back then inside her with more power on the next pass. She moaned, and under his lips her nipple tightened to a hard, luscious point. She gripped his wrists tight, holding him as if he might go away. His heart felt near to bursting but he kept up the slow steady invasion until with a sudden harder moan she surged her hips down when he thrust up. The first full feel of her nearly had him spilling. His back jerked tight. Under him, she cried out, not from pain, but from another orgasm. 

Ghost light fingers raced down his spine as he watched her through the pleasure she experienced. She was so beautiful, he bent down until their bodies were meshed together, breast to chest, and took her mouth in a desperate kiss as he started to take her the way he needed to. After only two firm, hard lunges he began to feel the rush to orgasm and fought it, trying to make this last. Mandy cried out his name and dug her nails into his shoulders.

“God, yeah, yeah, baby, that’s it. Give it to me. Give it to me.” 

“Mac, oh, God.” 

“So tight, you’re killing me here. So damn good, that’s it, that’s it.” He pinned her arms tight to the rock so he could ravish her neck and jaw with his mouth, kissing and biting as he became more frantic and out of control. 

“Yes, yes, like that! Mac, oh please, please.” 

“Please what, baby? You want me harder?” He smacked his hips against her once and she cried out, her body beginning to tremble again. 

“Mac!” 

Her cry was all the permission he needed. 

Mac let go and surged inside her until his balls pressed tight to her tender flesh. His mind flooded with her, the taste, smell, sound of her, the feel of her body surrounding him as he possessed her in turn. He lost his control and frantically reached for the pleasure tightening along his spine and shivering down his ass to grip his balls. Her pussy constricted around every inch of his cock, milking him in another orgasm. 

“Yes, oh, please, please, Mac.” 

That was it, he felt the edge rush up and slam into him. He called out her name and gave her everything he had. His hands tightened on the rounded curves of her hips, as he sought the lush cushion of her breasts so he could draw madly at the soft flesh. His body jerked and he released inside her as deep as he could get. 

Slowly the sound of the surf and Mandy’s caresses registered over the languid feeling of every muscle in his body turning to mush. 

“Ah, damn, sugar.” Mac lifted up, feeling weak, and looked down at her face. Her face was flushed and her pretty eyes flared when their gazes met. When she slid her hand over his chest, and up to where his knife scar ran along his jaw, he thought his heart might grow too big for his chest. 

“This scares me, Mac.” 

Mac knew she meant the old wound, but he tried to tease her, feeling as if he might fall apart on her if he didn’t. She had him in knots. So damn sweet, warm, and all his, finally. He laughed, not missing how she bit her lip at the sensation of his body flexing inside hers. “You scare me too, baby. I’m nearly drained, but one more round, huh?” 

With a little gasp, she burst out in a laugh and shook her head. “I scare you? I doubt it, babe. But this, though”—she turned serious, but the little devil wrapped her legs around his hips, locking her feet above his ass like she was more than happy to have him inside her—“this scares me. I don’t want you doing this anymore, Mac. This fighting.”

He turned serious at her words. “Let me get us out of this mess, and all that is done. I’m yours, sugar. No more war, no more fights, okay?” 

She jerked her gaze up from where she’d been watching her hands lingering over his chest. “Do you mean that, Mac?”

He wanted to tell her he was here, with her forever, but his blood was pumping straight to his growing erection and even though he’d come harder than he had in his life—twice now—the desperation to take her again dug claws into his gut. He pressed deeper and cupped both of her lush, pink-tipped breasts together, making that valley he wanted to dive into and never leave. “Trust me, baby. You want round three?” 

“Oh…round three. I like,” she moaned. 

Mac pulled out until he rested against her wet entrance, then flexed his ass to drive back in, in one slow, heavy glide. 

“Oh, God yes, Mac!” 

“Tell me, are you sure? Tell me, Mandy.” He bent down and nipped at her breast.

She dug her nails into his shoulders and arched her back to drive him deeper. “Oh, yes, I like round three.” 

God, could this be real? 

Mandy pulled him up from her breasts and panted into his mouth before kissing him so passionately he let go of everything but loving her. 








Chapter Seventeen







Mandy brushed her hands off. The sand seemed to find its way onto everything. Mac didn’t seem to mind. Dressed in just his pants, bare-chested and barefoot, he seemed completely at ease. She watched him wrap their leftover fish in a big banana leaf. He looked so serious. He made it look like a folded package, all ready for a stamp to make it to the post office on time. The man was meticulous. Her body knew that. Every inch of her had been under his hungry mouth, touched and caressed by his amazing hands, and tingled still from the hours of lovemaking. Just thinking about it made her grow shaky with need. 

Watching him, she still couldn’t believe the way he’d made love to her. Aggressively. He’d not held anything back, but then neither had she. It was as if the years apart had made them starved for each other. 

Or maybe several near death experiences. 

The thought sobered her. 

Mac glanced over, checking in like he’d been doing since they’d walked back to their camp. With a grin, he stood to put the fish in the tree near their packs. They’d constructed a small wind barrier of more leaves to keep the cool breeze off them during the night. 

“That should do it.” He turned to her and immediately pulled her into his arms for a kiss. He was gentle with her, careful no doubt because they’d been kissing for hours, and making love for just as long. Her entire body felt his possession, all the way down to her toes. Her pussy was tender in that way she could now remember. He’d been careful the third time, but each stroke had felt so good she had urged him on until, with a thrill she still felt, he had returned to those frantic, desperate stokes that brought their bodies together with firm, hard slaps of flesh on flesh. 

She loved that. How deeply she could trigger him to turn from careful lover to madman. 

“You okay?” 

“I’m good, Mac. Very, very, very good.” 

He watched her face closely and finally kissed the side of her mouth. “Yeah? I think you might be a little bad,” he husked, and suddenly swatted her on the ass, gripping her butt after and sighing into her throat. “You make me crazy sitting there in only my shirt with my cum all over you.” 

“Oh, God, that is bad,” she whispered, secretly fighting a rush of lust at the hot little spank and dirty words. They’d bathed in the ocean, but she could still smell him on her skin. 

Mac surprised her by picking her up then, and walking over to where they’d made a bed out of leaves. He carried her as if she might break. His expression was so serious she simply let him settle her down, and curl around her after, even pulling her to his chest. 

“Comfortable?”

Mandy nodded against his bare skin. He was so warm. “Tell me about the scar, Mac.” 

He sighed heavily and started caressing her arm. The sounds of nature filled the evening, the surf still echoed in her ears and the light breeze felt cool against her skin. “I got it in a fight in South America. We were on a rescue—one of our own had been taken—and the mission went south.” 

She paused from rubbing his firm chest. The mission went south? He meant he’d nearly died. 

Mac covered her hand with his and brought it to his lips, brushing a gentle kiss to her fingers. 

“One inch lower and he might have succeeded in ending things.” 

Her throat tightened. He spoke so nonchalantly, as if it were no big deal that he had almost died. “Things? You mean your life, don’t you?” 

Mac brushed another kiss to her fingers and exhaled, sounding tired. He had to be after the day they’d had. They had slept in a secure room at the base after the attack at the hotel, but she knew Mac, he hadn’t slept. She had barely dozed on the hard cot. When he’d woken her before dawn, she’d felt as if she’d just closed her eyes. 

“Yeah, it was close. Things were messed up on that mission,” he murmured.

“How long ago?” she asked, already having a feeling she’d not like his answer. 

Mac stayed silent but took pains to thread their fingers together slowly. He’d changed so much it was hard to grasp all the changes. The touching. He’d always stayed away from her physically. Rob had always hugged her, let her hold his hand, and simply been there for her. Mac had been there, but always apart. She remembered how Mac had shown up at the house to tell her Rob had died. She hadn’t seen him in six months. For the first time since she’d been fifteen and starry-eyed over him, he’d pulled her in his arms and held her. They’d curled up on her couch, after she’d cried her eyes out, and he’d simply held her. Just like this, she realised.

“Mac?” She shifted and got her hip more comfortable in the bed of sand and banana leaves. He was silent for so long she thought he wouldn’t answer, but finally his chest rose higher with his inhale then he exhaled heavily. 

“Five years, give or take.” 

“When I left.” 

A fresh wash of tears filled her eyes, stinging her throat and blurring the area around them at his silence. He wasn’t telling her everything. Things had been messed up, he’d said. But she knew, deep down where it mattered, she knew he meant her leaving had hurt him. Mandy sat up and sniffed back the tears with difficulty. Mac jerked upright and opened his mouth, concern clear on his handsome face. 

“I didn’t know. I never did. I thought I was in the way. I thought you slept with me that night because we’d both lost Rob. I thought you simply gave me what I wanted and didn’t know how to come home, to tell me that what we had wasn’t anything.” 

She shuddered at the truth in her words, fearing her honesty more than anything else they had gone through. 

He tried to hush her, he’d always hated her tears, but she held up a hand and continued, “I never meant to hurt you. If I had thought, even for a moment, that you wanted me—” Her voice broke and she reached up to put a finger over his lips to keep him quiet. “No, let me finish. I wouldn’t have left. No matter what else you think, Mac, you have to believe that.” 

She knew Mac. She knew things about him he didn’t realise. A boy, fifteen on his own, and suddenly showing up to help her in the middle of a thunderstorm like some knight in shining armour? She knew Mac would never have left his home on his own, someone had made him. Or else he’d been protecting someone by leaving. Either way, someone had hurt him enough for him to put high, tight walls around his heart. He cared. When he cared, he cared deeply. Whoever his mother had been, Mandy wished she could kick her ass for hurting him like that. But she’d done the same, hadn’t she? From his point of view, she’d left him. 

It hurt. It hurt deeply to know she’d caused him pain. “I thought you wanted out, so I gave you an out.” 

He reached out slowly and brushed her hair out of her eyes, tucking it back behind her ear. 

“I know, sugar.” The sharp angles of his face appeared pinched with pain. He needed to shave. The rough stubble darkened his square jaw, making his expression harder, tougher to read. But she saw the truth there. “I know that. You’re here now, though, and Mandy, sugar, that’s all I ever wanted, even if I was too dumb-ass to show you that.” 

“Mac, don’t say such things about yourself. You’re a hero, a hero,” she whispered, her voice breaking. 

“Mandy, damn, you’re killing me,” he said gently. 

She closed her eyes, blocking his concerned look. She’d loved him for so long. Hopelessly. When she looked again, he was still waiting and watching her silently. 

“I’ll get us out of this. You know that, don’t you? You believe me, right?” He gave her his crooked grin and leaned in to kiss her nose. “You used to believe everything I told you.” He tugged a curl reminding her silently how he’d once told her if she put green Jell-O on her hair, it would make it straighten out. She’d walked around with pale green curls for a week. 

She laughed softly at the memory. Carefully, she reached up and traced her fingers over his full bottom lip. Without asking, she brushed her mouth tenderly against his. Just a light press of her lips to his but it was enough. He rubbed his thumbs along the column of her throat in a light massage and opened for her with a warmth she fell into willingly. Mac, solid and alive, safe and powerful in her arms, was more than she’d ever dreamt. He let her control the kiss until, with a groan, he wrapped her up in his arms, so she rested against his chest. 

He broke away with a slow, deliberate casualness. She sucked on his bottom lip, not willing to let him go so easily. His hands rubbed down her back deliciously but he breathed gustily against her neck as soon as she released his lip. “Baby, you’re making me hard as stone, here.” 

“Mmm, I like hard.” 

He laughed against her skin, brushing his lips over her throat as he massaged her back. “Just give me some time to get us out of here and I’m going to show you every day how hard I get for you, okay?” 

“Do we have time?” 

With a low groan, he pulled up and stared down at her. He looked flushed and frustrated. She did that. Made him hard and sexy hot. A thrill raced up her body at the power in that ability. 

“Come here.” He pulled her closer, arranging her the way they’d first lain down, her arm over his chest and her leg between his thighs. His arm snaked around her waist and drew her closer. 

“Well? Do we?” she asked when he didn’t say more. 

“Yes.” 

She sighed and snuggled closer to his warmth. Mac the Navy SEAL had returned. He had this way of getting hard, tough, and in control. When he made love like he did today, it was wicked sexy. The sand was harder than she’d imagined and it was getting into places that were going to be a pain, but Mac was here with her. And he was just as sandy, she was certain. 

“Yes? And? More, please.” 

He chuckled and brushed a kiss to the nape of her neck. 

“I like that when you say more.” 

She laughed with him, caressing the tight muscles of his arms. “Mac, are we safe here? I mean, what about the cartel? Won’t they know where their men went down? Do our men know where we went down?” 

“We can’t count on the men, they might not know the ‘copter went down, but if they do, they’ll send someone. Both will. We bought ourselves a night. In the morning, we have to find out where we landed and try to reach a settlement.” 

“Where are we?” 

“Shit if I know,” Mac grumbled and kissed her neck. “But there have to be settlements.” 

She slid her hands over his tough chest. He quirked his eyebrow at her and smiled down at her. 

“So we sleep here tonight, then head inland?”

“Yep, sounds like a plan. Some of the islands have towns, this one might. Most do. Only a few don’t because of lack of water. This one has water, so…” 

“You think it’s inhabited.” She tipped her head to see him smiling down at her. 

He nodded and pressed a kiss to her lips. “Go to sleep. Tomorrow we’ll need all our energy.” 

She laughed softly and slyly slid her hand down his warm stomach. She got as far as the waistband of his BDUs before he caught her hand. 

“Sugar, you do not want to prod that monster more than you already have,” he growled and turned her around to curl around her like a living blanket. With one big arm under her head and the other wrapped around her waist, he pulled her butt tight to his body.

“I might.” 

He groaned and pressed up, letting her feel the thick cylinder of his erection against her ass. “Trust me, you don’t. I won’t be able to stop and we need rest. In the morning,” he said, “we’ll see how tender you are.” 

“Mmmm, promises, promises.” 

“I keep my promises, sugar.” 










Chapter Eighteen







Mac quieted Mandy’s muffled cry with his hand over her mouth. Moving closer, he angled his lips her ear to ease her as best he could. “We’ve got company.” 

He waited until she nodded quickly before he released her. Breathlessly, she sat up, pulling her knees to her chest and his green T-shirt down over her bare feet. She looked so frightened and small that he swore his heart felt crushed. How would he get her out of here, alive and whole? There wasn’t an option for anything else, so he stood from his crouch and guided her to her feet with his hand in hers. 

He handed her the borrowed BDUs along with her now dry sexy panties and bra. He turned away when she started to pull his shirt off and gathered her pack, stuffing it into his. If he looked at the lush curves of her body, he’d not be able to remain detached. He needed to focus, to get them free, clear of this shit, and safe. 

“Mac? What’s going on?” 

He zipped up the pack and shoved it on, snapped the chest harness and pulled their breakfast down from the tree. 

“We eat then head out. Here.” He turned and handed her half of the fish, watching silently as she adjusted her tank top and bent to lace her tiny boots. The boots were only partially dry, but would be better than going barefoot through the jungle. He ignored the rounded cleavage spilling over and waited for her to stand. 

“Uh, I’m not hungry.” 

He handed her the fish and a water bottle. “Eat it all. Drink that too. We move and eat.” 

She frowned, but took the fish. “Mac—”

“Food is energy, Mandy.” He needed her strong enough to get through the day. “Be strong, sugar, it’s what will help us get out of this.” 

She tipped the water bottle to her lips and drank half of it down before trying to hand him the last of it.

“No, you keep it.” 

“What do you want me to do?” 

In the distance, he heard the first rustling of the undergrowth. They were good, he’d give them that, but the cartels always came in with force when silence could do the job much better. Good for him, bad for them. He was still in a jam, but if his guesses where right, they were on one of the smaller, more primitive islands. If they headed inland, they would avoid any exposure if this island did have beach resorts. 

“Just follow my lead, okay?” 

She reached out to touch his face, surprising him. “I will.”

“Let’s go, follow close, and stay as quiet as possible. Eat all of that.” He nodded to the untouched fish. “I’ve already eaten, but you need a full stomach, okay?” 

He waited until she nodded hesitantly before he turned and pushed through the jungle. 

“What if they find our trail—?”

“I cleaned our camp, so they won’t find it, but try to follow my footsteps. Step where I step.” 

He watched her take a tentative bite and chew, followed by a sip of water. She nodded again instead of speaking, already picking up that he wanted them to be quiet. 

“Good girl. Be strong, sugar.” 

She took another bite of cold fish without complaint. Her trust did odd things to his chest, made his neck tingle like they were in someone’s sights. 

Suddenly, the birds in the canopy above them took off with loud cries. 

Mandy gave him a frightened look but stayed silent. They paused, waiting for any other sound. He nodded to her food and she ate the rest, holding up the banana leaf with a questioning look. 

“Here, I’ll take it,” he said, shredding the banana leaf into small strips before tucking it in his pocket. “No evidence, right?” 

He didn’t wait for more than her nod before pushing them forward. The trail up ahead grew thicker, much denser than the sparse vegetation by the beach. A ten-minute uphill climb and they moved out of the sand and into firmer dirt. Mandy kept up easily. She gave him a mock irritated look like he was pushing her when he checked on her for the hundredth time, but he ignored how damn cute that was and focused on the surroundings. 

Within a few minutes, no more birds took flight. He couldn’t hear any sounds of pursuit but kept pushing them deeper into the lush vegetation. Mandy walked as silently as he could want. Still, his unease grew. The team he’d spotted had been combing the beach, looking for signs of them, he was certain. Dressed in black, and wearing guns, they were obviously the clean-up crew sent in to see if anyone had survived the crash. 

If he’d been alone, he’d have taken them down, or at least one and used that weapon to take down the others. But he’d been too caught up in Mandy, scared shitless that they might circle around him and find her to think straight. He’d left camp without his gun, too. Gone for a piss, then heard sounds and followed. Without his gun. 

A SEAL never separated from his weapon. Shit, how many years had he heard that? He’d unwrapped his gun from the dry packing as soon as he’d hit camp. His training included killing with his bare hands, but he didn’t want Mandy to see him kill like that. Her silence on the shooting at the base bothered him. She was too silent now—was she thinking back on that? Did it sicken her that he’d taken out those men without any sign of remorse? He didn’t have any, not for scumbags like that, but more, he would do anything to keep her safe. The weight of his gun reassured him where he’d tucked it safe in the back of his BDUs.

At a break in the tree line, he spotted a house on the opposite mountain. Behind them, he heard nothing of pursuit. His hope was that they would find nothing and leave. 

He wasn’t counting on it, though. They knew where the ‘copters hit and they knew this island would have been his choice simply because it was bigger. At least he’d bought them a peaceful night. More peace than he deserved, but they’d needed it. He’d needed it, he admitted. 

“That’s where we head.” 

Mandy squinted over at the white house nestled along the mountainside. “Is it safe, to go there, I mean?”

She looked so beautiful, he reached out and brushed her hair off her face and caressed his knuckles over her flushed cheeks. She was hot. 

“We’ll check it out first, sugar. Don’t look so worried. Here, drink this.” He took her empty water bottle and dug out another full one. If they could make it to the house, then hopefully the water would be on and they could drink there. So far, they’d not passed any sign of fresh water, not a stream, brook, or any other sign of drinking water. 

He studied the surroundings, trying to estimate the distance and time it would take to reach the other side. She’d kept up so far and for that, he was thankful, but soon enough—his thoughts broke off at the sound of a ‘copter’s low purring engine and whirling blades. 

He shoved Mandy down on her haunches and pushed them into the shade of the trees. “Hush, baby, don’t move.” 

“Got it,” she whispered, suddenly circling his forearm with her hand. He glanced down but she was staring up and towards the sound of the approaching helicopter. What if he lost her? A slice of pain slashed him deep in the chest. He’d just made things good between them, shit, with her help, but he wanted more time—time to live—with her. 

Above them, a black and red helicopter came into view. It was civilian, fancy, expensive but far enough from them he exhaled in relief. If they possessed any high-tech equipment, they’d be under fire by now. Mandy tightened her hand on his arm, then suddenly dropped it. “Sorry, I don’t—”

“No, baby, you can always hang on, right?” He put her hand in his and squeezed gently. “I’m here for you,” he murmured. 

“I know you are, I just don’t want to slow you down,” she whispered. 

He snorted. “I was having trouble keeping up with you. Now, shh, let’s see what these yahoos do.” 

“Do you think they know we’re here?” she asked after watching the ‘copter with him for several minutes. 

“No, they’re simply being cautious for once,” he said, watching them circle away and head off. 

“They usually aren’t?” 

He turned at the teasing lilt to her voice and had to resist the urge to kiss her pink lips. Her smile drove him nuts. She arched a delicate eyebrow and his cock twitched eagerly. 

Mandy leant forward until they were almost nose to nose and said, “You’re being a grump, Mac. Just in case”—she shrugged and yeah, his eyes pinned on the twin mounds under her small tank—“you are unaware how hard that is on me.” 

She made her words sound a hell of a lot sexier than they should be. Reaching up, she tipped his chin up from where his gaze had been stuck on her breasts. 

“You have something on your mind, soldier?” 

The idea of unzipping, shoving her pants down past her gorgeous ass, and tossing her over the fallen tree behind them played out in his mind. He closed the distance between them, wrapped his arm around her waist to tug her right between his thighs, and settled for kissing her breathless. She didn’t let him down. No, his little wild cat wiggled closer and reached down to rub his cock through his BDUs. His mind went into full-on ‘fuck Mandy’ mode. He groaned into their hot kiss, tangling his tongue along hers, nipping her lips, and taking over until he had to slow down or strip and make love for the rest of the day. 

Breathless and flushed, she looked so sexy he took her mouth once more until with more strength than he’d thought he possessed he disengaged and set her back on her own. They both panted and the arousal in her eyes did odd, crazy shit to his ability to think straight. Part of him heard the helicopter make another pass and start back towards the shoreline, but most of his brain centred below his belt. 

“Damn, Mandy, babe, you’re killing me.” 

“I’m not trying to,” Mandy whispered, running a shaky hand through her blonde curls. 

He laughed and tugged her up until she stood next to him. After straightening her top he tipped her head up and brushed his lips over hers. “Just breathing, you do, though. I’m used to it.” 

She laughed again and reached up to touch his chest. “Still beating.” 

He pulled her hand on his cock and pressed his hips forward. “Not as much as this.” 

“Mac!” She snatched her hand away like she hadn’t been stroking him moments before. 

“Come on, the sooner we get moving the sooner we reach that house.” 

“Then what?” she asked. 

“Then we see what we can do to get off this island.” He needed to be harder, more focused on getting them to safety and less on getting in her pants. They’d been lucky so far, but he needed to be the soldier, not the lover. Not until they found safety, then he’d hold her tight. 

Until then, he needed to focus on keeping her alive. 








Chapter Nineteen







The house was empty. Mandy could see that from the window where they peered in. Someone had covered everything in white linen to protect it from the elements. Mac stood quietly nearby, examining the ground. A line of sweat cut down his black T-shirt, his arms had red scrape marks from the dense underbrush they’d fought to get up here, and he even had dirt smeared on his jaw, but he had never looked more handsome to her. 

He’d been silent most of the afternoon. She knew with the walking, climbing, and crazy cartel after them, he had a lot on his plate. Having her in danger had to be hard on him. She knew that, but still, she had to fight down the insecurity that she’d done something wrong, or, worse, something he didn’t like. 

“Been empty for a while. We stay here. Step back, I’m going to break the glass.” 

She nodded. The house was probably a vacation home for Grandpa and Grandma Rich back in the wealthier parts of the US. The house screamed elegance and wealth. What would that be like, to have a home in Hawaii you forgot about? 

The crash of broken glass on the hard floor inside sounded loud in the quiet surrounding the place. Mac had used a shirt he’d wrapped tight around his arm, but she still clenched her teeth as he knocked the remaining glass out of his way with his elbow. Ten seconds later, he had the window unlatched and up. He hoisted himself up and dropped silently to the hardwood floor. She let out her breath when no alarms went off. 

He immediately opened the back door and motioned her inside. “We need to check the place. Come on.” 

Walking around someone else’s house felt weird, but they were silent and the dust on the floor proved that the place had been empty for a long time. Possibly years, but what did she know about Hawaiian dust patterns? Nada, that’s what. 

They found a key box in the kitchen and the front door had two bolt locks but no camera, no alarm, nothing. They also discovered they were on Molokai from a phone book near a phone. Upstairs were three bedrooms, every inch of furniture covered in the flowing white sheets. The wooden blinds were closed and in the biggest bedroom, the thick, scarlet and gold drapes were shut so tight it was dim inside the room. A bathroom had running water when Mac turned the knobs and the Jacuzzi tub was big enough for six. 

“Spooky, huh?” she whispered.

He glanced down at her and grinned, removing a load of bricks from her chest so she could breathe. She’d not done something, he was simply in soldier mode.

“I was thinking romantic?” he said.

Surprised, she laughed. “Really? It smells a bit…funky.” 

“Yeah, closed in, huh? But they have a Jacuzzi.” 

The hopeful gleam in his hazel eyes did odd things to her breathing. Who was she fooling? Mac did odd things to her breathing. 

“Let’s go back down and set some things up in case anyone does find this place then get you cleaned up.”

She shook her head at that and touched his sweaty shirt. “You’re dirtier.” 

He glanced down and shot her a full on grin—making her heart rate skyrocket. 

“Yeah? Are you offering to clean me up, sugar?” he purred.

“Someone should.” 

His eyes turned that dark intense colour she knew meant she’d be in his arms within seconds, but, instead, they both suddenly froze at the same time. The sound of trucks coming down the road registered. 

Mac gripped her hand in his and raced out of the door, down the hall, and took the stairs two at a time. “Fuck, sugar, trust me, okay? That’s all I ask. Just trust that what I do, how I act, is just to get you safe.” 

“Okay, okay, I do, but, Mac, I—” 

“No time, run.” He jerked his gun free, grabbed her wrist with his other hand, and started running towards the dense jungle. They made it to the tree line before she heard the shouting. 

Not again. Please, God, not again. 

“Obviously, these bastards aren’t as stupid as I wanted them to be,” Mac snarled. 

She stumbled on a tree root and nearly went down. Instead, her arm got yanked hard enough to make her wince, but she kept going, too afraid to look back for fear of slowing them down. 

When would this stop? 



Mac glanced down at Mandy and saw the fear she was trying so hard to hide from him in her tight expression. She’d been so quiet in the house, worrying him more than ever. She’d not once mentioned the airfield, let alone the crash and him forcing her out of the helicopter. Had he shown her too much? 

If he had, now he’d have to show her even more. 

Fuck, he wanted this over. He wanted to make love to her in that Jacuzzi tub, slow and easy, with candles and wine. Maybe soft music. Give her a massage and treat her like she deserved. She’d love it. 

Instead, he forced her to run a hundred yards more to the tree line before he slowed to a lope. She kept up with him but stumbled again. He pulled her under the canopy. She struggled to breathe, her face turning slightly blue around her lips. He practically tore the backpack apart trying to get her inhaler out of the pouch and out of the damn plastic packaging. 

Mandy fell to her knees with her hands cupped over her mouth, trying to limit the oxygen. He ripped the plastic, shoved her hands aside and, almost before she had her mouth around the inhaler, he pressed the chemicals in her mouth. Her eyes flew wide, and she coughed so explosively she nearly gave him a heart attack.

As soon as she’d got over her coughing fit, a dog’s harsh barking sounded from the direction of the house. Their eyes met and she sucked in a breath, calming herself within seconds. Seconds they didn’t have. He pulled her up from her knees and ducked, driving his shoulder into her middle and hauling her over his shoulder with his pack. She didn’t protest, but he heard her gasp. 

“Just for a bit. Okay, sugar?” He didn’t wait for a reply, but felt her nod and grip his belt to keep herself from jarring him, he realised after a few steps.

Suddenly in front of them, a brook cut through the jungle, opening up farther down to a bigger, deeper water source he could see through the foliage. The brook had gouged a channel of sorts into the earth, creating steep slopes on either side of it, broadening out as it got farther down the incline. He cut into the ankle-deep water, staying easily within its banks. The water would hide their scent. Maybe. More, the sharp incline would act as cover if the cartel did make it this far. 

He slowed, dropping her carefully next to him. Her face was red, but she was breathing. He couldn’t afford a fight right now and, thankfully, all she did was stare up at him with a worried look. “I’m good, I never meant to slow you down,” she offered. 

God damn he loved her. 

 She scanned the area, eyed him, for what, he didn’t know, then hugged him tight. 

“We gotta go, we have to run. Can you do that?”

“Yes, I can keep up. Go fast.” 

He cupped her cheek, feeling the pressure to move like a building storm inside, but he took a moment to touch her. She rubbed her face against his hand and kissed his palm. 

“Come on.” He grabbed her small hand and dragged her up the nearest ravine and up the side of a small hill. They broke through the underbrush and raced across an open field. His heart crashed in his chest and he expected to hear gunfire at any moment, but they made it to the dense jungle again. Keeping her close, he slowed, turning to survey the way they had come. He could hear, above the blood pounding in his ears, the sound of a dog barking. They’d not lose them this time. The dog changed things. The brook had been a long shot. They’d have to fight. He’d heard one truck. Maybe six men. They travelled in packs, he remembered. 

Mandy stood near him, watching him and the field, her hands on her knees, bent over and trying to catch her breath. She was fast. 

“We stop here. We have to fight now, Mandy. No one survives in this game. No one.” 

“We?” She stood upright and looked at him like he’d lost his mind. Maybe he had. But he needed her safe. He’d fought in some fucked-up wars. He’d taken gunshots meant for other men. He’d been knifed, blown up by pieces of shrapnel still lodged in his leg, but he wasn’t going to let a damn thing happen to Mandy. He wasn’t going to end his life here, when he was this close to his dream. And he wasn’t leaving her unprotected. If push came to shove, he’d rather have her armed than unprotected. 

“Listen before you start saying no. That dog, you hear that?” he asked and waited until she reluctantly nodded. Her grey eyes were so light against her flushed face they looked blue today, he noticed, then wanted to kick his ass for noticing. Mind on the game, Wolf.


“That dog is not going away. They train them to find people. And it will, sugar. But that’s okay, because I’m better trained. So, here, in these trees, we wait. They’ll come across the field, we aim, and we kill.” 

She swallowed hard, opened her mouth, then closed it, looked at the field, then back over at him. They could both hear the dog going crazy. The Gonzales bred Presa Canarios, claiming they were commodores de carne, flesh eaters. The breeds came over to Mexico to protect cattle, but they were incredibly powerful and possessed a complete lack of fear. They weighed upwards to two hundred pounds and if one caught a man without a gun he was going to die. 

Mac unbuckled his pack, squatted down, and opened it. He’d packed an extra side arm in a waterproof pouch along with ammunition. He knew Mandy was watching him, but she remained silent. He had no time to think about what he was forcing on her, but he thought about it anyway. Would she hate him? If she had to kill a man, would she blame him? He didn’t know. All he knew was he wasn’t leaving her unarmed. 

He freed the gun, gathered up the ammo, loaded the clip, and handed Mandy the Glock and an extra two clips of ammo. She took it all silently, simply looked down at them in her hands. He couldn’t tell what she was thinking. He needed her alert and ready for this.

“You remember how to use that Mandy? I trained you on the same gun. It’s reliable. It won’t lock up. It’s going to kick, so you’re going to be here, on your stomach. You shoot two shots. Don’t aim. Don’t even try to aim. Shoot up at the sky for all I care, but you shoot to trick them into thinking there are more of us, okay?”

She nodded quickly. 

“Good, good, then you move two feet west, two more shots, move west ten feet, then wait a full minute and move back east. I want you to go back and forth from west to east.” 

“Okay.” 

“Baby, if anyone breaks free of me, you shoot their ass off. Aim for the biggest part of their bodythe chest.” The sound of barking grew and, with it, he heard shouts. The Spanish came through loud and clear. 

Mandy exhaled heavily, took hold of the gun the right way, and nodded. She put the extra ammo in the pocket of her BDUs and tugged her curls out of her eyes. Her nose and cheeks were slightly sunburnt, he noticed. 

“We survive this and make it to town, hide there, okay? Make some calls. Get the hell out of Dodge.” 

She swallowed and nodded. 

Her silence, and one-word answers freaked him out, but he tried to keep his head. She needed him. 

Through the tree line, he saw them, first the dogs, their massive black heads and upper bodies fanning out the meadow grasses as they shoved through. The men behind came two at a time. First two, then two more off to the left then the last two over on the right side, looking wary but confident. Strength in numbers. 

“There they are. I’m going to kill the dogs first, then the two on the left. You hit the area with fire and I’ll take care of the rest.” 

Some men would never allow a woman to see them kill. He knew that, and it pissed him off. He wanted to protect her, coddle her, and hide this side of his nature from her. Life wasn’t allowing that. Everything was blowing up into the open between them. And when the dust settled, he feared she might look at him in horror rather than with love.

“Mac—” She shivered and he dragged her close, dug out his stocking cap from the thigh pocket of his BDUs, and shoved it over her curls. He grabbed a handful of dirt and rubbed it over her pale face, even spreading it over her sunburned nose. She winced but stayed silent. When she was dark enough, he pulled out his extra shirt, made sure there wasn’t any glass on it, and tugged it over her head. She stayed silent but he saw her trembling. 

“Be careful. Move but stay here, on this side of the jungle. If I’m shot, you run. Circle around, get their truck and head to the nearest town.” 

The dogs let out a wild explosion of barking, and Mac bent his head, taking her lips in a quick kiss, tasting her too fiercely before he turned her and pressed her down over by a fallen tree. “Start as soon as the dogs die.” 

Mandy nodded. She looked frightened. 

The question was—of him, or the situation they were in? 

“Just stay close, baby, just keep yourself safe.” 








Chapter Twenty







Mandy’s skin crawled. Trembles kept her busy, worrying her so badly that she dug her boots into the ground and straightened her legs to prevent her body from shaking her arms too badly. 

If Mac got killed, she’d never survive. She couldn’t. Not without him. She’d been so worried she’d done something wrong she’d stayed silent. All that time walking she could have been talking to him more about his life, what he’d been doing, where, with whom. All those things she wanted to know, but hadn’t asked when they were having wild sex. Or curling up in each other’s arms. Or walking with a boat load of worry she’d done something wrong when all he’d been thinking about was protecting her. 

Sweat dripped in her eyes and she lost sight of the dogs. The men, though, oh, man, she saw them. Big, wild-looking men dressed in black and dark, dirty-looking jeans. They all had black hair, swarthy complexions, and huge guns. One wore a leather vest with no shirt and leather pants. Who did that? He scared her the most. He carried a short assault rifle. The thing looked deadly. Heck, he looked deadly.

The dogs bounded into view and at the same instant two sharp blasts of gunfire ripped through the jungle. The fierce, snarling dogs fell before the sound had died. She bit her lip and fired twice right at the men, forgetting that Mac told her to aim at the sky until she’d pulled the trigger. Nothing hit. Her hands shook so badly she almost dropped the gun. While she watched, one man jerked backwards and fell. She swallowed a cry, flipped the safety on so she didn’t shoot her own foot and scrambled up to run quickly to her left, keeping hunched over. Tree branches hit her in the face, but she thrust her way through a denser part of the jungle, terrified at the sound of guns going off. 

No bullets made it near her. She dived onto her hands and knees, crawled under a thicker patch of red-berried shrubbery, and prayed that no creepy snakes or spiders were waiting for her. As soon as she settled on her stomach, she shoved the bush out of her way and spotted the men standing and aiming at the tree line. They fired in waves back and forth. The whole thing looked like a Rambo movie gone nuts. She slipped the safety off but, as she watched the men, a red spot blossomed on one man’s forehead and he went down. She fired more out of fright than anything and managed to forget to fire her gun only twice. 

More gunfire hit, this time destroying the greenery around her. She curled up in a tight ball and prayed like she hadn’t in years. Leaves and bits of bark showered down on her, but, after what felt like forever, the tree stopped exploding. As soon as it stopped, she scrambled back out of the mutilated shrub and raced back towards where Mac had left her. A man screamed and more shouting reached her over the pinging of weapons. Then silence.

Her breathing sounded too loud with the sudden lack of gunfire. She tried to dodge the trees, look back over her shoulder, and still run at the same time but stumbled over a tree root and landed hard on her front.

Shit! Mac needed her with him, not falling all over her own two feet. Her knees hurt but she crawled to another fallen tree and shoved out through the undergrowth to see the man in the leather vest nearly at the tree line. He ducked under fire from Mac and shoved his way through the jungle. No one else remained in the field. Had Mac killed them all? She held her breath. Fear pounded through her body and turned her into a shivering mess. Her heartbeat was erratic, but at least for once her breathing wasn’t the only thing messed up. 

She covered her mouth when a laugh tried to break free. Holy moly, she was useless, wasn’t she? 

The greasy vest guy crashed through the undergrowth, and it took her several scary minutes before she realised his noise had got farther from her rather than closer to her. Just as she was about to relax, a bullet ripped into the tree right above her. Another followed. She curled up with her knees against her chest, head buried under her arms, trying to get as small as possible. 

Nothing else happened. No more shots. No crashing sounds. Even the crazy birds were quiet. A breeze fanned her sweaty body. She itched where Mac had rubbed dirt on her face. Gradually she released her arms and peeked up around her hiding spot. Nothing, just gorgeous-looking paradise. 

How long did Mac want her to wait? 

Minutes went by and nothing. Not a sound of pursuit, nothing. 

What if he was shot and hurt? Or, worse, killed? How would she know? 

He was out there, somewhere, possibly dead. Fear rushed through her veins, and all the things she’d wanted to tell him dimmed compared to the one thing she should have said. 

She loved him. 

Tears burned her eyes and throat. She should have told him. She should have told him she wasn’t letting him go after those guys alone, either. Like she would have been any help at all. But still, she should have offered. 

Minutes ticked by, seeming to last forever. She watched a bird start to circle and realised that it must be a vulture. More joined until there was a lazy pattern of them against the blue sky. 

Where was Mac? Should she go and see if he was out there? Oh, God. What if he was out there? What if he was hurt and needed her? She tensed to stand, sure she had to go find out when suddenly a dark shape materialised next to her. She screamed and scrambled back, gun out. 

“Mandy, sugar, it’s me.” 

Oh, God. She dropped the gun next to her leg and dived into his arms, hugging him tight around the waist. He grunted and wrapped his arms around her. He smelt like Mac—wonderful. Sweaty, and kinda spicy. 

“We gotta go.” 

“You got them? All of them?” 

He pulled her back a little but she kept her arms around him. She just needed to feel him, warm, hard, safe. Mac. He grimaced and she moved back to see a spot of blood on his T-shirt. 

“Oh, God, oh, God. You’ve been hurt!” 

“It’s nothing, just a graze.” 

She frowned at him. He was lying. To her. “Look, Mr Macho, don’t. Just don’t. Tell me you have something in that bag of wonders you lugged all over the place for wounds.” 

He cracked a painful grin and eased his pack off, and by his tense expression, it hurt. She helped slide it down his arms, soothing him with a soft kiss to his stubborn jaw. As soon as she had the black bag off, she gently pushed him to sit instead of crouching on his haunches. “Just sit down, would you?” 

Eying her sceptically, he slowly sat with his back against the tree. He exhaled heavily, leant forward and reached back to pull his shirt off in one quick move. 

Her breath left her lungs in a rush. Right above his left elbow blood oozed down his arm adding to the already alarming amount dripping onto the jungle floor. 

“In the bag, there’s a clear, sealed pouch. You’ll find everything in there.” 

She jerked the pack to her, happy to stop looking at his wound. He grunted and stretched his long legs out. “They were alone. I went and checked the truck. We get this fixed up, take the truck, and head to the nearest town.” 

“How did this happen?” she asked, not impressed with his even tone. He hurt, she could tell. 

“What?” He met her eyes with a frown. “This?” He shrugged at his wound, glancing down at it for only a second before meeting her eyes steadily. “This is nothing, sugar. Now come on, clean it out, and wrap it.” 

“Clean it out? And that’s it?” 

He nodded. She exhaled wearily and pulled out a bottle of water, the white roll of bandages she found, and some heavy-duty-looking medicinal cream in a white tube. He tensed when she poured water over the wound but didn’t say anything. 

“How are we going to get away from these people, Mac?” 

The more water she poured on his arm the clearer the jagged cut became. Not wanting to cause more hurt, she lifted his arm and lightly patted the sides to clean it. 

“We’ll get away, they can’t have more here yet. Those guys were lucky, that’s all. Just put a gob of that cream on it, wrap it and we go.” 

“Are you sure? Shouldn’t I clean it a bit more?” 

“It’s good, sugar. Now, hurry up.” 

He rubbed his other hand over his short hair and frowned at her. “I got a phone. We call Ace as soon as we get service.” 

“So you…took a phone? And we take their truck to town?” she asked, applying the medicine to the wound. The glob, as he put it, was clear and smelt medicinal, but she used a lot, covering it completely before she had him raise his arm so she could wrap the firm muscle. 

“Yeah, it will be easier than walking. Besides, we need speed. The guys I took down will be missed. When they’re missed, that’s when they’ll send more.”

“Oh, great. That’s great.” She met his clear gaze and tied off the wrappings carefully. He didn’t even wince. “All done.” 

“Trust me, Mandy. That’s all. We can get through this. I’ve been through worse training exercises. We can do this.” 

He sounded like he was trying to convince himself more than her. 

“Okay, Mac I—” 

“Hell if I like you in this shit, Mandy. I want you out of this,” he said, cutting her off. “We’ll get to that town, make some calls, and we’re out of here as soon as I can arrange it.”

“Not by helicopter. No way.” 

He grinned and nodded. She watched as he soaked his T-shirt in water and was surprised when he brought the damp material up to wipe her face. He pulled the stocking cap off and ruffled her hair after, tugging some of it behind her ear. “You look pretty damn hot all battle ready.” 

“Battle ready, huh?” She laughed. Hardly. She’d been so scared she probably hadn’t hit anything. She suddenly swallowed hard. What if she’d killed one of those men? 

“Mandy, look at me.” 

She blinked and focused on Mac’s face. 

“I never want you in that shit again. Understand?” 

She nodded. The intensity of his expression worried her. He looked so hard, but under it she sensed something more, some fear she couldn’t understand. 

“I never want you in that either, Mac. I could have lost you.” She broke off on a low cry and hugged him tightly. 

“Mandy.” The sound of his voice, suddenly husky and full of tension, didn’t shock her nearly as much as his erection burning along her thigh when he pulled her closer. 

He wanted her, now, right now, if she was any kind of judge of these things. He needed her. With a start, she knew what he wanted, what he needed to soothe this fear of losing her, because she felt it too. Life was so fragile. A person could be there one moment and gone from your life the next. She wasn’t letting another moment go by with Mac if she could help it. With a grimace, he pulled her in by the back of her neck and took her mouth in a long, hot kiss. His tongue pushed inside her mouth, making her wet and crazy inside with the lush feel of his strong strokes. She fell against his firm, hard body, careful of his wounded arm. 

She needed him. Now.


Her pussy clenched and she moved onto his lap, reaching down to grip him through his BDUs. Impatiently she ripped at the buttons and managed to free him. Wild, hot sensations rocked through her and she rubbed one hand up his stomach to his chest, needing to feel all of him. She dived deeper into the kiss, wanting him to take her, now, right now, but unable to break away long enough to make that happen. The hot press of his body against hers filled her with desire so badly she whimpered in his mouth. He was big, so thick she had worried that first night. Until he’d been careful, easing her into spreading for him until she’d grown addicted to the feel of him filling her. 

“Mac, I want to feel.” 

She watched, mesmerised by how his hazel eyes darkened as he examined her face, and a look—relief—crossed his face before he hauled her harder into his arms. 

“Now, please, I was so frightened for you. Now.” 

“Here?” 

“Yes, yes, Mac. Now.” 

“I can’t be slow, sugar. I—”

She dug her fingers in his hair and tugged hard. “I want you. All of you.” 

With an intensity that almost frightened her, he took her mouth in a blazing hot kiss while he quickly pushed her backwards, already working at her pants. He didn’t waste time on taking them off all the way, but jerked them down past her butt, rolled her onto her stomach and pressed his bigger body over hers. 

“Fuck, I need you, baby.” With a desperate-sounding exhale, he angled her leg up to the side and reached down to cup her pussy with his hand. 

A shock of fear zipped along her body like a caress as he rammed his steel-hard flesh against her ass. He rocked there and groaned desperately into her shoulder. He was out of control, clearly not able to wait for her to be ready. 

Just the thought of him taking her so quickly had her dripping. They were out in the open, he’d just nearly died—again—and she needed to know they were still alive. He was still alive. 

“Open, baby.” He didn’t wait but rammed into her as soon as she angled up. The possession hurt. The deep, hard drive of his cock spread her impossibly for his rough claiming and caught her breath. Trembling she bit down lightly on his wrist and rocked her ass back into his hips. 

“Fuck yeah, Mandy. Give it to me,” he growled and starting hard, powerful driving thrusts, each short rock of his hips creating harder and harder slaps of flesh on flesh. He was wild, biting her shoulder and sucking on her neck and back. His hands were everywhere, tugging her shirt up, cupping her breast, pinching her nipples, dipping down to finger her clit, tightening around her throat to turn her head for a dark, possessive kiss. 

She was just as frantic. She sobbed, lifting her ass up for more, deeper drives and urged him on by rocking back to meet his frantic lunges. 

“Ah, fuck yeah, baby.” He filled her completely with his next pass and they both groaned. Mandy cried out his name and suddenly he reared up behind her, gripped her butt in both hands, and started bucking into her with fast, frantic movements that rocked her forward each time his hips slammed into her. 

She felt him swell and cried out. He felt so good, so perfect. He must have thought so as well because he desperately dug his hands into her waist right above her butt with a low, tortured moan. Holding her tight, he bent over her, found her mouth, and kissed her so frantically she felt something burst along her skin. Her body tightened. Behind her, he shuddered then grew tense. 

With a low, tortured groan into the nape of her neck, he drove in deep. 

“Mac, oh, yes, yes.” 

“Coming baby, coming.” He rammed forward, rocking against her in uneven out of control movements. It was all she needed. The pulse of him coming struck like one more cup on a tray already overflowing. She shattered. The intensity was so incredibly right she dug her fingers into the turf and thrust back into him. 

Mac was just as lost. He toppled her down hard to the ground, keeping her butt tilted higher as he pounded into her with hard, deep, agonising sounds of pleasure right in her ear. 

Gradually, after several moments of simple bliss, she felt the tension ease from him. His grip on her grew less tight and he murmured her name in a husky, breathless voice. Where they joined, the orgasm still shivered along his hard length and up her spine. He made to move off her, but she reached back and gripped his wrist to hold him still. A moan broke free past her lips when he pressed tighter to her and flexed his thick cock. 

“God, baby, yeah, take it for me, so fucking beautiful, Mandy.” 

She sucked in a breath and held it. He didn’t move, and the intensity of the mini climax increased until she sobbed out his name, shaking so badly that he clenched his hands on her butt again and dipped his head to lick at her mouth. “So fucking sexy. Come again, sugar. You like that, huh? Damn,” he groaned when she bit his jaw. 

“No, oh, God, enough, don’t talk. Don’t move. Don’t,” she moaned and struggled to catch her breath. It felt like he’d shoved his big erection all the way up inside her and her body couldn’t stop clenching around him. “Just don’t.” 

He laughed and she gasped at the feel of him shaking inside her. Oh, God, that was sexy. 

The mini climax grew smaller and smaller until she sighed into the ground, feeling like her body had turned to Jell-O. As if he knew she couldn’t move, he eased down over her, keeping himself firmly seated inside her as he brushed breathless kisses against her cheek. “Damn, baby, I might get you into combat more often if this is my reward.” 

She laughed, amazed at him. “Oh? You think so?”

“Damn right. I’ve never had combat sex, sugar. This shit is the bomb.” 

“Oh, God, you are too much.” He wasn’t, though. He made it all okay. Part of her was freaked out that they had just fucked like animals, that her pants were down around her knees, and that he had just killed people, but the other part of her needed this, him, so badly, she wasn’t. Mac simply made it all okay. 

“You loved it,” he whispered. 

“I did.” She wanted to say she loved him, but swallowed the words, not sure if now was the time to tell him such a thing. 

He brushed a kiss to the spot behind her ear, and pulled back slowly, withdrawing his long shaft from her body. She didn’t miss that he was still hard, not as thick as he could get, but he could still go on. She knew that very well. He groaned out her name with such feeling that she shivered all over again. Bending over her he surprised her by placing a kiss on her butt then helped her turn to pull her pants up before he repositioned himself in his cargo shorts. 

She grinned up at him. He turned laughing hazel eyes down at her and bent over to kiss her slowly, taking his time to run his hand through her hair and over her shoulders and down her side. She touched him in turn. The slow, gentle caresses so in opposition to what they’d just done, she felt her love nearly bursting along her seams. She loved this man so much. How had she lived without him? 

She hadn’t. She saw that now. She’d worked. And worked, and worked. She’d not truly let herself live. How could she? Mac had always been the one. Her love. 

He pressed one more kiss against her swollen lips and pulled her up to stand next to him. Her legs felt wobbly and her body hot and cold all at once. Mac looked at her, then off to scan the area. 

She could almost feel the soldier take over and the man she loved fade. But now, instead of feeling insecure, she realised that if she loved Mac, she had to love this part of him—Wolf. The soldier. She reached out and brushed her fingers over the lighter patch of hair on his forehead and he startled a look down at her. Instead of speaking, she cupped his jaw where the scar stood out against his tanned skin. 

He didn’t speak either, but pressed his hand over hers. The moment was intense, and one she knew she’d remember fifty years from now. Mac, standing there, so strong and sure of himself, her protector, while she simply felt his warmth through her fingertips. 

“We gotta go, Mandy. It will be okay.” 

She nodded, and dropped her hand, then knelt to pick up the contents of the pack, repositioning it all where it was supposed to be as he hunched down to help her. He tried to take the pack but she held it. 

“I can carry—”

“No, it’s not far. We go around this way.” He motioned with his chin towards the jungle, not the meadow. 

She knew why. He didn’t want her to see the dead men. She followed, feeling like something painful had suddenly risen up between them. Something she didn’t know how to ease. He wanted to hide this side of his life from her. She could understand that. She wanted to hide the attack from him. But she knew they’d have to both reveal everything if they were going to survive. 

Lies could destroy them, but they could also set them free. 

At least she hoped so as she followed Mac’s lead. 










Chapter Twenty-One







The house was empty, and the temptation proved too great for Mac to pass up. They’d stay here. The sunset was already hitting the horizon. The chances of the cartel sending another team tonight were slim. Mandy was tired, and even if she looked fine, she wasn’t. He’d leave her here, go to town—now that he knew what island they were on—and make contact with a local he knew. 

Decided, Mac took Mandy around to the back door and found it still open, just the way they’d left it. The glass he’d broken littered the ground. The truck still stood out front, the engine off, but the keys were in his pocket. 

The plan grew solid. He knew she’d hate it, but instincts—his gut—warned him he needed to make sure the town was safe before driving her in there. Firming his resolve, he took a breath and said, “We stay here tonight.” 

Mandy stopped in her tracks. “What? Here?” She glanced around the backyard, at the house, then up at him with too-wide grey eyes. Shit, he needed her safe. 

“Look, Mandy, just try to listen. I need to reach town. Check in. I’ll call the men, see if they can make it here tonight, but I don’t think that’s possible. What is possible is I can salvage this by hitting a town. This is Molokai—there’s a town nearby. I’m guessing we’re on the western end of the island, but I can’t be sure. I go check it out, call a contact I know in the area, and come back for you as soon as I establish a secure line.” 

“What? No.” She shook her head violently, clearly getting worked up. 

“Mandy, this isn’t safe.” He dug out the cheap cellphone and flipped it open. “This isn’t worth crap to us. I need a secure line. In town, I can get that.” 

Stubborn as hell, she didn’t move, not even when he tried to usher her in the door. “No, we stay together. You promised not to leave me.” 

His anger soared. “Don’t. Don’t pull that shit, Mandy. You know I’m not leaving you. This place is secure. You stay here. If you hear anyone coming up that driveway, you hide in a damn closet. They won’t do more than take a quick look in the house, then leave. The truck will be with me.” 

He watched her expression harden and her grey eyes turn flat and angry. But she stayed silent. Whatever peace he’d earned them for fucking her like an animal was gone. Hell, what had he been thinking, taking her like that when the adrenaline and fear were still racing through his system? Fear had driven him. Fear that she’d been hurt, killed or, worse, taken, plus the selfish fear that she’d look at him like a monster. He could see that now. He couldn’t think with her near him. Space, he needed some space to get his head on straight.

After a few silent seconds, she turned her back on him and entered the house. He anchored her to the wall inside by the door. He felt like a bastard for the look she gave him but he hadn’t done more than take the keys out of the truck when he’d rushed back over here. 

“I need to check the house.” 

She didn’t say a word, just sarcastically raised her delicate eyebrows and slowly leaned a shoulder against the door jamb. When he didn’t immediately move, she flicked her small hand arrogant as hell for him to get to it. 

Fuck. 

He stalked off angrier with himself than with her. She had a right to be pissed off. He didn’t want her near this shit, but she was. If he made it through town, got his call in, and back here, he was going to explain how he was simply trying to protect her. 

Was this plan foolproof? It felt safer than taking her with him into an unknown, possibly dangerous town. The cartel could have a team stationed there. 

The house was the best choice. He rushed back down the stairs to see her in the same position, arms crossed, one shoulder against the kitchen door jamb. One eyebrow rose when he burst into the kitchen, but otherwise she didn’t move. 

“It’s secure. I want you to stay on this level so you can get to the door—this one or the front door—if anyone shows up. Simply slip out. Easy as that. They’re not about quiet, they’re about making a big entrance.” 

He shrugged out of his pack, unhooked the straps, and pulled out her gun again as he talked. He’d thought of it as hers ever since he’d trained her with it. “I’m leaving this, and I’m leaving the phone. Don’t answer it. If someone comes, take it and dial Ace’s number, but otherwise don’t use it.” 

“I don’t know Ace’s number.” 

“I programmed it in.” 

“Okay.” She sounded calm, resigned to this, but he could see it cost her. 

“I’m trying here. I don’t want to chance taking you to town, Mandy. It’s as simple as that. I know you’re strong, I know you can help, but this will be quicker if you stay here.” He wasn’t asking permission, he told himself. But relief eased the tension in his shoulders as soon as she nodded. 

Looking around the empty kitchen, she said, “Maybe I can find something for us to eat.” 

“Yeah, that would be great. No lights, though.” He flushed as soon as she gave him that ‘duh’ look. It was hard to keep in mind how damn smart she was. “I’m trying, Mandy.” 

She turned back to him immediately and her frown grew. “I know that, Mac, I do. And you’re right. I just don’t like to be apart—” She paused and glanced down. She did that a lot now, avoided his eyes when she spoke. 

He moved in and touched her face. She took his hand and squeezed. “I get it. It just feels wrong to me, but you’re the one that knows, I don’t. I almost shot my own foot off.” 

“Shit, baby.” He hauled her into his arms and kissed her forehead. “Don’t tell me shit like that, damn.” 

She laughed softly, sounding sad. “I’m trying, too,” she whispered. 

She was, he knew that. He was pushing her, forcing her to be strong. Stronger. She was strong. “I know you are, baby. God, you scare the hell out of me, do you know that?” 

“I do?” she asked, sounding surprised. She reached up and caressed the bandage on his arm. “You scare me too. Hurry back.” 

It wasn’t a question but he nodded. God, he loved this woman. Now he needed her safe and secure. 

Protect the mission at all costs. 

Mandy was the mission. Keeping her safe was paramount. 

“Right,” he growled the word, but his anger at their fucked-up situation was growing, and so were doubts that leaving her like this might be a mistake. “If I’m not back in—”

“Don’t.” The one word, spoken so softly, stopped him like she’d shouted it. That one word carried with it enough strength to get his ass moving with just a nod at her, when all he wanted to do was curl her up in his arms and make all this go away for her.

But he couldn’t. 

Instead, he left, shutting the door firmly and letting the cold mask of his mission fall down over him. 



The door shut softly, but Mandy flinched. A chill shivered down her back and goose bumps rose on her arms. She still wore Mac’s shirt and the smell of him saturated her. Hugging her middle, she leant back against the counter and bent her head to stare down at the floor. Her stomach tightened as the truck started up then he was driving off. 

She looked up and around the kitchen, fighting the need to run out after him, crying like a little kid to take her with him. She bit down on her bottom lip and grimaced at the tears that burnt her eyes. 

Just how many tears did one person have? 

A gazillion, she guessed with a small laugh. 

Enough. Get something for us to eat. He’ll be back. He has to be back. 

She needed him back. 

Until then, she’d cook…or something. She gazed around the pristine kitchen, amazed at how beautiful it was. The floor was lined with wide, dark, highly polished wood that glowed. Someone must come up here and clean the place for it to look this nice, she thought. The black cabinets with little silver handles complemented the floors perfectly. She walked over and traced her fingers along the stainless steel dishwasher tucked under a cabinet, wondering why anyone would leave such a beautiful home. A Wolf stove stood at the opposite end of the kitchen from her, next to a country-style porcelain sink. A large central island stood in the middle of the room, with four comfortable-looking backless bar stools tucked underneath the two-inch-thick marble counter top. It was a chef’s kitchen, she thought. Everything within reach except, she smiled sadly at the idea, food. Where did they keep all their food? 

She’d have to do some pilfering through their cabinets. Walking to the other side of the central island, she gazed out of the windows lining the room, feeling exposed. The sun would set soon. She couldn’t use the lights, and she couldn’t just wander around the kitchen. The house was silent except for the low hum of the electricity. The refrigerator would have required them to keep the electric on, she supposed. The house smelt funky, that closed-in musty odour empty houses get. She ran the water in the sink and it came out clear. A few checks in cabinets and she found glasses and plates, some canned food and even some crackers. She drank a glass of water and studied the dried goods in the small walk-in pantry. 

Not much, some pasta sauces, classy-looking jars of jams and jellies, some canned sardines, some soups, a few old-looking spices, all covered in a light coating of dust. Who lived here? Anyone? Was it a vacation home? 

She closed the pantry door and searched through the nearly empty refrigerator. Nothing looked edible. Under the huge central island, she found a few bottles of wine. Well, she could be rip-roaring drunk on that. Easy as pie. She was tempted too. Maybe they could share it when he got back. 

There was more outside to eat than in here, she thought with disgust. Decided, she headed out of the back door and walked around the side of the house to where she’d spotted some banana trees. Ten minutes later, her hands full of mangoes, bananas and small avocados, she re-entered the kitchen and froze. 

Almost out of sight around the expansive kitchen entrance into the next room, she spotted the back of the leather vest she’d seen just hours before. She hadn’t made a sound, but something alerted him. As if in slow motion, he turned. Blood dripped from his forehead over his face, obscuring his expression. His shoulder bled, and his right arm hung down uselessly at his hips, but in his left hand he held a machete as big as her leg. 

He didn’t speak. She didn’t move. Fear had her frozen to the ground. With slow, precise movements, he lowered the machete where he’d raised it. His jaw-length hair covered one of his dark, small eyes, but the other narrowed at her and a truly horrifying smile cut across the dried blood mask. 

Her heart took off in her chest and her bounty fell at her feet in a pile. 

Very slowly, he nodded and took a step. 

She swallowed and glanced quickly to where she’d left her gun. He followed her gaze and his smile grew. 

The look on his face wasn’t murderous, it was worse than that. It was lecherous. 








Chapter Twenty-Two







The town was small. Mac bet on the population being less than five hundred at the most. If memory served, the island survived on the income from Molokai Ranch and that had dried up years before. A few settlements remained but lived in poverty. Most people had simply left for the larger islands, or for the bigger, more populated eastern end of the island. But, for him, this was perfect. His contact was a retired Navy SEAL turned rancher. The man was tough, in his late fifties, and Mac had met him in Columbia ten years ago. Mac had been a young pup, still wet behind the ears and just learning the ropes of being a Navy SEAL. Tom Sullivan, tagged as West, for whatever reason, Mac didn’t know, or care, had been a mean, tough motherfucker. 

Mac hoped he still was. He pulled the truck over at a gas station, one of only a few buildings in the town. A post office, a local store, and some kind of hotel, and maybe apartments lined one side of the street. The other side boasted what looked like an office building, a diner, and the gas station. He pulled in, killed the engine, and got out. 

A young Hawaiian kid came out after a few minutes and sauntered up, checking him out. “Yo, dude, you’re a mess, eh?” 

Mac leaned against the hood of the black truck, hitched a boot up on the tyre rim, and lazily grinned. “Yeah, vacation. Roughing it.” 

The kid snorted and swung his long hair out of his eyes. “Yeah?” 

“Fill it. Do you have a phone I can use?” 

The kid squinted at him. “Sure.” 

He didn’t say anything more, so Mac waited until the sound of gas filling the truck broke the silence before pulling out a fifty. The kid’s eyes didn’t widen but he also didn’t look away from the money. “I dropped my cell off a cliff. Can I use the phone? Long distance costs out here, right?” 

Nodding, the kid slowly seemed to understand there was money to be made. “Sure, yeah, that’ll cost ya.” 

“Sure thing. Here, this should cover it.” Mac unpeeled two fifties and laid them down on the hood, straightened from his slouch, and met the kid’s amazed expression. 

Right when he reached out to snatch the money, Mac grabbed his hand. “I have a few more if you can keep me being here silent. If I hear you talked about me, that anyone knows I was here, I’ll have to come back.” He jerked the kid closer by his loose T-shirt and lowered his voice, “You wouldn’t want that. But if I learn no one knew I was here? I’ll come back with some more of that, for you.” 

The kid swallowed a few times, but nodded so hard his long bangs fell in his eyes. “Sure thing, mister. Man, I am silent as a grave.” 

Mac grinned. He bet. He was also betting on the kid wanting more. “You do that, be silent, and you’re going to have enough to hit the big island for a few days.” 

The kid grinned, nodded repeatedly, and suddenly became a lot more helpful. “Sure thing, mister. Here, let me show you that phone. Come on, in here. Yo, don’t worry, no one comes out here. No one.” 

Five minutes later Mac arranged with West to meet them here in town at the hotel across the street. Mac would ditch the truck outside of town, rent a room, lie low and wait for West to pick them up. Meanwhile, West would call in help and by morning Mac would have Mandy out of here. 

He picked out some of Mandy’s favourite raspberry Zingers off the shelf, paid the kid, reassured him he’d be back, and headed to the house down the same road he’d taken into town. He’d been gone approximately forty minutes when he pulled into the drive, turned off the engine, and got out of the truck. A cool, ocean-scented breeze eased his tension. Mandy would be mad still, maybe, but he’d hurried. 

Two feet inside the door, he stopped. Mandy sat at the marble island, facing him. She had blood on her hands and, as if that wasn’t bad enough, there was more on the crumpled-up paper towels littering the floor and counter. 

His heart felt like it stopped, tightening up hard like a fist before it rushed into action again. 

A sound came out of him, one he’d never made in his life, and the next second he grabbed her and ran his hands down her body, looking for wounds. She didn’t resist. 

“Mac.” The quiet sound of her voice stopped him. He couldn’t see a wound on her, nothing to indicate the kind of blood covering the floor and counter. Her hands were sticky, but it looked like she’d tried to rub it off and failed simply because there was so much. 

“What happened?” His voice sounded harsh, ripped from him. 

“I killed him. He’s down there. I was frightened. I didn’t want to be here, alone, with a man…in the kitchen with me.” She waved weakly to the room. “It’s so beautiful and the…” She glanced at the towels and grimaced. “It was everywhere. I tried to clean it up—”

“What happened, Mandy, tell me what happened.” 

She blinked up at him. Her eyes were dark, her pupils too dilated. “A man. He tried to kill me.” She shook her head and started again, “He tried to rape me. I stopped him. He’s in the basement. I didn’t want him here, with me, in the kitchen, Mac. Not once it got dark. Not without you here.” 

“All right. All right, that’s good. Real good. Let me go see, Mandy, then I’ll help you out, okay, baby? Clean you up, okay? Sit here for me. That’s good, that’s good, just stay right there.” 

He watched her slowly do what he’d said, not a sound out of her as she settled back down on the bar stool, her hands limp on the marble counter top. The smears of colour on them felt like a punch in the gut. She didn’t look up at him, but sat with her head down, her gaze far off and unfocused on her hands. He hoped it was unfocused. 

“I tried to get away, first, you know? But he wasn’t going to allow that. I killed him. It wasn’t fast, Mac. I didn’t have the gun. I put him in a trash bag and tied him up with that”—she motioned to some thick yellow electric tape he’d not noticed before. 

“Christ.” The word exploded from him before he could hold it back. Mac looked at her, unbelieving, for another moment, and turned for the basement door. She’d shut it, but he knew it was the basement door simply because of the smear of red on the door handle. He opened it and plunged down the stairs two at a time. He didn’t turn on the light so his first look in the feeble glow from the last of the sunset made him think Mandy had been mistaken. Then he saw the protruding legs, the dirty hands held down by the bright yellow tape she’d used to tie him up and drag him down here with. 

“Christ,” he repeated, but this time the curse had no force at all—it emerged in a faint whisper. He rubbed his hands over his face and noticed with detachment that they shook. 

Mandy had done this. She’d been alone, unprotected, probably terrified, but when push had come to shove, she’d done what she’d had to do. Was this one more sin to add to his growing list? A bloody machete lay next to the body and he squeezed his eyes shut on the image of Mandy using that to defend herself. How had he allowed this to happen? 

“I did this, not you.” 

He turned at the sound of her rough whisper to look up at her. The moon was behind her, haloing her head and leaving her face in shadow. She walked down a few steps until they were eye level. Her face broke into the light, revealing her serious expression. “Not you, Mac. Me. I would do the same again. If I was alone, without you here,” she went on in a steady voice, “I’d do it again if anyone else thinks to hurt me.” She reached up, touched his forehead, and dropped her arm. “Or you.” 

He closed his eyes for a moment and when he opened them again, he merely nodded. “We need to move. I found a place in the town we can stay until the team comes.” 

She offered him a wan smile. 

Inside he felt as if a part of him that he’d just got back was slipping out of his grasp. Mandy, he realised. Gathering his training around him, he nodded and ushered her back up the stairs. They cleaned the kitchen quietly. Mandy let him help her wash her arms and hands until her skin was pink from the scrubbing. All the while, she remained silent but he felt a rising tension between them, one he didn’t know how to ease. 

Half an hour later, he was guiding her towards the truck and on to the town, where possibly more danger waited. He took her hand in his and she rested her head on his shoulder. 

What had he done? He’d left her unguarded and vulnerable, and she’d prevailed.

Then why did he feel like he’d have hell to pay for this, his latest sin? 








Chapter Twenty-Three







“We need a room. Quiet, private,” Mac told the front desk clerk. The place was a dive. Dingy, disgusting wallpaper curled down in the corners and parts of the yellowed print were completely missing from a section of wall over the window where the short, bald man nodded at Mac. He looked like a throwback from the eighties, complete with a long ponytail in the back of his head and a rock T-shirt pulled tight over his rounded gut. 

“We got one. Gonna cost, though.” He stared up at Mac, then his shifty little eyes scanned Mandy. 

Mac threw down a hundred dollar bill. “Double that if you can forget we are here.” 

The guy blinked and snatched the money up. “Sure thing. Already getting fuzzy.” He reached under the counter and Mac tensed. The guy seemed oblivious to how tightly Mac had his hand on his gun hilt, though, because he handed over a key and nodded to the side. “Up those stairs, corner room, near the stairwell.” 

“Side exit?” 

“Yep, fire escape.” The guy grinned, revealing a few teeth stained brown. “Thought you might appreciate that.” 

Mac put another hundred down. 

The guy’s grin grew. “Anything at all, anything you just ask. Nico, that’s me. Just hit me up on the phone, quieter, right?” 

She tried hard not to shudder at his eager expression, but as soon as Mac cupped a hand over her elbow and turned her to the hallway, she shivered. 

“Disgusting doesn’t cover that man,” she whispered.

“Not even close. We have five hours tops.” 

She stumbled on the carpet. “What?” 

“That money bought us enough time for him to work up how much more money I probably have, and whether he wants to chance it. Five hours, six tops before he chances a call to try to get help taking more.” 

She glanced back at the dingy entryway and back up at Mac. “Well, why give him that money then?” 

“We need the time to clean up, shower, and get ready to go meet the team. West will get them all organised and here before that.” 

“But we could go out and wait—”

“You need the rest.” 

And there was the reason. He’d been in commando mode again. She knew she had spooked him with killing that disgusting man. She’d scared herself. The nightmares would be worth it, though, simply because she’d lived and he hadn’t. It had been close, yes, and scary but she didn’t blame Mac for leaving her in that kind of situation. Mac might think she did, but she didn’t. But his commando coldness had to stop. Sooner rather than later. 

He pushed open the grimy half-broken door to the stairway and she followed him up. Two flights and he shoved open the third floor doorway and held it while she walked through. He grabbed her hand and manoeuvred her half behind him as they headed down the hallway. It smelt foul. Rotten sweat, cigarettes, and alcohol mixed in with the smell of ancient brown carpets. She wished for the house again, but she knew she’d never have been able to sleep there, not with a dead man in the basement. She swallowed down the revulsion at the memory. 

“Here.” Mac used the key and opened the door, throwing his bag down and doing a quick scan of the room and bathroom. One bed filled half the room. A green and yellow bedspread that looked like they’d stolen it from the set of The Brady Bunch stretched tight over the low mattress. A small cheap plastic table, two white plastic chairs and a dresser with a television set made up the rest of the room. 

Mac scowled but ushered her inside. “Not The Ritz, but it will do.” 

“For what? I’m not sleeping.” 

He cocked an eyebrow at her and flipped the coverings off the bed. “We can always fuck.” 

She glared at him. 

“No?” 

“Knock it off, Mac. If I can’t say let’s have sex, you can’t say let’s fuck.”

He frowned harder at that but his tight expression eased a bit. “Agreed.” 

“Besides, I can’t—”

“Mandy, you can. Now, go strip down and hand over those clothes. I’ll wash them and you take a shower.” 

Wash them? Where? She looked around the small area and back at him.

He slumped down on the surprisingly white sheets and rubbed his face with his hand. He didn’t use his left arm, the hurt one, she noticed. 

“We should check your bandage. And you should shower first.” 

“Mandy, I’m not arguing with you over this. You need to shower. I know it, and you know it.”

“Mac, you’re being unreasonable.” 

“Damn it.” He stood, towering over her, angrier than she’d ever seen him. “Why don’t you yell at me? Shout at me for what a bastard I am for leaving you unprotected?”

She blinked in surprise. “Mac, I don’t want to—”

Her calm voice seemed to anger him even more. 

“Fuck, Mandy! You should be pissed off. You had to kill a man! Kill him! That’s my fault, mine,” he growled savagely and jerked into pacing the room. “It’s my fault, and you don’t even seem to get that. You act like—”

He paced closer and she grabbed his arm and stopped him. “Look here. You are not that fuckin’ great, okay? You’re not God. You’re not Superman and you can’t predict the future. Get that through your head. I killed a man because no one—and listen up, mister—no one is ever going to hurt me, or anyone I love again!” 

He rocked back on his feet as if she’d slapped him. Looking incredulous, he smacked his own forehead and shook his head like she’d lost her mind. 

“You just don’t get it, do you? You should never have been in that situation—”

“Oh, get over yourself. I don’t blame you. I don’t. Give me a break and stop. I did almost shoot my foot off. I forgot to go east and west. Heck, I curled up in a ball and prayed when the shooting started. So, I get it. I’m no use to you if they start shooting and you thought there would be more of them in town. I got it. I don’t blame you, Superman, I don’t.” 

He breathed in and out for several long seconds, glaring at her the whole time like a man that wanted to toss her down and do things she just knew they weren’t ready to start, until, with a disgusted snort, he paced away from her to the window, back to the bed, and finally sat. “Fine. Whatever. I’m not getting into our first fight here. If we’re going to fight, we’re going to make up. And when we make up, I want long, slow make-up sex in a clean room.” 

Her mouth fell open. She snapped it closed, opened it again, and instead of yelling at him, gave him the glare such screwed-up thinking deserved. “Look, I’m not so sure you’ll get make-up sex at the rate you’re going. Stop bossing me around. I’m not a child. You shower and I’ll eat a power bar.” 

His eyebrows rose and his grin grew. Why did he have to look so sexy when he did that? 

“Don’t do that! Do you know how hard this is? You’re so… So big and tough, so bad-ass I’m in charge that it’s hard enough to stand up to you, let alone deal with you ordering me around one minute and trying to screw me the next!” She huffed the last part and threw the pack at his head when he had the nerve to laugh. 

He lunged off the bed and caught her in his arms, her back to his front, and pressed laughing kisses against her neck. 

“Stop!” 

“Sugar, I’m trying to, but you’re so damn cute, I can’t help it. Shit, you’ve got me, baby, don’t you get it? I’m trying my fucking best to protect you and get you out of here safe, and all I have to do is look at you and all my training goes south along with my blood supply. All I can think about is how soft and warm your pussy is around my cock and how sweet you orgasm in my arms.”

She tried to turn to glare at him. She really did, but the feel of him, his warmth, his hardness, simply eased parts of her that needed him. Needed him safe, whole, not angry, or hurting or worried, just safe. She relaxed into him and bent her head to the side to kiss his biceps. 

“Mac, it’s going to be okay.”

He held her tighter, one big arm wrapped around her middle, the other right under her breasts making them bulge up. No doubt on purpose. 

“Don’t you get it, Mandy? Five years I’ve been looking for you, missing you more than breathing and now, here you are, and we’re on the run from some kind of shit I can’t believe I got you into. I want to get you safe. Keep you safe, that’s all. And my brain knows this but my body is ready to steal any chance it can to be as deep inside you as possible. Every way possible, every space I can get I want to claim.” 

Her temperature rose at his words and she shivered at the meaning. God, he’d never talked like this before. Never.


“Get it?” he husked, right in her ear. 

She swallowed and nodded. 

“Good. Now unless you want me to bend your pretty head over the side of that bed and use your sweet mouth for something other than kissing, I suggest you get in the shower.” 

Her legs went weak at the image of being on her stomach, her head over the edge as he pressed the rounded head of his cock into her mouth. She licked her lips. Would he pull her hair and hold her still while he shoved in and out? 

“Mandy, that sounds good to you, sugar?” 

She gathered her scattered thoughts and was about to test him when the phone he’d stolen buzzed. He dropped his arms, dug the phone out, and glanced at the display before answering, “Yeah.” 

He listened, all the while keeping his hazel eyes pinned on her with a promise she wasn’t certain she could handle. After a few silent seconds, he nodded towards the shower and she retreated to the bathroom, shutting the door to the sound of him telling whoever was on the phone where they were. 

She planted her hands on the bathroom pedestal sink and stared at herself in the mirror. She looked wild—and flushed with arousal. Her lips looked fuller, pinker to her. Her grey eyes bright against the additional sun she’d got. Mac had missed some of the dirt on her face and the swash of brown on her jaw reminded her of the red blood she’d washed off. 

Suddenly she felt dirty. Dirty and sickened by what they’d done. Killed. The bathroom was clean. Shockingly clean. She even smelt lemon and bleach. Thankful to whoever the maid was, she turned the shower on and shoved the clear plastic curtain off to the side. Through the door, she could hear Mac talking, then silence. He didn’t come in, though, and she was suddenly shy for him to see her. He’d made love to her in the ocean, licked every inch of her, even her toes, but suddenly standing in a foreign room, she felt clumsy and unsure. 

She shucked her filthy BDUs, panties, bra and tank top off, tossed them against the door, and stepped into the heat of the shower. The spray hit her hard, washing away dirt she’d not known was all over her. The floor of the white tub turned a bit brown. 

Was it blood? 

The memory of the gruesome sound of the machete hitting flesh made her feel like she might be sick. Hands trembling, she opened the paper-wrapped soap and started lathering up. The horrible images made her gag, but she tried hard not to throw up. Mac would panic if she did. She didn’t want him feeling such guilt over leaving her, over her having to do something so horrible. He could have been there, sure, but if he had, he might be dead, not the other man. Mac said she distracted him. What if he’d been distracted and—

She stopped the thought before it was Mac sliced with that machete. She couldn’t watch Mac die. She’d never survive that. 

She washed twice before the door opened and Mac walked in. 

He stood there for a moment, merely staring over at her, she knew, because she was doing the same. With a husky curse, he peeled his shirt off and started in on his BDUs. She knew what he was doing. He was going to join her. Suddenly she lost her shyness, lost her nervousness and the horror of killing a man, and focused on Mac. He could take it all away. She knew that. She knew that because suddenly she understood that, for Mac, she did that for him. She was his peace in the storm his life had become. 

The realisation soothed through her like a caress. If she was his peace, his shelter, she was going to give him all of her. Everything he’d ever wanted for as long as she had him. 

Her mouth watered in anticipation as she watched him through the plastic. He shrugged out of his pants, revealing his lean hips and jutting erection. The thick flesh dipped downward along his thighs, but she knew when he got super hard he bent upward at an angle that drove her crazy. 

Seconds later, he pushed the shower curtain aside and stepped over and inside next to her. They didn’t speak, but she didn’t give him time. She used her lathered hands to rub over his chest, creating more soap suds that glided over his firm, tanned flesh. Using the bar of soap, she cleaned his wounded arm, then the tattooed one and moved down to his hands. 

He watched her silently. The only sound he made was the heavy breath he drew each time she skimmed her fingers over his body. She turned him and he rested his elbows on the tiles while she cleaned his back, shoulders then lower down to wash his rounded ass. She got a groan when she cupped both firm, muscled cheeks, but he stayed quiet otherwise. When she reached around him, she moved her soapy hands down his flat, hard stomach until she encountered the sandy bush surrounding his erection. 

Mac sucked in a ragged breath then and she felt his back harden against her cheek and breasts. She wrapped her fingers around him and stroked upward, sliding around the grooved muscles of his erection. He groaned low and long. She did it repeatedly until, he gave a husky whisper of her name and she felt him begin to buck into her hands. 

Mandy let go of him and turned him around. He crowded her to the other side of the shower, but she let him until he had her back to the cool tiles. Meeting his hungry stare, she slowly pressed her hands to the tiles and slid her body downward. 

His muscled abs hardened as she went down until the head of his cock filled her vision. The dark flesh glistened, tantalising her until her mouth watered. But she didn’t move. She watched fascinated as the peach-shaped head developed a drop of pre-cum. His stomach tightened, and above her she sensed him rest his forearms on the tile again. 

Mandy looked up with one hand wrapped around his erection and met his flushed stare. He pressed his hips forward, nudging her with the velvety tip. She licked out and tasted his spiciness along the downy slit. His flavour and scent filled her with a rush of lust so hard she knew she was dripping cream down her inner thighs. 

She spread her lips around the ripe flesh slowly, easing as much of him inside her mouth as she could. He gave a low, tortured groan that did odd things to her. She slowly sucked while Mac panted above her, making sounds like she was killing him. 

“That’s so good, fuck, it’s so good, baby. Don’t stop. Suck my cock, sugar.” His husky voice thrilled her. He started edging his hips subtly for more and she felt him swell harder. She backed off, cupping his sack with her hands so she could run her mouth down a path to the thicker base. She wasn’t rushing this. He was hers—all six foot plus, hard as nails Navy SEAL Wolf—her Mac—and she was making him tremble already. She’d not even got started. She sucked back up the thick column of flesh and opened her mouth for him again.

She was going to rock his world. She was going to show him just how able she was to take care of him. He’d never live without this, she thought, remembering the feel of his lips devouring her pussy. Good, because she couldn’t live without him. 

She leaned her head back until he popped free with a wet sound that brought an immediate husky sound from Mac. Looking up at his flushed face and wicked needy eyes, she placed her palm on the back of his thighs and nudged him forward until his hot flesh brushed her lips again. She wanted to swallow him whole but his size and thickness proved to be a challenge. She’d had five years to dream of this, though, and wasn’t going to give up until he lost control. 

He exhaled a long harsh breath and his muscled abs rippled. His legs were solid under her hands. She skimmed her fingers up to cup his ass and he flexed, brushing her mouth insistently with his cock, leaving no doubt what he wanted. She parted her lips for him and saw the heat flare in his hazel eyes. Realisation of what she wanted sprang up in his expression and as she watched, he grimaced, closed his eyes, and tipped his head back with a low cry of her name. 

Every rope of muscle grew tight, from his hips to his neck, while his erection bobbed heavily. She licked the velvety head and felt him inhale sharply. 



“Fuck,” Mac groaned. She wants me to fuck her mouth. “You’re going to kill me,” he managed, and reached down to cradle the back of her head, guiding her mouth back to his tortured cock. 

Just having her below him, her intent clear, had shot him to that pre-cum state in two seconds. Now he fought to hold onto his control as she opened and sucked around the head before letting him press more firmly past her lips. 

There wasn’t any experience here, he could tell. She was hesitant, unsure, but so eager he let out a muffled curse when her cheeks hollowed out. The feel of her, coupled with watching her, hit like a load of lust right to his balls. He had to grab her head and pull back out of that lush mouth or shoot off. He pressed forward in shallow, short jabs of his hips that seemed to encourage her to grow bolder. She dug her nails into his ass at the same time as she leaned into his next pass, opening wider to take more of him. It was like she knew exactly what he wanted. Delicious, hot, sucking pulls of her mouth had him so on fire he felt like he might pass out. Her lips thinned when he shoved in deeper and he had to lock his knees to keep from grinding his cock in harder past her eager mouth. 

Mac wanted to make this last and Mandy seemed set on the same course, varying her eagerness until he was unable to do more than enjoy the pure hot strokes driving him to the edge. 

She caressed her warm hands over his ass and the back of his thighs and wandered to his front, softly cupping his testicles, testing their weight, and rubbing her fingers on that spot between his rear and balls. 

“Ah,” he choked on how fucking good that felt, and thrust harder into her lush mouth without meaning to. She sucked strongly on him, while using her other hand to stroke his shaft with soft sounds that vibrated up and down his cock. The pleasure-filled moan was like gasoline on a blazing fire. He tightened his grip on her silky wet hair to hold her still. He had to have a minute, just a minute, or he was going to blow. Knowing she loved what she was doing drove a shot of lust right down his spine. He’d never—ah, fuck yeah, he had—dreamt of her being so turned on by blowing him. 

When he felt like he could move without coming, he bent down towards her and tipped her face up to watch her. Her eyes were bright, full of that sexy quality he wasn’t going to be able to live without. He let her suck down the thick length of his cock, and groaned when she twirled her pink tongue around the engorged head as he pulled from her to give her a break. She opened again immediately, clearly wanting to kill him with pleasure. Unable to stop her, he watched her try to swallow his dark flesh. The veins on his shaft stood out heavy and the stalk looked so damn hot disappearing past her pink lips, he tightened his hands in her hair to keep from coming. 

Mandy seemed unaware of how close he was. She took more of him, nearly blowing his control when she also rubbed tantalisingly close to the nerves running along his ass. 

“Fuck yeah, yeah, baby, you’re so hot, so beautiful. Drive me wild.” 

She moaned at the sound of his voice, clearly lost to the pleasure she was ripping from him. 

He nudged deeper on his next pass, and pressed his hips forward with an animal cry when she edged the tips of a tiny finger against his asshole. “Shit, yeah, you’re going to make me lose control, sugar.” He could feel the fire racing up his spine as she bobbed up and down his flesh. 

He pulled out and pressed back in, once, twice, a third time, consumed by the soft sounds of pleasure she was making. Her full, rounded breasts bounced under him and she tried to take more of him. Her grey eyes darkened when he gripped her wet hair tighter. Another low cry burst from his lips when she nudged him farther than before. With a gasp, he thought he felt the brush of the back of her throat. His balls drew up tight to his shaft, signalling that there wasn’t a chance he’d last much longer. 

“Gonna come, baby, gonna come,” he warned, pulling free. He’d crouched down to reach her mouth but that only gave her free reign to drive him insane with her exploring fingers. He swore and tightened every muscle in his body when she surged back down his cock, taking him so deep there was no question she’d pressed him to her throat. At the same time, her busy fingers hit a spot that made him shudder in pleasure and he called out to her as his cum filled his shaft. “There, oh, fuck yeah. Don’t stop, please, baby. Ah, God, sugar, do that with your sexy fingers and give me that hot mouth. Take it, take it all, Mandy.” 

Her eyes grew sexier and she whimpered around his thick flesh. But she fingered him perfectly. He swore and his eyes nearly crossed. Along his achingly full flesh, she started a hard snap of her fists. His lips pulled back as he held himself on the edge of coming hard. He couldn’t stop himself from tightening his hand around hers on his erection or from plunging deep inside her lush mouth. She tilted her head, trusting him completely as he pushed until he felt the brush of the back of her throat. 

“Ah, baby…there, there.” 

Her low moan tingled along his body. 

He was done. His seed erupted down his shaft, swelling his flesh with a painful burst of pleasure that hit right before hard pulses of release erupted from the tip. He held still, unable to move. Ecstasy shot through his entire body, holding him trapped as he watched her pause her strokes and swallow, moaning wildly, then she began eagerly bobbing up and down, swallowing each violent pulse. 

He nearly fell on top of her. He shuddered through the fiery spasms. With a heavy, tortured-sounding groan, the last shot of cum flooded her voracious mouth. Panting, and still on fire, he watched her slowly ease down the thick shaft once more and back up, breathless but still eagerly tonguing the sensitive head before sitting back against the shower wall, panting and flushed, still possessively stroking his shaft. 

“Mac.” She licked her lips. She looked wild. Her eyes glittered like broken sea glass in the light from the window above the shower and her hard, pink-tipped breasts rose and fell rapidly. 

“God damn, sugar. I’m going to need that daily.” 

She smiled up at him and his body pulsed, eager for more. 

“Oh, yeah? You liked?” 

The rough sound of her voice—from sucking him—did strange things to him. No one had ever had Mandy’s lips on them. He knew that with such certainty it did odd things to his chest. 

He bent and pulled her to her feet. She laughed and cupped his face, drawing his mouth to hers that easily. He was so on fire he couldn’t wait. She was just as hot. She wrapped her legs and arms around him, slipping and sliding her wet body along his, impatient and horny. 

He might go mad with desire if he didn’t get inside her. He hoisted her up, cupping that lush ass in his hands, and groaned when the head of his cock slipped along her pussy. She was so ready she bit down lightly on his shoulder before quickly moving her head to take his lips in a frantic kiss. He tasted himself and her all mixed into one potent punch of lust. She shivered in his arms and her tight nipples teased his chest. He was just as lost for her. He didn’t even have to release his hold on her to enter her, he merely angled his hips, and, holding her tightly by her rounded ass, he pressed up while he brought her down. 

They broke the kiss with a breathless moan as he impaled her. 

“Oh, God, yes, Mac, yes.” 

“Feel that, baby, feel that?” he asked, nearly shoving in too fast at the first tight press of her wet flesh caressing his erection. He felt like he couldn’t breathe properly through the lust rushing him. He’d just had the best blow job of his life and still he felt the drive to take her, make her his. 

“Oh, Mac,” she moaned, turning her head to show him her bright, passion-filled eyes. He watched the flecks of brown bursting along her lighter irises as he fed her his cock. Her naked skin slid along his and her low cries filled the shower, making him insane to fuck her. She was so tight he had to pump into her slowly to gain every inch. Her lips caught his attention, snagging him until he had to shut his eyes as the image of her pink lush mouth opening around his dark flesh beat at him. He had to make this good for her, not come like some teenager on his first date. 

“Mac, oh, God, you’re so big,” she whispered into his throat, then started blindly kissing him, clearly as far gone as he was. She tried to force him to impale her deeper, using her legs to arch herself backward, and her hips forward. 

“Slow down, slow down for me,” he groaned, attempting to hold her still while she ignored him and tried to push herself down his shaft. Her eager thrusts nearly broke his control. He tightened his hands on her ass and pressed her gently to the wall, sliding out then slowly back in, watching her eyes flare with wild lust. 

“Look at me, Mandy, feel me.” He wanted her to love him, know him for the killer he was and still love him. She’d yelled at him earlier, yelled that no one would hurt anyone she loved, but he needed to hear her say it. Say she loved him. He needed to blow the lid on his past and have her see him for the killer he was and still love him.

“I do, oh, God, I do, Mac.” She arched her neck and her breasts quivered against his face. He turned his head, keeping up the shallow, driving strokes, and sucked one hard nipple in his mouth, devouring the little bud with deep, long pulls of his mouth. He loved her breasts. Loved how responsive she was to his touching her. Loved how she looked in her damn bikini and felt like both plump breasts were his. He drew harder, jerking his hips to drill deeper into her soft tight body. 

She screamed his name, dug her sharp nails into his shoulder, and shivered under his mouth. His balls felt too tight already, his hardened flesh like a bar of steel, but he forced his body to slow down. He knew what he wanted. He wanted her to come. Not once, not a simple, fast orgasm that left her feeling like she was floating, but a dark, deep orgasm that ripped her inside out and reformed her with him as her centre. That’s what she’d done to him. 

She gasped when he released her berry-ripe nipple and took the other in his mouth, giving the quivering flesh the same treatment. He shafted her slowly, building up to deeper, stronger strokes. 

“Oh, God, Mac, please, oh, God, please, I can’t stand it. Harder, I want it, I want it.” She moaned into his ear, sounding desperate and so hot he pressed her back to the wall and bit down on the side of her lush curve of her bosom. “Oh, God, yes! Mac, again, again, more.” 

His tether broke. He rammed up into her, driving deep with her pressed between the hard shower wall and his body while he devoured her. She sobbed his name and twisted her head on the white tiles. He buried himself deeper, the steel-hard erection he had going on feeling like he was driving into a softly sucking paradise. He released her breast to tongue her ear and slid a hand along her back to her sweet little puckered opening just like she had him. She rewarded him with a flood of moisture along his shaft and gave a breathy gasp. Spreading the sweet juices from her pussy around and around that tiny hole, he began pressing lightly while her cries grew breathless and wild. Taking his time, he finally breached the tight muscle and she gasped in a breath, arching up in his arms. 

“Oh, Mac, I can’t take it, please, oh, Mac—” She broke off with a wild cry when he pressed up to the knuckle. She cried out in pleasure. His head nearly exploded. He started fucking her with deep, driving strokes, keeping that finger deep so she could feel him there, where he wanted to be. Not now, but hell, soon. Soon he’d claim every inch of her.

“There, Mandy, I want all of you. Every hole, baby, I’m going to fill with me. You’re mine, Mandy,” he husked the last in her ear and listened to her cries grow louder, more out of control. He started pumping inside her ass, in and out, keeping the strokes careful. 

Within seconds, she clenched around his dick and sobbed his name, coming undone in his arms. He fought the need to follow her orgasm and instead pressed another finger in with the first and kept them there while she trembled in his arms. 

“Say it, sugar. Say it, tell me what I want to hear.” He eased his fingers in and out, sliding easier past the tight opening. 

“Oh, God, Mac, oh, God, I can’t take it, please, oh, Mac,” she breathed. She shuddered and her inner walls clamped down on his erection. 

“Say it, baby.” He froze deep inside her pussy and teased her with slow, steady strokes of his fingers in her ass. “Say you’re mine. Say you’re mine. All of you. Every hole, every part of you is mine.” 

Her brilliant grey eyes opened and he winced at the lost, sexy look. She was flushed, close to another orgasm. He knew where she was, he’d been there only moments before when she’d sucked him deep. 

“I’m yours, all yours, Mac, oh, God!” She broke off when he stole her mouth in a hot, wet kiss. Her pleasure was all the permission he needed. He matched the tempo of his hips with his possession of her ass. She wailed his name against his lips and went limp in his arms. She was so lost to the pleasure, he could feel the tight little clenches that shivered along his cock. He couldn’t hold back. His balls drew up hard and fire streaked down his back, circling his spine before shooting out in a powerful burst deep inside her body. 

“For you, Mandy, always for you. Give it to me, baby, take it, take it,” his rough groan sounded tortured, dark and still hungry for more. The heated warmth of his semen inside her shattered him in ways he couldn’t name, but he knew, deep in his soul, while he poured out his cum inside her tight body, that only she could make him whole. 

”Only Mandy” he whispered the words into her hair. 








Chapter Twenty-Four







“I think I like you and water, sugar,” Mac told her from where he was towelling dry his hair. He seemed lighter, younger in a way she couldn’t quite understand, but she liked it. 

“I think I like you in water, too, Mac,” she replied with a hint of double meaning in her words as she trailed her fingers over the front of the towel he had wrapped around his lean hips. Under her hand, his cock twitched. 

“Gonna get him up to attention, sugar. Then what?” 

She fell back on the clean sheets—yes, she had checked them—and smiled up at him. He was so sexy, so hot and hard, so male, so…strong. The man. Well, he’d fallen apart in her arms—or mouth. He hadn’t sounded so in control and powerful urging her, pleading with her in that dark whisper not to stop. 

“Mmm, I bet I can think of several things to keep your little soldier busy.” 

He laughed. A real, honest to God laugh. She’d heard him laugh like that before. She’d known him since she was ten, but he’d rarely laughed. One of those deep, belly laughs she’d not heard since… She stared up at him and tried to remember. Years. It had been years before he’d left her. 

He cocked an eyebrow at her and tossed the towel on the floor, kneeling on the bed and landing on his side next to her. The bed dipped and she laughed, finding herself turned and facing him before he’d even completely settled on his side, watching her. 

“What?”

“You. That laugh. You need to do that more.” 

His hazel eyes darkened and he caressed her cheek with his knuckle. She loved his hands. They were so very male. He had square, but long, talented fingers. The rough calluses along his palms only added to the feel of him. He’d always had calluses. Even at fifteen, he’d had a man’s hands. 

“Maybe I have,” he offered. 

She tilted her head and watched the light from the window play with the strong features of his face. He had dark eyes sometimes, other times they were light, like sand. His dark blond hair was still too short, but at least it’d grown enough that she could curl her fingers in it. 

“No, I don’t think so.” 

He ran his fingers through her hair, his eyes flickering from her face to her curls, then back. She thought he stared at her lips a lot more now, and found herself smiling at the thought. 

“Mmm, what’s so funny?”

“Nothing,” she said, too quickly because that hazel gaze landed on hers with a sceptical expression. 

“We need to talk, huh? Maybe be honest with each other,” he finally said. She watched him, amazed at his serious words and the tight expression on his face. He was going to bring up something painful. She just knew it. 

“About what?” she finally asked because he didn’t say a word. 

He exhaled heavily and looked away from her face to her hair again. “Tell me what happened at the house, Mandy. Let’s start there.”

The oh shit moment lasted too long because he met her eyes again, this time with a dark demand on his expression. 

That night rose up, blocking the happiness of this stolen moment. 

“Baby, look at me,” he demanded. 

She did and swallowed past the pain she saw on his face. “There are things we need to talk about, lies between us we have to get out in the light. I’m not going to change how I feel about you if you tell me. Can you say the same when I tell you some of the darkest parts of my life?” 

She sat up and shrugged his hand off her arm. “It’s not the same, you are a soldier, and you’re a man. You’re worried about being a fighter when that’s what you’re trained to be.”

“A killer, you mean.” 

His soft murmur stole her breath for only a moment before she turned on him, anger simmering through her body. “Oh, a killer, huh? I bet you think I should feel bad about you killing those men,” she whispered, “or about me, killing that monster? I threw up, you know, I had to clean that up too. I guess it was reaction—” She stopped and paused, feeling sick gain just thinking about the way she’d cut into the man’s vest. “But you know what? I don’t. I won’t. You did what you had to. I did what I had to do. And unless we go to jail for it”—she turned a curious look at him, but he shook his head and snorted—“then there’s nothing to do but go on.” 

He narrowed his eyes at her, clearly thinking something she couldn’t guess at. She’d been honest. She didn’t feel badly that he had killed men who were trying to kill her. She didn’t. Maybe she should, but she didn’t. In her eyes, Mac was a hero. Just like her brother. She felt sick at what she’d had to do, but if that same thing happened again, if a man like that tried to rape her? She’d do it again. 

“Mandy, you killed a man. We need to talk about that—”

“No, no, we don’t. He would have raped me—” She paused when he tried to interrupt her. “Don’t, just don’t. You were right to go—”

“I wasn’t right not to check that all the damn men were dead, Mandy. I wasn’t right to leave you—”

She covered her ears and shook her head. “Shut up! Mac, there isn’t a way to change the past. I’ve tried. Don’t you think I’ve wished that repeatedly? You can’t.”

She exhaled heavily and they stared at each other, both of them stubbornly sticking to their idea of what was right. Finally, Mac grimaced and rubbed his face with both hands, sighing deeply. When he dropped them, he simply nodded. 

“Yeah, baby, I know that.”

The acceptance did it. She could take Mac telling her what to do and stand up to him. She could take him stubbornly trying to force her, but his acceptance did it. He needed this, she realised. Maybe she did too. The nightmares would be bad, she knew. 

“It was my fault, really.” She took Mac’s hand and held it to keep him quiet. He watched her closely, but stayed silent. “I went out to get some food, you know? I mean, it seemed so easy. I’d gone through the cabinets and I realised there was nothing there. So, I went out.” She swallowed and grimaced. “Without the gun. I left it. You never would have.” He tried to say something but she shook her head and, for once, he listened to her. “He was already inside. I tried to get him to leave. I warned him, but he moved so fast, I didn’t reach the gun in time. I did shoot him, Mac. I swear the shot simply went off and he stumbled backwards—” She paused and the image of it all happening all over again shivered through her. 

“Shh, baby, you don’t have—”

“Yes, I think I do, Mac.” 

He nodded silently and tightened his hand on hers. 

“I shot him, but it didn’t stop him. I guess—” She stopped and swallowed past the fear she’d felt comprehending that she’d not hurt him enough to stop him. 

“Some gunshots won’t, baby.” 

She nodded and went on. “He knocked the gun from my hands. He was so angry, Mac.” She paused but quickly went on. “He said some nasty things, then pulled my hair and tried to get me to blow him.” She shrugged and said, “So I punched him in his junk. He dropped the machete, and went for the gun.” She had to pause again to fight back the tightness in her throat and Mac squeezed her hand harder. He looked like he was nearing a breakdown. He must have thought that the guy had raped her. “It happened so fast after that. He didn’t rape me,” she reassured him and Mac frowned harder. 

“Fuck, I know that, Mandy. I just—”

“Let me finish, okay?” 

Mac squeezed her hand and nodded. 

“Suddenly he had my gun, pointed at me, and you know, I just, I didn’t think—” She tried to work it out. “The gun was mine, he had it and I told him to drop it, but he aimed it right at me. Suddenly I realised I had the machete and I just hit him with it. I didn’t mean to hurt him, just kinda knock the gun aside, or him aside and run, like you said, but it, well…didn’t work out that way. It hit him in the neck, I think. He bled so much, so very, very much. The thing sliced along his vest too before it fell to the floor.” 

Mac cussed softly and closed his eyes. “I wish you’d never had to do that.” 

She took a deep breath and thought about all her fears, how Mac could have been there and been hurt, how she could have been raped, or killed, or, worse, hurt and Mac would have come back to find her that way. Inside she felt sick at what she’d done—even not meaning to—but she also felt right—that she’d do it again if someone tried to hurt her. She didn’t want to, didn’t want to be in that situation ever again, but now she knew, she’d not just curl up and cry like she had before. She’d fight, at least. Did that make her bad, though? Was there something wrong with her for doing such a thing? 

“Am I a worse person to you now? Am I horrible now?” 

He snapped his eyebrows down. “Hell, no. Mandy, you know—”

She shook her head. He didn’t get it. Mac couldn’t select who were the monsters in this world. He was a hero. She wasn’t a hero, but she wasn’t a monster. “Then if I’m not a monster, how come you get to be?” 

Mac shook his head and rubbed his face again. She sighed. At least she was getting through to him. She mock punched his good shoulder and ducked her head to catch his eyes. “I want to be the Hulk if we get to choose monsters, you know? You should be Doctor Death.” 

He shot her a look like she’d farted in church. “What? Mandy, this isn’t funny.”

“No?” 

He stared at her silently, no doubt working something out she couldn’t guess at. Macho stuff. Man stuff. 

“Mac, I know I’ll have nightmares about that for a long time, but I survived. I lived, didn’t I? And I don’t blame you. You can’t always protect people. Not all the time. What if I go to the store and get hit by a truck? What then? Is that your fault?” 

“Mandy, it’s not the same. It’s not the same.”

“No,” she agreed, “it’s not, but it’s all I have right now.” She leaned over and kissed him. “And you. I have you.” 

He tightened his hand on hers and held her in place for a long, intense moment. “You always have me, sugar.” 

“And you have me. You’re a hero, Mac. Plain and simple. I just accidently killed a person with his own knife by mistake.” 

He groaned and fell back on the bed, covering his face with both hands. She thought he swore a little but she gave him some time. She’d freaked herself out, so no doubt he was seriously mixed up. 

Instead of bothering him, she stood and checked on the clothes Mac had washed and hung over the windowsill. She touched her cargos first and found them to be still slightly damp, but not bad. Suddenly she wanted to be dressed. She dropped her towel and pulled her panties on. 

“Mandy, we need to talk and you parading your gorgeous ass around here—”

“Gee.” She turned and pulled her bra on, clipping it closed before looking up at him. He’d stood and was towering over her. She rolled her eyes and pulled her pants on, using his big naked chest to steady herself. “I didn’t realise getting dressed meant parading my ass around.” 

“Gorgeous ass. Yeah, and any time you’re naked, it’s a parade.” 

“Funny.” 

“Why did you get that tattoo, Mandy?” 

She froze with her shirt in her hands. Mac was good. She’d bet her last Zinger he was into interrogation with the SEALS. But to use that shit on her? She bought some time by pulling her shirt on over her head. When she turned, he had his pants on. Damn it, if anyone wanted to watch a naked parade, it was her. Mac naked did wonderful things to her. She downright felt like she owned that big, impressive body and she definitely felt ownership over his thick cock. She wanted to snuggle up and play with it, suck it, stroke it, watch him stroke it, feel it grow and get hard in her hands. Sighing, she turned her back on him before he saw any of that. 

She tried for nonchalance, and said, “I got it because I like M & Ms.” 

“Liar,” he breathed against her neck. When had he come up behind her? She hadn’t heard him, but then she never did. He was trained to be sneaky. He was trained to kill. Could he be happy away from the missions? She suddenly saw a future with him, but without him. He’d be gone, away on missions saving the world. 

She swallowed and hugged herself. Life never matched the childhood dreams people spun. Hers were no different. She might get Mac, have him as hers, but she’d never have him completely. Uncle Sam would own him, and she would be given a small slice of him. Suddenly she realised it wasn’t enough. Not nearly enough. 

“I got it because it was always supposed to be you and me. Mac and Mandy, M & M.” Her voice broke on revealing her childhood dreams. She felt the tears clog her throat at how much she’d wanted him, how many nights she’d cried for him and how lost she’d felt seeing him with another, more beautiful woman. And now it wasn’t all those other women, it was much more complicated. Or real simple. She could have him, share him with his missions, and learn to be satisfied with half a life. 

Behind her, she felt him draw closer. 

“It will be, Mandy. From now on, only you for me, only me for you,” he murmured. “I thought I made that clear, sugar.”

She felt him reach up, to do what, she didn’t know because something sharp and painful hit her arm. In a daze, she looked down, confused to see a red-feathered dart protruding from her upper arm. 

Behind her Mac made a deep grunt. 

“Son of a bitch,” he muttered and turned her. It felt like everything was moving in slow motion. His handsome face blurred, the hard angles wavering in front of her with only his eyes catching and holding her attention. 

“Stay alive, Mandy. Don’t you fucking forget it’s you and me. Only you and me,” he groaned the last for some reason and slowly toppled to his side. 

The ground chose that moment to reach up like some monster and crash into her, bringing a curtain of black down on her confusion. 








Chapter Twenty-Five







Mac tested the bonds tying him to the straight-backed chair and knew his life had just taken a nosedive into shit. Hopefully not literally, but he recognised a fuck-up when he saw it. 

He’d taken a hit from a tranquiliser gun. Mandy had too. He would never forget that dart in her creamy flesh. The damn thing had looked so dangerous, he’d frozen, and in the second he’d looked down at it, he’d been marked as well. She wasn’t with him. He’d realised that ten seconds after waking. He blocked the fear shoving at him from all sides. The panic made it hard to breathe let alone think. She needed him, she needed him now. If these sick fuckers had touched her—he cursed and fought the bonds until the urge to harm slowly ebbed. She would survive. She had to. If they tied him up, then she was still alive. They’d use her as leverage and her damaged wouldn’t get him to talk. 

And someone wanted to talk. 

He’d play. There wasn’t another reason to haul him to—he glanced around the dim, dripping room he was in and narrowed his eyes on a slit next to the pipe-lined ceiling—this ship, unless they wanted to talk. 

He pressed against the ropes wrapped across his chest and the other knots around his wrists. They’d tied his legs down separately, each to the chair leg. Stupid bastards. He could break those in a few minutes, but first—

The door swung open and two men filled the frame and entered. Both were Mexicans, and both wore dark suits and matching frowns. Behind them, an older, grey-bearded man walked in, dressed in a white suit and with an open-throat shirt. His craggy face caught Mac’s attention and time seemed to slow down. He looked like Ruben Gonzales, but Mac knew that sick bastard was dead. So was Juan. This must be the eldest brother, Manuel. The silent, deadlier some said, brother. 

“So, you are the Americano who has caused such trouble for my familia?” 

Mac didn’t say a word. He sized the man up and found him as hard as he’d heard. It was there, behind his eyes, the strength of will to get things done. 

He stopped six feet from Mac. Gonzales pulled a cigar from his suit jacket, snipped the end off as if he had all the time in the world before lighting it with a silver lighter. Taking a deep drag, he slowly met Mac’s eyes through a puff of Cuban tobacco. 

“Ah, I see you will not speak. I don’t blame you, hombre. This is a very bad situation you are in. I did want to come and thank you for one thing before you suffer. Bringing me my brother’s child.”

Mac must not have hidden his confusion well enough because the man laughed a long, low sound that held a hint of steel. 

“You did not know? This woman with you? She is the daughter of my dear brother Ruben. His only offspring and now she will be back within our safety. She looks like him, did you know? Her mother, too, the bella, but his eyes, those light eyes,” he mused. “Those are my brother Ruben’s eyes.” 

Mandy? He was talking about Mandy. What had she said? She hadn’t used a fake ID, she’d used her own name, Gonzales. Millions of people could claim that particular last name. This bastard thought Mandy was his niece. The implications weren’t lost on Mac. He felt like he could breathe for the first time since he’d woken, alone, down here in this hell-hole. If Manuel thought Mandy a part of his familia, she was safe as a tiger cub with its mother. 

Still, it wouldn’t do for him to accept that claim on his woman. He shook his head and sneered, “You’re wrong, old man. She’s not one of you, she’s mine.” 

The beefier Mexican lashed out at him, knocking him on his back with the punch to his jaw. Mac tasted blood. The guy hauled him back up, hit him again, this time in his temple, and followed through with three more punches to his arm where he’d taken a bullet. 

“Enough.” The one word ended the beating—at least for the moment. 

“We will see, hombre. My men have some questions for you. I will send them to talk to you soon. Until then, think wisely on what you will say.” 

Manuel waited, for what Mac didn’t know because he wasn’t giving him shit. Finally, the old man nodded, turned, and walked out of the door followed by dumb shits one and two.

Alone again, Mac sweated. If Mandy was on this ship, alone with these people, how the hell was he going to get her out of here alive? 

He tested the bonds and laughed. Nothing was holding him back. Mandy was his. He just needed to reach her, get them off this boat and if they had to, they’d swim to shore again. 



* * * *



Mandy woke up slowly. Her arm was numb, but her whole body felt the same. Sluggish, oddly more awake inside than out, Mandy gasped as a rush of memories broke through into startling clarity. The fog clouding her brain disappeared. She sat bolt upright, scared, then terrified as a shadow disengaged from the wall, and walked over to her.

She took stock of her situation and each detail fired her fear even more. Ropes tied her hands at the wrist to a metal chair. More ropes bound her feet together under the table. There was no one else in the room. Only her and the silent man slowly walking towards her. 

Trigger. 

Recognition hit hard. 

“So, you came back.” 

She felt like she was strangling on anger. Trigger had been Rob’s friend. Mac had brought him over several times. They’d all eaten together. He’d sat at her table on the patio with Lacey just two days ago. He’d been inches from her. 

But he’d not spoken. 

Now he stood a few feet away dressed in a mint green polo shirt and black jeans. An expensive watch shone on his wrist. He flashed a gleaming white smile that didn’t reach his eyes and took the chair opposite her. She shoved as far back as the chair would allow her. Her breathing sped up but she refused to acknowledge it. Instead, she concentrated on looking down at his hands. He had long-fingered, tanned hands. Trim nails. Smaller than Mac’s, not as damaged by a lifetime of fighting like Mac’s either. This man was a SEAL yet he looked like some pampered millionaire rich boy. 

“You should have stayed gone.” 

She got that. Really, she did. Where was Mac, though? Did Trigger have him too? Why? Was this about her, or about the Gonzales family? The fight on the airfield had to be more than just her. 

“Nothing to say? I see the questions in your eyes. Are you wondering where Wolf is?” 

She swallowed and fought the trembles climbing up her legs. Whoever said knees don’t knock in fear had clearly never been frightened. 

“He was always too good for you.” 

“Yeah, I heard that line before.” She tried to be brave, strong, but her voice sounded reedy, weak to her own ears. 

Trigger grinned lazily and sat back in his metal chair. She wanted to smack him. Scream at him, fight, but she was alone, tied down and he could probably kill her before she even raised her hand. A bead of sweat dripped down her back. 

“But you didn’t listen, did you? Not that he could forget you, but now? When he finds you dead, he’ll forget you. And when he does, there will be others.” 

She blinked over at him. His black eyes had been gradually brightening to a fervid glow.

“It will work,” he muttered, “Might do more than work, yeah, it might—” He broke off suddenly. His eyes darkened again. “As long as you are dead.” 

Mandy fought to breathe past the fear and horror of what she was putting together. This man was her attacker but the one thing she’d never asked herself was why her? Why had he attacked her? It wasn’t for rape, he’d barely tried and he’d not even touched her breasts. He’d not forced his mouth on hers and when he had tried to rape her he’d tried anal. His erection had waned, though, until he’d started spewing angry words about how unfit she was. How unfit she was for Mac, not him, for Mac. 

He wanted Mac. 

His phone buzzed and his dangerous gaze slid from hers as he pulled his cell out of his pocket and stood, taking the call on the far side of the room from her. 

He was obsessed with Mac. It all made sense now. How he’d told her all those disgusting things about herself. Things that even now she resisted telling Mac. He’d been vile, sickening, but the worst part was that some of the things he’d said had taken root, or grown from the roots of an abusive stepfather, and blossomed under his filth. 

She couldn’t have a man. No one would want her. Least of all Wolf. 

He’d used Mac’s nickname too. How did a man like this get into the SEALs? They checked men out. They had to. 

Trigger turned around and faced her, the smirk on his face making her sick to her stomach. She hated him. In that moment, she hated him more than anything else in her life. He’d taken Mac away, but he’d also taken her dreams. 

Approaching the table again, he reached out with surprising quickness, snatched an abundant handful of her curls, and pulled her head back harshly. “It seems you will live just a little longer, bitch. But listen closely.” He bent down and breathed right in her ear. She almost threw up. “You so much as breathe a word of who I am, what I’m going to do to you, and I’ll kill everyone you care about.” 

His fist rose and, before she could turn away, came crashing down on her temple. Pain lashed through her head. Blackness curled around her. She fumed, struggling not to pass out again. Not this time. She needed—she needed something. 

Mac. 

She needed Mac. 








Chapter Twenty-Six







Just when Mac tensed to bust the weak ropes tying him down, a door opened behind him. He jerked his head to the side to see Trigger, crouched down, and dressed in a green polo shirt with a finger over his lips. 

Thank fuck. Relief never felt so good. Trigger must have been the inside guy. Luck, it seemed, hadn’t left him. 

“Shh, what the hell, Mac? What is going on?” 

“Shit if I know. The Gonzaleses have Mandy, Trigger. You need to get her out of here.”

Trigger scowled and shoved his black hair off his face, scanning the room. “You need to get out of here. Did they tie you down tight, or fuck it up?” 

“It’s fucked. But I need—”

Trigger slashed his arm through the air, clearly pissed off. “Mac, you’re going to break my cover, but I’ll try to get to her. Can you break free?” He hunkered down lower when a light flashed through one of the low windows by the ceiling. 

“Yeah, I think so. You get Mandy. I want her off of here.” 

A loud sound had Trigger jumping back and edging for the door. “Just wait until the sun hits the deck, get free, I’ll do the rest.” 

“What? No. If I wait, they’re simply coming back. Darkness is the best—”

“They’re all up there, Mac. I was up there when they started talking about the Americano. They left me out of this mission, so what does that tell you?” 

Mac narrowed his eyes over at Trigger getting angrier by the minute. “Listen, I don’t give a rat’s ass if your fucked-up cover is blown. What do you need cover for? These bastards just hit a military base. What—”

“Mac, I take orders from up high, like mountain top high.” 

“Shit, fuck that. This is me, Trig, me. You’re not going to say shit to me about orders. You don’t leave a man behind. That includes Mandy.” 

“Look, Mac”—Trigger grimaced, looking sympathetic, but Mac could tell he had his own agenda—“I want these bastards dead too, but they’re working a deal. You know what that means.” 

“Son of a bitch. Don’t you tell me your deal is more important than—”

Trigger held up his hands and the light waved through the room again, the beam hitting Trigger’s face and flooding it with a sick, pale glow. His eyes were bright, and if Mac had had time to deal with more than freeing himself he would have called the other man on being drunk. 

“Nothing is more important that getting Mandy out of here,” he said.

“Fine. Just fucking fine, all right. Everything is always about her, isn’t it? When are you going to learn—”

Footsteps nearby shut him up but Mac almost wished Trigger had finished that sentence. Rage pounded at him and if Trigger said some shit about Mandy, he’d break him in two. 

“Fine, I’ll see what I can do to set her free for you.” 

With that, he was gone. 

Son of a bitch. The man was no help. A damn deal with the Feds was more important than Mandy? Was he insane? 

He needed to be free now. Trigger could have slipped him a knife. Shit wasn’t right. And, worse, how had anyone found them? 

West. 

West was many things, but a traitor wasn’t one of them. So that left whoever West had called for re-enforcements. 

The ropes began to cut into his wrists but the blood would simply help him slip them off. He felt a give in the ropes around his right arm and worked harder at loosening it more while he tried to figure out what was going on. 

Mandy was here. He simply needed to reach her, get her off this damn ship, and leave this island. He’d not wait for Trigger’s lazy ass. Motherfucker had a screw loose if he thought Mac would wait on him to get Mandy to safety. Clearly, his deal was more important. 

First, he needed free of their fucked-up idea of tying a man down. 



Mandy woke abruptly. She surged up, looking for Trigger, and only managed to hit her head on something solid. Cursing she fell back into the softness of a bed and cupped a palm over her forehead. She didn’t hear anything beyond her breathing for several long seconds, then slowly heard a rhythmic splashing. She glanced around to see she was in an empty room that looked like a cabin. 

Boat. She was on a boat. Ship. Oh, good Lord. Oh, God. One quick scan of the room and Mac was nowhere. She was on a bunk. She’d crashed her head into the low-lying upper bunk but, other than two bolted down chairs and a table between them under a porthole, she was alone. A few paintings of ocean scenes lined the glossy wooden walls, and a door was on the opposite wall from the window. 

She stood carefully and tried to decide what to do. Was the ship moving? Would she know? She took a step towards the door and it opened to reveal a dark-haired woman dressed in a white gown. Gold buckles clipped the silken gown in place over the mounds of her bronzed breasts. Long, flowing chestnut hair rippled in carefully arranged waves down one shoulder and down her back. She narrowed her eyes on Mandy and her nose went up a notch. Mandy instantly hated her. A snide smile coaxed the bitch’s bright red lips upward at Mandy’s frown. 

Mandy knew her. She’d never forget the way this woman had touched Mac. 

What was going on? It felt like she was on some corny Welcome to My Past show—only she never wanted to see these people again. 

“So you’re awake,” the Spanish accent rolled off her tongue, adding to the layer of hate Mandy already had going on. Of course, she would sound sexy. 

“Where is Mac?” she demanded, looking around the room for something to use as a weapon. She was small, but she could fight. And this woman didn’t look like she could without crying over a broken nail. 

“The soldado? Wolf? He will have to die, but not before he suffers, eh?” She sounded angry and tossed her hair. Suddenly she lifted her long gown, stepped over the entrance to the cabin, and shut the door. “But don’t worry, niña, you’re with family now.”

Mandy backed away from the other woman. She felt dirty and dingy compared to the Spanish beauty. This woman was full of as much hatred as Mandy was. At her? 

“What are you talking about?” 

The elegant woman walked languidly around the sparse room, trailing her fingers over the table, the chair like she had all the time in the world, then stopped to look out of the small window. Slowly, she turned to Mandy. There was calculation and something else in her expression that made Mandy feel like she’d just made a mistake simply by speaking to her.

“You don’t know, do you? Pobre innocenta, did you think you could be enough for a man like Wolf?” She gave a throaty, sexy laugh and shook her head. “A man like him, he needs a real woman, not a child.” She cupped her own breasts and sneered at Mandy then laughed again, dropping her manicured hands to brush her hair back. 

Mandy cocked her head. Now that the Mexican princess was closer, Mandy noticed the lines on her face, the dullness of her skin that she’d tried to mask with foundation, the unnatural thinness of her body compared to the rounded abundance of her high, perky breasts. Fake breasts. Mandy would bet her last dime on it. The makeup she had piled on her face and around her dusky eyes seemed too perfect, too precise to be beautiful. Oh, she was beautiful in an older woman, kinda glamorous, big money way, but she couldn’t imagine her making Mac moan in pleasure now that she stood near her. Mac would not tolerate a person like this. He never had. 

“And you are?” Mandy asked.

“Maybe,” she said slowly.

To hell with keeping her thoughts to herself. Neither this bitch nor that disgusting pervert, Trigger, were touching Mac. Anger burned a path right up to her brain and her mouth opened before she could censor her words. 

“There’s not a chance in hell of Mac preferring you over me.” As the rush of words left her mouth, she watched the other woman and saw the truth in her dark eyes. She knew that, she knew Mac was Mandy’s. That’s why she’d said such bitter things. 

“He’s mine. And I’m guessing you found that out the hard way. Did he even get hard for you?” 

The other woman’s eyes grew luminous with contempt, as if Mac weren’t worth a thought to her. After a few more silent, awkward minutes, she turned to look out of the small window again. The silence dragged on long enough for Mandy to wonder what the woman wanted. Why come in here? Why even bring Mac up like this? 

“Does it matter? You will have to let him go,” she whispered. 

Mandy bit her tongue and stayed silent. She wasn’t letting Mac go. The first thing she was telling Mac when she found him? She loved him. She’d not let another second in his presence go by without saying it. Then she was begging him to quit the SEALs. 

The Spanish beauty turned her head and her brow creased slightly. “Ah, I see you don’t believe me. It’s true, of course. We are family now, chica, so we will forget this Americano.” 

Before Mandy could respond, the door opened and Trigger walked in. 

Mandy’s mouth went dry and suddenly she couldn’t move. Her heart raced so loudly she was certain he would hear. The need to run, to yell, or simply to hit him rushed through her, but she stood frozen in place watching him strut over to the woman. His dark eyes skimmed over her with a distasteful expression once as he ran a hand down the other woman’s back and bent to whisper something. 

“Yes, of course.” The woman laughed. She petted Trigger’s chest and moved closer to him. If Mandy hadn’t been watching him so closely, she never would have seen the sneer he directed at the woman when she leaned in and kissed his neck. His eyes met hers over the top of the woman’s head and the threat in his hard gaze wasn’t lost on her. 

She struggled to keep her face blank, falling back on years of abuse at the hands of her stepdad to help her. She had to think. Think clearly. Fear didn’t make that possible. She wanted to run. The instinct for flight was so overwhelming she had to force her eyes to remain on the couple when all she wanted was to race for the door. 

Why was he here? She had to figure that out and quickly. He’d changed into white slacks and a yellow button-down linen shirt. He wore his black hair slicked back from his forehead, combed almost ruthlessly to one side. He turned to face her fully, the woman curled under his arm, and Mandy barely held in the urge to scream at him. 

“I will bring her now, my love. Manuel has nothing to worry over.” 

“I told him, but he insists on seeing her.” Trigger gave her a sick grin as he spoke, daring her to say a word, no doubt. When she stayed silent, he turned to the door. “Just bring her soon, Catrina.” 

The woman, Catrina, frowned after him with a speculative look. As soon as he had shut the door, she turned to Mandy with a frown.

“This man, he is bad news. Sick, enfermo en la cabeza, sick in the head.” 

Mandy hid her surprise at the woman’s words. She’d seemed more than happy to rub herself all over Trigger. 

Sighing, Catrina shook her head, as if disturbed by Trigger. No wonder, he was a sick bastard. Mandy remembered exactly how disgusting he was. 

“Don’t look so scared, chica. This hombre will handle Wolf and soon you will have nothing to fear except where to find the latest styles. I will show you new men that will give you such pleasure, this Wolf, he will be a memory. But now, I must take you to Manuel. Come.” She walked to the door as if Mandy would simply follow. 

“Wait, who is Manuel, and who are you?” 

Catrina paused at the door and Mandy sensed, if this woman had her way, Mandy would be shark bait. “Catrina Maria Gonzales, your aunt, my dear.” 

Catrina opened the door and Mandy followed her, feeling like she needed to throw up. The yacht they were on was, at least, not out to sea, but tied up to shore. They might be on the same island. She had no idea. 

“Where are we?” she asked. If she was family, then…

“Molokai, but don’t worry, chica, we’ll leave here as soon as we dump the Americano and head for home.” 

Not if Mandy could help it. 

“And where is that Americano?” 

Catrina glided into a luxurious sitting room, walked over to the bar and waved off to the side of the spacious room. “Down in the bottom of this thing, tied up, but don’t worry, he won’t get free.” She smiled over at Mandy like a viper when she spoke. Mandy hated snakes. 

“Ah, Elisa Amanda.” The soft roll of her name in a man’s Spanish accent turned her around from where she’d been sizing up where to land her first punch on Ms Sexy. 

The older guy facing her with a soft smile looked like the actor for the Dos Equis Mexican beer commercial, except that she feared this was the real deal. Or rather, the real head of a Mexican cartel powerful enough to take on the Navy’s most elite forces. This man had enough power to snap her in two without lifting a finger. She felt like she’d suddenly landed in deep water and wasn’t going to be able to swim to the surface in time to survive. This man had captured her, and, worse, Mac, a seasoned professional killer. 

Behind him, two large men stood, staring at her intently. Their gazes skimmed down her tank top and BDUs before arrogantly lifting back to her face. Did they realise she had killed one of their own men? Maybe a brother or a friend. 

Behind them Trigger sauntered in as if he owned the place, only next to the head of the cartel, Trigger looked like a spoilt child. She remembered how Trigger had cursed her in frustration when he’d lost his hard-on. How he’d hit her in the face and shoved her into the wall in his fit of anger. 

The man next to him wouldn’t show any sign of anger, he’d simply destroy anyone who crossed him. He probably didn’t even change expression when he killed. 

If he did the killing. 

God, she was in trouble. And Mac was here as well. No doubt, these men wanted him dead. What had Catrina said? Trigger would take care of him. 

“Your long-lost niece, huh, Manuel?” Trigger motioned with his drink in a kind of sarcastic salute.

She jerked in surprise even though Catrina had said this just a moment before. 

The older gentleman—monster—turned to Trigger and she saw the hardness fill his eyes. She was used to men of power. Her brother had been strong, even as a child. He’d grown into a powerful Navy SEAL before his death. Mac possessed enough bad-assed attitude to make dealing with him frustrating at times. But this man wore his power like other men wore the knowledge that they could walk upright. He simply oozed something that frightened her. 

“Ah, yes, Daniel, you have done well by us.” His tone was dark, but Daniel didn’t seem to notice. He poured himself another shot of amber liquor from a crystal decanter, raised the drink to his lips, and drank it down in one long swallow. 

Mandy turned from Trigger, hoping he would get so drunk he passed out. 

“Why have you brought me here?” she asked Manuel Gonzales, not willing to stand around while Mac suffered. She had to think of a plan. If this man thought her family, maybe she could use that. She knew the culture, knew how weak women appeared to them. She made sure to look tired, and let her fear, the very real fear she had tried to hide, show on her face. 

Manuel looked over at her, seemingly concerned by her question. “I am your uncle. Your father was my youngest brother. We are family, you and I. I brought you here to give you safety, within our familia.” His eyes narrowed and shifted to Catrina, who had been playing with a curtain, obviously bored with them. “Catrina, have you offered Amanda refreshments?” 

Catrina huffed and shook her head. “No, I brought her here, as you requested.” 

“Here, my dear, come, sit and let me soothe your fears.” He gestured to a gold silken couch under the open windows of the deck. The place oozed elegance and money. The floors gleamed, along with every other wooden piece of furniture in the room. The brass fixtures shone under the glow from a hundred lights made to look like flames on the crystal chandelier hanging from the centre of the ceiling. 

He appeared so cultured, so gentlemanly that she felt sickened by him even more, but she walked carefully to the couch, feeling like she might break in two from all the tension rushing through her. At least this man was sane. Incredibly powerful, obviously concerned for his familia, but not insane. And how messed up was it that she felt safer with the mafia boss than near the sicko Navy SEAL? 

“Thank you, I’m so tired. What was that?” She rubbed her hand over her upper arm where a bruise showed where they’d shot her with the tranquiliser. “What did they use?” She pretended to get a little weak, sitting suddenly on the silky couch behind her. “Oh, I’m sorry, I just—I don’t feel well. I don’t understand why you didn’t simply find me. Why did you have to shoot me?” 

Manuel brushed a hand against her forehead, frowning in concern. “You are warm, I fear you are still feeling ill, my dear.” 

She shook her head slightly, as if it hurt and said, “No it’s all right. I’m okay, just… I… You knew my father?” 

The tremor in her voice wasn’t fake. She’d never known her dad. Had never known who her mother had run to, then run from. Rob had always grown quiet and distant when she’d asked, until she’d learnt never to speak of the man that had helped give her life. 

Manuel sighed heavily. “He was my youngest brother with eyes as light as yours, my dear. He met your mother when he was in Miami.”

“Miami?” 

“Sí. Yes, he was there on family business. I didn’t learn of you or your mother until I discovered her letters to him but by then he’d been dead for years.” 

Her heart contracted painfully. Her mother had always seemed so sad, so distant to her as a child. She had very few memories of her smiling. Her mother had died too young, and too soon to get Mandy and Rob away from Sarge. 

“I see you did not know. You are sad, no, that your father is gone along with your brother and mother? An orphan, no?” 

She nodded silently, more shaken up inside than she would have thought. She wasn’t alone, though, she had Mac. Mac who at this very moment needed her to be strong and somehow play the weak victim long enough to break out of this situation. 

Manuel brushed her hair off her forehead and smoothed it back. “We are alone, niña. But not any longer. We are familia, you and I are all that’s left.” 

She met his gaze in surprise. Deep lines of pain etched his face. His amber eyes shone with unshed tears, she thought, but quickly dismissed the idea. He was a monster. Yet, watching him, she realised even monsters had hearts. 

“I guess we are,” she offered in a whisper. Surprisingly she felt tears burn her eyes and quickly looked away from him to wipe at her eyes. She was tired, so tired, and the fear for Mac was pounding at her. 

“Touching, very touching.” Trigger’s lips twisted into a sneering grin. “But we have business to discuss.” He sounded bored, not at all upset to be in the same room with her. 

She glanced at the man claiming to be her uncle and saw that he hadn’t taken his sombre gaze off her. His eyes fascinated her. They were shot with lighter greys, the brown not fully dark. “You will excuse us, my dear. Rest, sleep, and soon you and I will discuss all your questions.” 

He stood and took her hand, lifting her up with a surprisingly gentle grip. She tried to hide the revulsion of his touch. This man could watch someone die without any feeling. 

“Thank you. I will. I just feel…so tired.” She tried to appear forlorn and weak as she spoke. She managed it somehow because his concerned expression returned. 

“Yes, I insist you sleep. Catrina, return her to her cabin and make sure she has everything she needs. Let her have plenty of time to rest.” 

Catrina huffed and stood from where she’d been languishing in a chair looking like the queen of the boat. “Sí, come.” 

She went. Oh, boy, did she go. She heard him say something to Trigger and thought she heard Trigger cuss but a door slammed, maybe him leaving the room, but she didn’t care. She just needed to ditch the wicked witch. Overboard would be her choice but she didn’t have that option. All she had was the hope that her ‘rest’ could be in an unlocked room. 








Chapter Twenty-Seven







Mac heard light footsteps outside the door, a barely there whisper of them as if someone thought to enter the room unheard. Bastards. He’d freed his hands and untied his legs, but he’d not got to the rope around his middle. He reached down and gripped the chair leg, tore it off and raised it, ready to throw it. 

His muscles bunched and, as soon as the door eased silently open, he threw the chair leg. 

“Ah, shit! Mac! It’s me, you idiot!” 

“Fucking son of a—”

“Stop! Stop! Shh!” 

Mandy walked in and quickly shut the door, turned and raced to him. He’d never been so thankful of anything in his life. He practically cried like a fucking baby. Shit was fucked up but she looked so damn beautiful and whole—not harmed—and shit, just perfect. He wrapped his arms around her, hauled her onto his lap, and kissed her. 

She wiggled and pushed against him, trying to make him stop, and his brain clicked back into action. “Shit, we gotta go, sugar, no time for that.” 

“You hit me with a piece of wood!” Her accusation was so damn funny he started laughing and couldn’t stop. She slapped him on the shoulder, then growled under her breath that he wouldn’t be getting wood if he didn’t stop. 

“Untie me baby and tell me you have a weapon.” 

She stopped trying to untie him and winced up at him. Her mouth opened and suddenly she cried out and cupped his face. “Oh, Mac, they hit you.” 

“It’s okay, sugar, had worse on a drunken night out with Dare. Just hold still, here, let me.” He moved her hands off the ropes and tore his fingers getting them off. As soon as he’d broken them, he stood, and hugged her close once more. “We gotta go. Guns or no, we have to go,” he whispered into her silky hair. 

“Wait! I know that, but wait.” 

She had his attention now, but suddenly stopped, cupped his face and kissed him quickly. “I love you.” 

“Shit.” 

“Mac, I’ve wanted to tell you forever, but I love you and I’m not dying without you knowing I’ve always loved you.” 

He hauled her up close and devoured her lips, so full of emotions he couldn’t speak, let alone tell her he loved her too. She held him tight, then, with a rush, pushed away to stare up at him. “I found out we are still on Molokai and they have this thing tied up to a dock. So what are we going to do?” 

“Jump over and run like hell.” 

She gave him a startled look. “Really?” 

“Fuck yeah, now that you’ve finally come clean, we’re out of here.” 

She grinned slowly and shook her head. 

“I love you too, Mandy. Always have, baby. Now come on and no matter what, you run.” 

She blinked and he fought the urge to hold her tight as her eyes filled with moisture, but she nodded vigorously and said, “Okay, I don’t have my inhaler, but I feel fine.” 

He paused to look down at her. Something was up, she was nervous, and she never offered up on her asthma. She’d said she loved him. She was smiling. Something was going on. Something bad. “What is it?” 

“What? Nothing, I’m fine. Let’s go, come on.” She shoved against him and, feeling like he wanted more info, but knowing now was not the time, he moved. The hallway was dark and, sure enough, he was in the guts of the ship. Two more doorways and they were at a ladder. He took it up and paused to listen at the trapdoor. 

“It leads right to the front of the yacht. No one was up there, but I don’t know. Mac, it’s bad. Trigger is in on this.” 

“What?” He turned on the ladder to stare down at her face. 

She nodded and bit her lip. He saw it tremble, though. More was going on here, much more. Trigger had seen Mandy and not freed her? He’d not said a word about that. But maybe that had been after he’d seen Mac. Maybe he couldn’t free her because she’d not been alone. 

Mandy watched him closely, her expression tight. First, get her to safety, then deal with whatever he saw shimmering in her light eyes. His training kicked in and he pushed up the trapdoor to see the darkness of the night sky in front of him. Behind him, the lights from the yacht made it easy to see no one was there. He hoisted the door open the rest of the way, careful not to make a sound, and waited while Mandy scrambled up the ladder. 

As soon as she was topside, he moved them silently down the side of the ship and looked over the side. The water wasn’t deep. They’d have to climb over and walk through the shallow waves to shore without anyone spotting them. He pulled Mandy close and whispered in her ear, “We move down the side. I’ll go first. Hold here. If anyone spots you, jump over fast. If not, climb over and I’ll help you ease in quietly.” 

She nodded and squeezed his hand. He squeezed back, so thankful she was alive he was nearly choked up again. 

He released her before he started crying like a baby and lifted one leg over the side, using the railing to lower himself down until he felt water, then dropped silently into the shallows. A soft splash sounded but wasn’t more than the waves already rocking the boat. Mandy peered down at him and, at his nod, she lifted a leg over then the other, letting him grab her legs and place them on his shoulders to secure her as she lowered until he had her. He moved her leg over his head, manoeuvred her around his shoulders and lowered her down his body, kissing her once on the stomach just because he had to, then eased her down to stand in the water with him. She smelt like him, he realised. 

“Wet boots again,” she whispered, grimacing. 

He took her hand and kissed her quickly. Life didn’t give second chances like this. She smoothed her hands over his shoulders and head, her mouth open and eager, allowing him to soothe the fear he’d felt upon waking, alone, in the pit of the ship. Breaking off, he pulled her closer and buried his face in her sweet-smelling hair. He let himself savour her for a moment, then pulled away to point up the shoreline. She nodded quickly and followed his lead towards the beach. 

He’d been sure he’d lost her. All he’d been able to think of as he’d fought the ropes was what the men would do to her—a woman that obviously belonged to him. The doubts had nearly killed him. They thought her family, but he worried that wouldn’t keep her safe. Now he held on tight, refusing to ease up or let go of her small hand as they hurried the twenty feet to the shoreline. He expected a shout the entire time. The back of his neck tingled, like it did when he landed in trouble, but none of his instincts warned he was in someone’s sights. 

His instincts hadn’t warned him at the sleazy hotel either. He knew why. He’d only had eyes for Mandy. 

They made it to the shore, and with a glance down at Mandy to check if she was still okay, Mac encouraged her to race with him up the beach. The sand was soft but she kept up. After about ten minutes, he angled them into the jungle when she started to lag and forced his way several feet inside the darker interior until he slowed to let her rest. 

“Did we make it?” she panted, but seemed to be catching her breath easily enough. 

“No, not yet.” 

They both heard the first shout followed by another then the drill of running feet down the wooden planks. 

In the moonlight, he could just make out her flinch. Had they hurt her after all? Shit. “Mandy, did they touch you?” 

She jumped and shook her head quickly. “No, no, not at all.” 

“Manuel thinks you are his niece.” He watched her face and saw he’d not surprised her. “Do you believe him?” 

Mandy’s brow creased slightly. “I don’t know. How should I know? Does it matter?” 

Fuck yes, it matters. He’d been the one to kill Ruben—her supposed father—that night in Miami. That shit mattered. 

She stared up at him, her expression turning uneasy, and he realised he’d not answered her. The Gonzaleses were murderers and sick bastards. Mandy was all that was right in this world. What did she think, discovering she came from such a family? 

“No, doesn’t matter. You’re mine. Whoever your dad was, I thank him, because without him you’d not be here, but I could care less about anything but you. You’re mine, Mandy. Don’t let this shit cloud that fact.” 

Something he said must have been right because her shoulders lost the tension he hadn’t noticed until it was gone. She exhaled shakily and nodded. Her eyes filled with tears, stabbing him with a fresh hit of pain and guilt. 

“Don’t cry, baby. I’m going to fix this shit, okay? Now, tell me what else.” 

She laughed and covered her mouth. “Isn’t that enough?” she whispered past her hands. “I find out I’m related to monsters right after I kill one.” 

“Mandy, don’t think like that, baby. Don’t. You’re everything that is good on this damn fucked-up planet. Don’t think you’re not, okay?” 

She nodded silently, watching him like he might vanish. He knew the feeling. “Now, what else?”

She opened her mouth, but a shout, much closer, broke through the jungle. 

“We have to go.” 

“But Mac, there’s—” 

“Shit, we have to move. You can tell me in a minute, okay?” he growled. 

She looked distressed but nodded. 

He pulled her along. They needed speed to put some space between them and the cartel. On an island barely ten miles wide, and, if he remembered right, only forty miles long, that was going to prove to be a fucking problem. He needed to figure out where they were. The island was broken up into diverse climates. They’d been in the lush jungle on the north shore of the island and had travelled inland to the mountain plains surrounding Mauna Loa where he’d stashed the truck. Now it looked like they were either on the eastern side of the island, or back at the northern end. Shit, did it matter? If he could get them back to Mauna Loa, he’d figure it out. 

He took her hand and started off, pushing as much of the vegetation out of his way as he could. 



Mandy crashed through the jungle behind Mac, so frightened she wasn’t even worried about her breathing. She knew they were in trouble, that the situation had just gained a horrible, menacing component—Trigger. He was a trained SEAL, just like Mac, but unlike Mac he wasn’t burdened with a woman. 

Mac kept her going, slowing then speeding up with such skill she knew he was pacing her but she knew she’d never have made it this far without it. It felt like they’d gone five miles, possible less, maybe more. She just couldn’t tell. The stopping and starting was wearing on her. As soon as she gained her runner’s breath, he’d stop them, make her wait for silent intense minutes, for what, she didn’t know, then start up again.

“Here, shh—I think we’re parallel to a road, let me check. Stay here.” He pressed her down and she sank to her knees, so tired she simply nodded. She couldn’t walk another step, her lungs burned, her throat felt tight, but she knew she would move, she’d run, if it meant getting out of this. People never knew what they could or couldn’t do until pushed. Who’d known she could act good enough to fool a wicked bitch and a drug lord? Or kill a man?

She stifled a laugh and shook her head wearily. All around her was paradise, soft, cool breezes from the ocean, the sounds of birds singing, and she was dirty, sweaty, hurting, and scared. The last two days had forced her into situations that even in her worst nightmares she’d never dreamt existed. All she wanted was to curl up in a ball next to Mac. And pretend none of this had ever happened. 

“Okay.” Mac suddenly appearing again frightened her but she was too tired to do more than try to get to her feet again. “No, stay down. It’s a road. I don’t hear anyone, but that shit means nothing.” His hushed, rough voice scared her more than anything did. He sounded so hard. “We’re out ahead of them, but I want to cross over the road and hit the other side. I found a stream and it leads to a waterfall. We’ll make for that and hopefully the sound of the water will hide our movements.” 

“Won’t it also hide them?” She’d seen The Last of the Mohicans. She’d never understood why those guys had thought they could hide behind a waterfall. No way was Mac going to jump off some cliff into water and leave her to the savages. 

“It will, but not from me.” 

She bent her head and cupped her face in her hands, elbows loose and tired on her knees. “Oh, God, I know that is supposed to reassure me, but—”

“Trust me, Mandy, that’s all. Just trust.” 

“I do, Mac. I do,” she reassured him. She recognised the look on his face. He was going to take out the entire cartel. She took his hand and couldn’t help the tears that rushed her eyes. Mandy pressed her face to his open palm. Her shoulders shook with the force of her tears. 

“Ah, baby, damn, don’t cry. Don’t do that, sugar.” He sounded panicked and pulled her close, taking his hand away to brush her face with his palm. “Look at me, come on, Mandy. Don’t cry, it will be okay. I can—”

“I know you can, that’s what makes me so sad, Mac,” she stuttered. “I know you can. I don’t want you to have to any longer. I want you to quit the SEALs and stop—”

“Shhh, I’m not a SEAL, baby. I retired. Shit, don’t cry harder. I just need to fix this, sugar, damn,” he broke off when she wrapped her arms around him. 

He’d quit the SEALs? He wasn’t in the military any longer? 

“Mandy, shh, baby, we need to move,” he reminded her. 

She sniffed and wiped her face on his shirt. “Okay, but, Mac, I have to tell you about the attack.” 

Mac froze. She felt the tension in his body as his muscles hardened. “Mandy, baby, now is not the time—”

“Yes,” she whispered brokenly. “Yes, it is. Trigger was my attacker. He’s in on this. He threatened to kill me.” 

Mac tightened his hands on her shoulders almost painfully and stared down at her with a look she’d never seen before. Murder. That’s what it was. Trigger was dead. 

“He didn’t rape me, Mac. He tried, but he didn’t. He couldn’t.” 

He winced painfully and cupped her face like he thought she might break. “What else?” 

“He’s here, asking for something from the cartel—”

“No, Mandy, what else happened with Trigger?” 

She sniffed back the tears and said, “He tried to rape me but he couldn’t. I think he’s…gay.” Mac jerked back and frowned down at her. “I think, well, Mac, I think he kinda likes…you.” 

She bit her lip and watched Mac’s eyebrows raise then lower in a scowl. He tipped his head like he hadn’t quite heard her then slowly shook his head. “Yeah? That so?” 

“You’re mad.”

“Mad? I’m pissed off. Trigger hurt you, trying to force you away from me, and he has the hots for me? What do you think I am? Happy?”

Well, putting it that way, she could see why he was upset. Kinda made her mad too, but she’d expected something else from Mac. What, she didn’t know, but he was calm and she guessed when Mac was calm he was the most dangerous. 

She exhaled heavily and wetted her lips. “Well, I just figured it out. I didn’t know before, you know, that it was Trigger.” 

Mac snorted. “Baby, I know that. You’d never keep that from me. But my guess is you knew something back at the base.” 

She nodded and winced. “I just didn’t know it was him. I recognised the voice, nothing more. I didn’t know, I froze and didn’t turn around to see who it was, then I worried about…”

Mac zeroed in on her face and nodded tightly. “You thought I’d kill him and get myself thrown in jail.” 

Mandy sighed. “Yeah, that about covers it.” 

“Shit, baby, give me some credit here.” He pulled her close and hugged her tight. “I might have, though. He’s a dead man. You know that, don’t you?” 

“Mac, I just want this done. I want us to go home. Get a home and have this be done. I want this to be over.” 

“It will be, sugar. It will be.” 

She pressed her face against his warm chest and breathed him in. He felt so strong, so steady, and sure. “Just get us out of here. Then no more missions?”

“Hell yeah, just get this done. Then I’m all yours.” 

She pulled back to look up at him. “I will remember that promise, Mac.” 

Mac winked. “Do that. Now get that pretty ass up, and let’s go before we lose the advantage over—” 

A blast splintered the tree near their heads and Mac pulled her arm hard and stumbled through the trees, dodging under brush and dense trees. He didn’t take them to the road. Instead, they raced in a straight line until they broke out into a clear spot. He shoved her down under a plant and got in near her. Seconds later a man charged into the clearing. Mac tensed and, before she knew what he planned, he tackled the man to the ground. She held in a scream behind her hands as he pounded the man into the dirt, rose up above him, and twisted his neck with a loud sound. She squeezed her eyes closed and tried to breathe past the nausea. 

“Come on.” Mac barely sounded breathless. He had blood on his hands and two assault rifles on his shoulders. He pressed a pistol into her hand and met her eyes. He looked wild, so wild and lost that her lips trembled for him. She reached up and touched his jaw. He winced and pulled her close, smothering her in his arms. “I didn’t want you to see,” he husked. 

“I love you, Mac.” 

He groaned like she’d hit him and pulled back to stare down at her with an intense look that scared her. “Say that again.” 

“I love you,” she whispered. 

His expression twisted in pain and he hauled her into his arms, kissing her quickly and releasing her to force her hands around the gun. “The safety’s on. You take that off when you need to use it.” 

She nodded. “Did you get a phone?” 

He glanced up quickly, a surprised then angry look flashing over his face. Diving back out of the coverage she heard him because she was listening, otherwise his muffled movements were nearly silent. She held her gun, easing her finger over the safety. 

He broke back through their hiding spot and grinned. “You’re smart, baby.” 

She muffled a laugh that came out more like a cry. He did something with the phone, waited a second then pocketed it as soon as it beeped. She opened her mouth to ask what he’d done but he said, “We need to move. I’ll make a call as soon as we get some space.” 

They started walking again, with Mac leading much more slowly, at a crouch from coverage to coverage. It took them several long minutes before they heard sounds of pursuit then a shout. 

“They found the body,” Mac whispered.

She nodded. 

“They’ll know we are near. Now we cross over and haul ass back the way we came.” 

“What?” 

“Trust me,” he ordered, already pulling her along and running. 

They broke through onto the pavement. She didn’t have time to freak out because he raced them across the road and practically threw them down the other side. And it was down. The steep slope caught her by surprise and she lost her footing, barely managing to hold onto Mac hard enough to keep her feet under her. A stream cut through at the bottom of the tree-studded slope and once again she raced through water. 

Suddenly the night exploded—literally—and she flew backward, her grip on Mac gone. She hit the ground hard enough to knock the wind out of her. Scared, feeling like her head was going to explode with the ringing in her ears, she blinked at the dust and smoke billowing up from where trees had once stood. 

She spotted Mac struggling to his feet, and opened her mouth to yell, but suddenly someone grabbed her by the hair and dragged her to her feet. 

“Fucking whore, I’m going to enjoy killing you then taking what should have been given to me. I can’t have him? Then neither will you, bitch.” 

Trigger tugged on her hair and used it to spin her around and throw her to the ground again. She hit hard enough to force the air from her lungs, but she tried to gain her feet. 

“You’re the only reason he couldn’t want me. You. You left him and all he had was me, all he had to do was want me.” 

“You’re one sick bastard,” Mac’s voice called out from the left of her. 

Trigger’s face contorted in rage. A second later, he dived for her and brought her up in front of him. A gun hit her temple with enough force that she cried out. 

From across from where they stood, she heard Mac but didn’t see him. “You touch her again and I’ll cut you up until you beg to die.” 

Trigger manoeuvred her to face the direction of Mac’s voice but she still couldn’t see him. Her heart felt near to exploding with fear. Across the space, she spotted the pistol he’d given her. It was five feet away. Simply five feet away. If she could just reach it. 

“I don’t think so, Wolf. You are going to watch me kill her then you’ll realise what a worthless whore she is. Did she tell you? Did she? Did she tell you how I fucked her in the ass? Did she?” he snarled the words, spittle from his mouth hitting the side of her face. The past came crashing back at her, but she wasn’t the innocent girl any longer. She head-butted him hard and twisted in his grip. He laughed and struck her again with the pistol butt. She felt wetness dripping down her temple and heard Mac’s cursing. 

“You wish, you little-dicked bastard. You never even got hard, you pathetic, stupid asshole,” she yelled trying to make him mad enough to lose his cool. 

He laughed. “That’s not what you said that night. You cried for more, such a slut you wanted me to ram into your ass—”

“Fucking lying pathetic bastard,” she cried.

“You son of a bitch. I’ll rip your goddamn balls off and feed them—” Mac’s voice disappeared under the sudden sound of helicopters followed by the tearing sound of rapid gunfire. 

Trigger’s grip loosened and she crashed her head into his face. At the same time, she slammed her foot down on his instep. Suddenly she was free and toppled downward too fast to correct herself. She landed on her knees and scrambled for the gun. She reached it, but behind her she heard the sound of two men fighting. She rolled to her back and barely got out of the way as Mac and Trigger wrestled with each other almost on top of her. 

Mac delivered several blows, but so did Trigger.

Trigger’s face was insane, his expression so intense that she scrambled backward with the gun, trying to silently will Mac to break away so she could shoot Trigger. 

They fell apart for a split second, but were right back at each other. Mac kneed Trigger in the stomach and savagely brought his clenched hands up hard into the other man’s jaw. He followed through with two hard jabs to the other man’s throat that Trigger barely deflected. 

Mac simply hit him harder, catching him in the throat once and the mouth another time. Trigger stumbled back, gripping his throat and spitting blood. Mac drove him backward, nailing him in the stomach with two sharp strikes of his boot. Trigger dodged so that the blows landed wrong and struck out with his leg. Suddenly Mac was down, Trigger on top of him. They rolled, each landing punches until Mac came up with a knife. 

Mandy gasped and held the gun tighter. In the midst of the fight, the ground they fought on suddenly exploded. Her ears shot through with pain. She watched Mac go flying off Trigger, his head hitting a tree before he landed, face down and silent across the rubble. 

Struggling to her feet, she tried to run to Mac but her legs felt like they’d turned to rubber. A blow landed on her head, knocking her down and making the world spin in darker and darker circles. 

“He’s mine now, bitch. I’ll show him what a real man can do.” 

Trigger’s snarl scared the blackness away, but she didn’t move, too afraid to let him think she lived. She watched his boots walk past her over to where Mac was sprawled motionless on the ground. One of Mac’s long legs was drawn up and his arm lay flung above his head, almost as if he slept. If not for the blood and grime on his face, he’d look peaceful, she thought with a shudder. 

Don’t be dead. Please, God, don’t let him be dead. 

Trigger stopped and crouched down by Mac’s head. From where Mandy was, she could see him reach out and touch Mac’s hair then trail his hand over Mac’s shoulder and down his back. 

“I could have given you anything, anything at all. But you wouldn’t listen, wouldn’t learn what a bitch you were saving yourself for,” he whispered harshly.

His words shocked her and things that she didn’t want to remember about the attack clicked into place. How he’d rammed his hips against her, but hadn’t been hard until he’d panted how much Mac would hate her now. He’d shoved against her when he’d spoken and she’d felt him grow harder the more he’d talked about Mac. Once he had, he’d quickly come with deep, disgusting groans of satisfaction on Mac’s name. 

It hadn’t been about her. He hadn’t used her, he’d used Mac to get off. 

She tightened her grip on the pistol and slowly inched closer on her stomach, trying not to make a sound. 

“That’s okay, though. I can’t love you any longer, Wolf, but I will fuck you, use you just like you used me all those nights to spill your worthless love of such a dirty little whore,” his voice grew deeper, huskier and he shoved Mac’s BDUs down, exposing Mac’s beautiful ass, and crouched behind him, working at his own pants. 

She nearly gave herself away then. No! She couldn’t believe he’d try something so vile. Not to Mac. She swallowed several times, trying to calm down enough to stop her hand from trembling. 

As she watched, Trigger pressed down over Mac, one arm working his belt, the other holding him up. She shivered as he sucked on Mac’s ear and husked something. Whatever he’d said turned him on because he ground his hips down against Mac with a low laugh. “Yeah, that’s all you deserve, a hard fuck in the dirt.” 

Now. Now, if he would just move. She needed to be careful, shoot his biggest body part, Mac had said. The chest. She needed to aim for the chest. 

She brought the gun up and rested her elbows on the ground. She’d give him one more second to get off Mac enough for a clear shot. If he didn’t move, she was firing at him either way. 

He groaned heavily and jerked his pants open. She feathered her finger over the trigger. A second later, he rose up above Mac. She squeezed her finger and closed her eyes. When she opened them Trigger was off Mac, on his back at an odd angle. 

“Oh, God.” She scrambled up, holding the gun tight, and hurried over to him. Trigger didn’t move but there was a blossom of red blood spreading across his chest. She’d killed him. 

A sound behind her startled her. She spun and fired, barely missing a man who shouted out something foul in English. She cried out and landed on her knees with the gun up. Oh, God, please. Don’t let them take us. 

Behind her, Mac called her name. Dazed, she heard something else, and, in the middle of turning to Mac, tried to correct herself and to face the new sound. She screamed and brought her gun up. 

“Shit. Fuck that, Mandy, it’s me, Aceman.” 

Too late, she registered his voice and tried to pull up but her gun went off and Ace dived to the left. She sobbed and dropped the gun, then quickly grabbed it again when five more guys broke through the jungle. 

“Mandy, sugar, don’t kill the rescue,” Mac mumbled. 

“Oh, God, oh, God.” She turned and spotted Mac’s eyes open. A frown pulled at his brow. “Why is my ass out?” 

She collapsed on him, but managed to drag his BDUs back up to cover him. Her arm hurt, her head hurt, but she couldn’t stop touching him. He grumbled something she couldn’t make out, turned, and sat up, pulling her close. 

Ace crouched down beside them and she winced over at him through her tears. 

“Damn, you nearly blew my head off. What’s with Trigger’s dick out?” 

She started crying and laughing then, so scattered she didn’t know if she could stop. 

Ace reared back, looking surprised for a second. “This shit is not good, but we need to go. You’re hit, Mac’s hit, whatever the fuck is up with Mac’s ass being out, I don’t want to know.” 

“Well, I do. Shit is funny,” a new voice called, earning a ‘fuck you’ from Mac. 

“He was going to—he was trying to—and I shot him, Mac. I killed him, I shot him.” Mandy gripped his arm tight, trying to relay what had happened. How important that was. “He’s gone. I did it. He’s gone.” 

Mac pulled her close, hiding her face in his chest and caressing her back. “You did, sugar, you saved my ass.” He laughed and kissed her head. “You nearly tore a hole in Ace, though, but that’s okay. You did it, baby.” 

She wrapped her arms around his waist, ignoring the one that was now throbbing. 

“Yes, I did, didn’t I?” 

“Hey, hate to break this up, but we gotta hit it.” 

Mac grumbled something to the stranger about dickhead daredevils but said, “Yeah, give us a minute, would ya? Just fill us in now. What’s the stats? Where’s the cartel?” 

“Dead or dying,” Ace said. 

She felt Mac nod then his fingers tipped her head up to meet his gaze. “You ready to get out of this shit?” 

“Yeah, I’m ready.” 

He stood and pulled her with him. The guys all stood in defensive postures , keeping a tight circle around them. The dark-haired guy, the one that had laughed at her, toed Trigger. 

“Small-dicked motherfucker, huh? Probably wouldn’t have felt it.” He laughed and winked at Mac. 

She shivered and tightened her arms around Mac’s waist. 

“Shut up, West, before you feel my fist in your face,” Mac snarled. 

The guy West raised his eyebrows but his grin grew. He winked at her and tilted his head. “Grouchy guy, sure you want to latch onto that?”

Ace shoved the men into action with a nod. “Cut the shit. Let’s get out of here, Lacey is scared as hell.” 

So was she. Why did she feel like things weren’t over yet? 

“Shit, Mandy? Mandy, baby, what the—? Fuck! She’s shot. Motherfucker, who shot her?” 

“Mac, shh, don’t yell so loudly.” She sounded weak. She’d never sounded so weak and small. 

Suddenly the world tipped and she heard men, angry, worried men, and Mac’s soft call of her name. Bleeding? She’d been bleeding all this time? That wasn’t good. Mac curled his arms around her and suddenly it was all good. All of it. 

She was safe now. 








Chapter Twenty-Eight







Five days later, Mandy got out of the shower, towelled off and pulled on a lightweight summery dress. Excitement tingled down her body and she shivered at how sensitive her skin felt.

For the past five days, Mac had refused to touch her more than to hold her each night and sleep with her tucked tight to his big body. At first, the pain from her gunshot and the horrors of their experiences had occupied her mind too much to worry over him not making love to her. Plus, he’d kissed her and had soothed her with grumbles about how hard she was making him each time she’d breathed too deeply at night. Well, that, and how he got that white-faced pained look each time he’d changed her bandage. The man worried about her, beyond worried. He refused to consider having sex because he said it would jar her wound and hurt. 

That worked for three, almost four days. Last night she’d been ready to put all that behind her and step forward into their life together. Only he’d slipped something into her drink at dinner and she’d fallen asleep. When she’d called him on it, he’d kissed her and had told her she looked all better now. Of course then someone had called and he’d shaken the sleep from his own eyes to answer the phone. 

Finishing her hair, she set her hairbrush down and stared at herself in the mirror. She looked the same, her blonde curls were a bit longer, her grey eyes a bit darker with the experiences they’d had the last week, but she still looked like Mandy. Not a killer. Not a woman related to killers. 

Simply a woman. 

Was she enough? 

There was only one way to find out. She opened the bathroom door and walked silently over to where Mac was sitting down at their outside patio table. They were alone, for once. The wedding had been wonderful, long, and beautiful. The parties afterwards had been great, but she wanted time with just Mac. 

His gaze travelled down her body and she felt the heat in that look. She took a seat opposite him and accepted the beer he pulled out of the cooler at his feet. 

“What is the news on the cartel?” 

 “They’re all in jail. Most of the men went easy. Catrina and Manuel not so much, but both are in a high security prison.” 

She nodded. She still had mixed feelings about both of them, well, not Catrina, but Manuel. Her uncle. Her father, his younger brother Ruben, had been her father. Sorta. 

“Did you want to visit Manuel? It can be arranged.” 

“No, no, I don’t think so.” Mac stared over at her silently and she sensed he didn’t believe her. “He’s a killer, Mac. A real, cold-blooded killer. To me, he would have been an uncle, I’m sure of that. He could do that, turn the killer off and on, but he’s still a killer.” 

“That doesn’t make you bad, Mandy.” 

She nodded. She knew that. Now. “My dad, he was a killer too, wasn’t he?” 

Mac looked down and readjusted his feet under the table before he finally nodded. “He was. Rob once shared some shit with me about him, but Mandy, baby, I—” Mac paused and exhaled heavily. “I killed him in Florida. That was my first mission with the team.” 

Mandy nodded. She’d thought something like that. The world was a much smaller place than she’d ever imaged. “He was a killer. He hurt my mom, didn’t he?” 

Mac grimaced and nodded. “Rob said that your mom didn’t find out about the drugs and other stuff, not until he left, then she got you all out. It took her a few times to really escape, though.” 

“I’m not like him.”

“Hell no, baby.” Mac sat forward, took her hand in his, and rubbed his thumb over her knuckles. “Baby, you’re not like those scumbags. They kill because it makes them feel strong. You did what a situation forced you to do.” 

“Like you, but not with as much style.” She grinned over at him and raised her hand to brush his jaw. “I kinda killed by accident.” 

“Well, thankfully not Ace, right?” 

She laughed and shook her head. Ace still harassed her about that. West got a bigger kick out of it and, of course, Mac’s near escape from Trigger’s attention.

“I love you.” She said it softly but Mac brought her hand up to his lips and kissed it. 

“Damn, baby, I love you too.” 

She watched him sit back and sip his beer, watching her with a lazy, happy expression, and her stomach twisted. She’d worried he didn’t love her. She’d worried he might leave her. She worried about so much. Why couldn’t she just accept that he loved her and that was that? She knew, though. She always worried what he thought of her. Gathering her courage, she set her beer down and clenched her hands into fists on the table. 

“I want to talk to you about a few other things. I mean, me. Or us. Us and sex,” Mandy said as clearly as she could, when inside her belly rioted like a gang of angry butterflies. 

Mac was in the middle of taking a drink from his beer and coughed, made a strange choking sound, and quickly swallowed. He reached up, wiped his wrist over his mouth afterwards, and stared over at her with a puzzled expression. 

Mandy said nothing. 

“Shit.” Mac sat back, folded his hands on his hard stomach, and smiled. It was not a comforting smile. But it set her heart racing along with the mad butterflies in her stomach. This was it. He was listening now. She’d learnt a great deal about Mac since they’d been thrown back together. He never wanted to hurt her. He sometimes acted, then regretted, like that long ago night, but now, now he tried to learn from his mistakes. He wanted, above all else, to make her happy. Much, she knew, as she wanted to make him happy. 

“Am I enough for you, Mac? You’ve told me you’ve never touched another woman after me, but… Well, am I enough? All of me? What I want, what I need from you, want to be able to tell you, is that going to be good?” 

He stared at her as if she had more to say, then shook his head and his grin grew. 

“Good? You tell me what you want, in bed, out, anywhere. You’re all I’ve ever wanted. I love you, Mandy,” he said. “I always have. Always will,” he told her. 

“I love you too, Mac, that’s what I mean, you know? I mean, I love you, I want you to see me for who I am, not what I thought you wanted, or even what, well, what you might have wanted—”

“Hold it there. I can see where this is going. Baby, I love you. Pure, simple, easy as that. You. I see you. Hell, I think I learnt more about how strong you are over the past two weeks than I would have learnt in twenty years. I love you, sugar. Always will. I see I might have to remember to say that daily, hourly, but I like a good challenge and getting you to believe how fucking awesome you are is my new mission in life.” 

He stood and she did too. She didn’t wait for him to come to her, she dived into his embrace and hugged him hard. How could he love her so much? Tears filled her eyes and she let them fall. She’d been a mess and it was this simple, it was this easy. He loved her. Just as she loved him. No matter what she did, or said, or wanted, he loved her. Just like she loved him. 

His arms tightened around her. She felt safe, loved, for the first time—the first time ever, she thought. 

“Baby, I wish I could take back what you’ve had to go through in life.” 

“Oh, Mac, don’t.” 

“Shh, I do. Sarge, that bastard, then that fucked-up Trigger. Both put you through hell. Then my stupid shit. I don’t think there’s a part of you I don’t love. You can’t see it, can you? How you drive me nuts just with your smile? Or your teasing? How you call me on my shit? I need that, need to hear you tell me when I’m wrong, so I don’t fuck things up.” 

“You never fu—”

“I did. Sugar, I did.” He stared down at her, his hazel eyes intense, his handsome face tanned and relaxed for once, not dirty or strained from having to keep her safe. 

She reached up and touched his jaw. “We both did.” 

He sighed heavily and gave her back a soft caress. “Maybe, maybe. But, sugar, you have to know, not a day that’s gone by I didn’t love you. Sure, I wanted to spank your ass for leaving me, but, baby, I get it. I get you. I love you.” 

Another sob tried to break free, but she sucked it down and tightened her hold on him. “I thought of you every day too, Mac. I missed you so much. Sometimes I just wanted to go, find you and pray that Trigger never found out. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t survive losing you. I love you so much, Mac.” She rubbed her face against his T-shirt and tightened her fingers in the muscled curve of his back. 

“Aw, baby, I’m not going to die. I told you, I’m a killing machine.” 

She shook her head against his chest and simply held him while he soothed her with soft caresses down her back. 

“You get me, too. We’re meant to be together, baby.” 

She sniffed and dried her eyes on his T-shirt then stepped back. “I guess we are, aren’t we?” 

He didn’t smile, but she saw the way his face turned softer, tender, she supposed, just for her. “It was the only thing that kept me going, sugar.” 

She heaved a sigh, knowing that she’d also driven him into darker things, dark, terrible things that she knew, now, he’d be able to share, at least with her. She doubted he’d ever disclose all of the evil he’d had to do for his country, but she knew, deep inside where she was rebuilding the foundations of her life, around him, that he would always turn to her. 

“Don’t look so glum about that, Mandy.”

Mac tightened his hands on her shoulders and she cleared her throat. “I’m not. I have regrets, I guess. The time we were—”

“The time we were apart is in the past. You grew up, sugar. And so did I. I was an arrogant bastard for thinking you didn’t know what you wanted.” He paused and grinned. No doubt at her shocked look. “Yeah, I listen to you. It might surprise you how much, actually. But yeah, I thought I knew best. I thought you were too…” He shook his head, clearly laughing at himself. “Weak. Shit, you just survived something most seasoned soldiers couldn’t have.” 

He sounded so astonished she wanted to hit him, but resisted the urge simply because she knew what he meant. She had survived. She’d jumped out of a helicopter into an ocean, swum in shark-infested water in her clothes, killed one man with a knife then shot another while he’d tried to rape Mac. Oh, yeah, and she’d found out she was related to one of the sickest, most powerful families in Mexico. Yeah, she amazed herself. How could she resent Mac’s surprise at her ability to survive? 

She’d survived simply because there was no other choice. She’d done the same with her move overseas and she’d done the same with Mac. But with Mac, she’d hidden. She wasn’t hiding any longer. 

“I’ve never had sex with anyone but you, Mac.” 

He looked at her with suddenly strange, defenceless eyes and just as suddenly hauled her into his arms and kissed her. He broke off and glared down at her. “Hell, I’m a jealous, selfish bastard, baby, but damn, I didn’t like the thought of anyone touching you.” 

“I know. I never liked thinking of you with other women either.” 

He laughed and touched his forehead to hers. “I know that, Mandy. I got that loud and clear.” 

“Brat.” 

“I never did let anyone touch me after you left, Mandy. I made you a promise that night.” 

“You did?” She frowned up at him, not remembering any such promises.

“Yeah,” he sighed and tucked her head under his chin. She loved when he did that. It felt so safe. His arms around her, his body hard against hers, and his head resting on hers. 

“I said it in my damn head, but I still meant it. You’re mine.” 

“Oh.” She hugged him tighter for a second, then pulled back enough to look up at him. “Always. I’m always going to be yours, babe.” 

He grinned, then kissed her. He was breathless, his body hard and every inch of it familiar and loved. The heat from him soothed and filled her with intense desire at the same time. She hung onto him and opened, giving him everything he demanded until, with a low groan in his throat, all six foot and more of his hard body surrounded her, pressing her back against the flimsy plastic table. 

“You’re behind on your promises,” he husked against her face.

She felt her body heat with the memory of her promise to give him daily blow jobs. She tugged him down closer by an ear and whispered, “I actually think you’re behind on your promises, Mac. There’s one place you still haven’t claimed, and it’s been long enough.” 

He jerked up like she’d goosed him. His face was tense, hot, and against her stomach she felt how hard and thick he’d become. It’d been five days, but it felt like five years all over again for her. Did he feel the same? 

“Holy motherfucking hell,” he said. “You’re going to give me a heart attack.” 

“I hope not,” she said laughing. “Can we? I bought some things.” 

“Things?” he sounded strangled. 

“Body butter, strawberry vanilla, and I cleaned. I’m like squeaky clean down there.” 

He squeezed his incredulous eyes closed and she swore he counted to ten before he opened them again. He looked slightly panicked. “I’m big. You know I’m big.” 

She licked her lips and nodded. “I know. That’s why I also bought a toy we can use.” 

“Hell, hell, hell.” He ducked his head into her cleavage and simply breathed deeply for so long she got a bit worried. 

“Um, we can have anal sex later, you know, after we have sex, if you’re worried.” 

“Don’t. Just don’t talk anymore. Let a man get a grip here, baby.” 

She laughed and hugged his head tight to her breasts. His hands moved down from her waist to cup her ass. 

Lifting his head, he looked down at her. “I want this ass, but baby, I’ve been fantasising about taking your ass for years, and this, hell, this might be too soon. I’m big.”

“Are you bragging about that?” she teased. 

His eyebrows lowered in a frown, then he tilted his head and grinned that cocky, sexy smile she loved. “Ah, baby, maybe I should spank you first. For getting all ready and springing this on me.” He swatted her butt and nipped at her jaw. 

She screeched and laughed. With a happy feeling bursting up inside her chest, she tugged him closer and kissed the rough skin of his neck, rubbing her lips there afterwards. “I just want you, Mac. I want to feel you, I want you.” 

“Ah, baby, you’re killing me. I love you so damn much,” he said in a tone filled with so much love that she hugged her arms around his neck and kissed him everywhere she could reach. 

“I want to hear that daily. Hourly, okay? All the time.” 

He laughed and with one quick move picked her up and started walking towards the bedroom. “I love you. I love you so damn much I’ve been in misery these past few days. You, hurt, can’t happen again, baby. Okay?”

He was so serious she nodded and cupped his jaw with both her hands, loving his mouth with hers. “I won’t. Now, kiss me, my Wolfman, kiss me until I come apart in your arms.” 

“Wolfman, huh?” He tossed her down on the bed with a devilish grin. She laughed and got up before he could join her. Crawling to him, she made sure to let her breasts sway enticingly for him. 

When he reached out for her, she got up on her knees and stopped him with a hand on his chest. 

“Yes, you’re mine. This”—she cupped her hand over the big stalk of his erection under his cargo shorts—“is mine.” Reaching up higher she placed her palm over his heart. “And this.” 

He pressed his hand over hers with such a serious look she felt a wash of tears burn her eyes and throat. 

“This has always been yours. Always will be.” He tugged his shirt off over his head in one fast move and brought her up close to his bare chest. “Turn that ass up so I can get it ready, sugar.” 

“Mmmm, that sounds like an order. Are you sure you have that kind of rank?”

“Hell, baby, I’m a captain, I can damn well do whatever I please, eh?” 

“As long as you’re pleasing me,” she said and started unbuttoning her sundress. She tried for slow, but Mac took her hands, kissed them both and placed them on his shoulders. When she left them there, he ran his palms down her ribs to her hips then around to the back of her dress and slowly down her thighs. He watched her intensely as he lifted the material upward while caressing the backs of her legs. 

“So pretty, this ass, baby.” He cupped both cheeks of her ass and gripped them tighter, pulling them apart so that the skin stretched in ways that drove her excitement higher. She’d cleaned herself thoroughly, not wanting this to be anything less than perfect. She’d read about anal sex and more than one of her fantasies centred on Mac’s thick cock impaling her. Knowing he shared that fantasy thrilled her. 

“I’ve studied a lot of porn trying to figure out how best to make you come when I finally claimed this pretty ass of yours, sugar.” 

She choked on a gasp when he suddenly brought one hand down hard on her butt. “You what?” 

“Oh, yeah. I found the best scenes where the ladies were going nuts with orgasms I don’t think they faked, and every one of those scenes had some hot anal, baby.” 

“Mac, that’s porn. It’s fake.” 

“Maybe that’s true, but some of it looked real.” 

She laughed, feeling so happy she hugged his head close to hers and kissed him on the lighter patch of hair. “You’ve never had anal?” 

He pulled away, looking shocked and angry. “No, hell no. This is for us, only us. And everything else. Only us, baby. That way, you have something hot you want to try, we’re going to work it out at least once.” 

“Same with you. We try it, so you have to tell,” she said quickly. 

He grinned like she’d just given him a big birthday present. Hugging her close he laughed. “Yeah,” he said roughly, “that won’t be hard, I already told you what I want daily.” 

“Mmm, you think you deserve that?” 

Instead of answering her, he tugged her dress off, which he’d been trying to do while he’d been trying to kiss her and talk at the same time. Suddenly he groaned and stepped back, jerking his belt open and unzipping to reach in and pull his erection out. The thick flesh jerked downward, heavy and mouth-wateringly gorgeous. “You like that, baby? You like to suck my cock?” He manoeuvred a knee up on the bed and weighed her breasts in his warm hands. “I want to fuck your breasts, rub up between each of these curves and come all over your nipples.” 

“Oh, God, Mac.” She shivered at the vivid words. Her pussy was on fire. 

Mac seemed to realise it too. He slid his hands down over her stomach to hold her possessively between her thighs. A rush of excitement made her bite her lip to keep from crying out. He nipped her lightly on the upper curve of her breast at the same time as he pressed a finger inside her. “Hot, you’re so hot. You know why I call you sugar, don’t you, Mandy?” 

He drove that finger in and out in a rhythm that had her latching onto his shoulder and sucking his salty skin. She couldn’t touch enough of him, not nearly enough. The barrier of his cargos was in the way, so she grabbed hold of his button to undo it, but he stopped her and suddenly pulled her down so she was on hands and knees on the bed. He wasn’t done, though—he tucked her legs together and pressed her shoulders until her head rested on the mattress, her ass up high. 

“Because, baby, you taste like sugar. So damn syrupy sweet.” His warm, moist breath fanned across her butt. Suddenly she felt him licking the inside crevice of her ass with long, lush passes of his hot tongue meant to torture her. His erection hung down near her and she couldn’t resist it. She scooted closer and he edged his body so she could wrap her lips around the rounded head hanging down against the dark fabric of his cargos. He looked so startlingly barbaric like this, the cargos open only enough for the thick rod of his erection to shove through. It did something insane to her. 

“Suck me, baby, suck my dick while I lick the sugar off this pussy.” 

“Oh, God, Mac, I can’t wait. I can’t—”

He laughed darkly, and swatted her butt. It wasn’t painful, but it was perfect. 

“Oh, God, again, again.” 

“Damn, sugar, you need a good one, huh? My little wildcat.” He shoved his hips forward, nearly gagging her with the length of his hard flesh, but she loved it. She wanted this, him aggressive, dominant, out of control. He manoeuvred his hips back and forth rapidly, shoving his cock in and out of her mouth, and landed two more smacks on her butt while he licked her clit, making sounds like he was going to come. 

Right when she nearly reached an orgasm, he pulled up and drew his cock from her mouth, or tried to. She gripped him harder and lifted her head to suck up and down, twirling her tongue around the head, desperate for something. Anything from him. She ached, throbbed. 

“Ah, God, baby.” He pulled back and suddenly she found herself with Mac gripping her head tight with a fist full of her hair and fucking her mouth with desperate, animal-like groans. “There, there, that’s it, take it, baby.” His hand landed on her ass again, a sharp, smack followed by another and another until she lost count. In a haze of lust, she suddenly felt him tighten his grip on her head and his hard flesh throbbed deep in her throat. 

“Fuck yes, yes, yes.” Blazing hot shots of his semen exploded so deep down her throat that she didn’t even have to swallow. It was intense, so sexy she screamed—or tried to. Mac chose that moment to use an oily finger to breach her ass and started pumping and twisting her open. He groaned in pleasure. “Ah, God, so good, so tight, so good.” He pulled from her mouth and she gasped for breath. She was nearly dizzy from lack of oxygen, but she sucked against the stalk, tonguing the veins running down to his tight sac, so hot she could barely make sense of anything other than him, them, this. 

“Good, so good.” He moved quickly behind her, covering her body with his, two fingers still preparing her. He bent forward until his lips found hers and he devoured her, groaning deeply into her mouth. He was on fire. Even though he’d just come, she could feel how tight his body was with the same desperate need she felt consuming her. 

“I need you, Mac, I need this, now, now, oh God, please.” 

“Shh, baby, let me get you ready, let me.” He eased another finger in and she arched her butt higher, the lubricant easing his possession. She dug her face into the blankets and pressed back, frantic for more. 

When she glanced back at him, his eyes were hot, intense with what he was doing in a way that made her shiver even harder. Along her hip, she could feel his hard erection jerk hotly against her. She felt powerful, sexy, and so on fire for him she thought she might die if he didn’t do something. 

“I’ve never seen anything as beautiful. Your ass is so pretty, so damn round and firm. I might not survive this, sugar.” 

“Mac, now. Now.” 

He grimaced and slowly looked up her body to her face and winced. “You’re so small, sugar, damn it, you’re—”

“If you don’t fuck me right now, I will never give you a blow job again!” 

He chuckled painfully and nodded. His chest rose and fell rapidly and she could see the sweat dripping down his muscles. “All right, slow and easy.” 

Carefully he turned them to their sides, lifted her leg over his thigh, and hooked it there with an arm. With his other hand he gripped his erection and started pressing up and into her prepared rear. She craned her neck so she could watch, enthralled by the sight of his swollen flesh as she felt him dig deeper. 

“God, yeah, watch us, baby. Watch me fill you.” 

She met his heated stare and took his lips in a fierce kiss. “Oh, Mac, I love how you look, so dark and thick, oh, God, yes.” She dropped her head back against his shoulder and bore down on the invading flesh as he continued to roll his hips, giving her more and more with each slow, careful thrust. Suddenly she felt him breach the muscles and they both groaned when he slid deeper. He froze. She dug her nails in his arms and kissed his jaw, sucking on his salty skin as the feel of him registered. She felt like he’d impaled her with a six-inch-thick bar, not his erection, but she kept the pain silent and hoped it got better. Mac shook. His jaw clenched tight enough that his veins stood out along his neck. If she’d not known better, she’d have sworn he was in pain, not her. 

He eased back, slowly pressed back in and a tortured sound erupted from him. She knew that sound, knew it so well her breath caught in excitement. Her empty channel flooded with moisture, aching to be as full as her ass. Mac bent his head to latch onto her mouth and the small movement drove him deeper. Goose bumps rose on her flesh.

“So fucking good. So good, ah, God, baby, that’s it. Wet my hand with that pretty syrup.” He kept up the slow, rolling thrusts, only breaching her shallowly until she started to get restless. He pressed deeper on his next pass and the slick lubricant allowed more of his big, hard erection to slide along her sensitive opening. She felt on fire and chilled at the same time. So excited she could barely catch her breath. 

Mac groaned into her ear and tightened his hand on her pussy, pressing her just right so that each thrust he brushed along her clit with his palm. “More?” 

“Yes, oh, God, yes.” She needed more but when he drove deeper, she pushed back at the same time and the unexpected full shove of his girth and long length inside her shot a powerful dart of lust right up her spine. 

He groaned like a man in pain. Then gasped, “Good?” 

She nodded frantically. “Oh, God. So good, good.” It was like he’d discovered some new sexual nerves and each pull and push along the inside of her rear stimulated those nerves into one powerful orgasm that she began to fear she might not survive. 

“Faster, harder, oh, God, Mac.” The slow movement was going to make her climax too big to survive. As it was she felt like she was going to fall apart any second.

“No, fuck no, not yet.” He tipped her leg higher, dragging her knee towards her chest and started a harder, more forceful thrust whether he wanted to or not. The bed hit the wall, his breath started to get more hectic and along every nerve ending her tingling grew impossible to contain. 

She tried to make him take her even harder by pushing back but he gripped her leg tight to keep her still with a heavy, tortured-sounding groan. 

“No, baby, let me,” he said breathlessly frightening her with the intensity of his pleasure. With another low sound, he manoeuvred her over, his big body overwhelming her with his size, and muscled strength, as he gently tucked her legs to her chest, and rolled his hips slowly and carefully deeper and deeper. 

“So good. So good, oh, God, Mac, I can’t survive.” 

He groaned out a laugh and pulled all the way out. 

“You can, sugar, god damn this is good.” Before she could panic that he was going to stop he gripped his erection and slowly pressed back in, breaching those muscles once, then pulled out all the way again, and did it again. She started to feel the tremble in her body, and softly moaned into the bed, gripping the sheets in her fists. He was so hard. So stiff and engorged she arched back up to watch the way his dark flesh impaled her. It felt amazing. Looked amazing. 

Her body started to heat to the point that she feared the detonation. A tremor raced up her stomach, circled back down to deep inside her ass and travelled to her pussy. The room started to spin and slowly disappear. Mac surged forward, his sweaty body sliding over hers, his sexy mouth open in pleasure. A sound escaped her and Mac bent lower, shoving deep until he filled her completely and held himself there. 

She felt his flesh flex repeatedly and sobbed at how good it felt. His balls tickled her pussy, edging her closer to something huge. He gripped her tight in his big arms, pulled back out of her and surged powerfully forward, holding himself there. She rocked back along him, feeling every inch of his steel-hard flesh fill her. He gave her half a dozen hard, fast strokes, each with such an abrupt smack of his body against hers with low, wild-sounding groans that she detonated. Explosion after explosion shook her, all centred on the thick stalk of flesh impaling her. Her clit tightened, jerking her body with spasms, and she whispered Mac’s name into the sheets so lost she could barely make sense of what was happening to her. 

Mac tipped down and cradled her jaw in his hand and began kissing her urgently as he started desperate, out of control lunges. She gasped out a breath against his lips.

“Yes? Good?”

Lights exploded behind her eyes. She could barely speak, the pleasure was so intense, but she managed to when he froze. “Yes, oh, God, yes, yes, yes, don’t stop, please, Mac.” 

His body tightened against hers. Then, with a low groan, he let loose, beginning a harder, deeper possession that blew her away. Her body took off, spiralling out of control, and shuddered through a multitude of orgasms as he possessed her. His passionate assault tore her away from the troubles trying to fill her life and filled her with him instead. He held her tighter and tighter as he rolled and bucked his hips, breathless and panting as he told her he loved her, needed her, wanted her forever. 

She fell deeper, surrounded by Mac, and gasped as he stiffened with an agonised sound, and she felt the hot flash of his cum. He tightened the hand he had cupping her pussy and desperately he found her nipple and sucked her breast into his hot mouth, drawing on her as he filled her. 








Chapter Twenty-Nine







It took forever for the room to stop spinning and when it did Mac felt so at peace, so full of hope, life and happiness, that he laughed softly against Mandy’s breast. When he could pull his head up enough to look at her she was flushed, her face hectic with their passions. “Mandy.” 

“Mac.” 

“I love you.” 

She hugged him tight, grumbling into his throat when he carefully pulled his cock from her body. 

“Oh, fuck you’re going to kill me.” He hovered over her, still breathless. 

“No, but I am going to be a very, very bad girl as often as I can be.” 

He blinked down at her lazy smile and frowned at her. “Why’s that?”

She laughed. “So I can get another spanking, of course.” 

He hung his head and groaned into her breasts again. Did she know how much that tore him up? To know she could simply say what she felt, not worry with him what he might think? Maybe he’d got through to her at last. He hoped so, because Mandy hot and wild was something he wanted often—daily. 

She wiggled under him and rubbed a soft hand over his ribs and up to his nipples. 

“Ah, damn, don’t start that already, sugar.” 

He caught her hand and kissed it. 

“You like that as much as I do?” 

“Oh, hell, I love everything you do to me. I’m a lucky man, baby. Don’t think I don’t know it.”

Sobering, he lifted his head to look down at her. She tilted her head on the white sheets and examined his face. His heart filled, nearly to bursting his chest from the feel of it. “I’d give you any damn thing you ever wanted, but it won’t ever make up for you loving me. Having me.” He brushed her curls back. “I don’t deserve you.”

“No, Mac, that’s not true. You do deserve me. All of me. Don’t you understand yet?”

He lowered his eyebrows, confused. “Understand what, Mandy?” 

She swallowed, suddenly looking close to tears. “You’ve been mine since that first night, Mac. I’ve always known it. I belong here”—she tugged him down until he held her gently to his chest. He pulled her tight and leant back on the headboard, simply holding her. After a while, she leaned up to look up at him—“in your arms, Mac. This is where I belong. And you”—she smiled at him past the tears she was fighting—“you belong in mine.” 

He stared at her for a long, silent minute then rolled them to the side and dislodged her. He had to do this now. She was his and damn if he’d wait another minute. He opened the drawer in the bedside table and pulled out the ring he’d bought her over five years ago. He grabbed her tiny hand and slid the gold and diamond band over her finger. 

Swallowing once to dislodge the dust in his throat, he told her, “That’s why you’re going to marry me.” 

She blinked over at him. Then she took the ring off and threw it at his head. 

“Holy shit!” He dived for it, barely able to get past the fact that she’d thrown it at him, let alone deal with her yelling at him. 

“Macalister Stevens! You did not just order me to marry you.” 

He froze in his hunt for the ring and looked up. How the hell did she know his first name when he’d not known hers? Suddenly heat crept up his neck. Shit, he had ordered her to marry him, hadn’t he? Well, it wasn’t like they weren’t getting married. 

“Look, you and I know you’re marrying me, Mandy. It’s not like—”

“Oh, I don’t think so. That is not the way this is happening, Mac.” 

She made it as far as the bathroom before he caught her and turned her around in his arms. 

He blinked down at her and grimaced at the hurt he saw in her expression. He’d fucked this up. Her grey eyes were dark. She looked hurt and angry. 

Way to go, Mac. She just finally opens up to you completely and you blow it. 

Taking a deep breath, he caught her hand in his. 

“You’re the only thing I’ve ever wanted in my life. I’ll love you for the rest of my time on this earth. I find more peace in your presence than I could anywhere else on this godforsaken planet. I need you. I need you like I need oxygen, Mandy. Marry me, please.” 

A rush of tears filled her eyes at his words. 

“Don’t cry!” he said. He couldn’t bare it when she cried. 

She scrunched her face up. “I’m trying not to!” 

He brushed her curls off her flushed face and touched their foreheads. “Baby, you make it all worth it, all of it. This, life, everything. Say you’ll marry me and I swear to you, I’ll be the happiest damn man in the world. And I’ll make you happy too, sugar. I won’t even order you, except in bed, okay?” 

She shook her head and grinned. “Mac, if you can keep that promise you just might get your daily dose.” 

He threw his head back, hugged her tight, and laughed. 

“I love you.” Her whisper was low, but he heard her. 

“I love you too, baby. Just you, M & M. I might need to get that tattoo too, huh?”

“Only if you put it on your sexy butt.” 

He laughed again. “Oh, I have a sexy butt, huh?” 

He hauled her up in his arms and kicked the bathroom door open. “Shower time then we nap, then more sex, dinner, more sex, dessert, can be me or you, or both, then more—”

“Sex?” She kissed his jaw, nipped along his throat to his chest, giving him ideas he just knew she’d like. “I think that sounds great.” 

“Then marry me.” 

Laughing, she nodded. His breath left him on a heavy exhale of pure relief. He wasn’t lying to her. He’d not make it without her. She was a part of him. She’d shown him that. He’d never survive without her teasing looks and the love he saw deep in her eyes. Now that he knew what it looked like, he didn’t think there was a time he’d not seen it shining there, in her grey eyes. 

“I will marry you, Mac. And I will make you happy. And you will make me happy. And our babies will be happy too.” 

“Whoa, sugar, babies?” 

She brought his hand down to her flat stomach and his heart felt like it stalled at ninety miles an hour, then raced back up to one hundred and ninety. Shit. Shit. “Damn.” 

“No secrets, right?” she whispered. 

He braced a hand on the shower wall and his other hand against hers and simply stared down at her. Her body was so beautiful, he couldn’t imagine how much more beautiful she’d be pregnant. She would be too. Soft and round with…oh, shit. A baby. 

“A baby.” 

She nodded quickly, that teasing tip to her lips telling him he was being a jarhead.

“Holy hell, sugar. We made a baby?” His knees suddenly felt all weak, like he’d better sit before he fell on his ass.

She nodded. “That happens when you make love like rabbits. Are you upset?” 

Upset? She’d just made his day—hell, year. Life. A little Mandy running around, sweet and cute as hell. 

“Shit no, sugar, I’m…” He paused and grinned down at her. “Think of all the pregnant sex you’ll need.” 

“Mac!”

Suddenly he remembered what he’d wanted to talk to her about today. 

Rob. 

Shit. Shit. Shit. How the hell did he tell her that her brother was alive? He stumbled back and gripped his head. She’d kill him. Possibly hate him. Maybe even cry again. Shit. 

“What? What is it?” 

She looked near panicked, so he pulled his shit together. “Ah, I’m an asshole. A stupid asshole. I tried, you have to believe me, I tried to tell you but this is hard, it’s messed up and—”

“Mac? What is it?” 

He looked up at her, met her eyes, then leant back and stared up at the ceiling. He couldn’t tell her when she was looking at him so concerned. “Your brother’s alive.” 

He felt her hand fall limp against his chest and looked down at her to see he’d shocked her. No shit, asshole. Quickly he took her hand and gripped it tightly. 

“I didn’t find out until a few months ago myself. He’d been hurt, but not killed. They used him, and—” He broke off to pull her closer. She looked terrified. “Damn, baby, don’t look like that.” 

She nodded but he could tell she was struggling. 

“Mandy, come here, baby, you’re cold.” He pulled her into the shower and guided her under the spray. “Shit, I screwed this all up, didn’t I? I won’t have secrets from you. I tried to tell you back at the hotel—right before we got hit by those darts. I tried, but do you understand how hard that was, knowing this and knowing it was going to hurt you?”

She nodded. God, he couldn’t stand to see her so hurt. She blinked several times, but the tears hovered in her eyes, not falling like he knew they would. She loved Robert, the bastard didn’t deserve her. 

“He loves you. That man, your brother, he loves you. It tore him up to see me, to hear you were missing, but my bets are on him knowing exactly where you’ve been and unable to break his oaths to whoever the guys were who got him out of there. You have to believe that, sugar. He loves you.” 

Mandy nodded then asked, “Does Ace know?” 

Mac nodded. “Yeah,” he sighed heavily and tugged her against him. She was still chilly. “A few of us were called in to dig his ass out in a mission that went wrong.” 

He felt her stiffen, then she stood away enough to plant both her hands on his chest. She had that look as if she was working up to something so he simply waited. No doubt, he’d get thrown in there a bit, but one thing he knew about Mandy. She forgave, too easily maybe, but she forgave. 

“My brother isn’t invited to the wedding. We’ll announce it and he’ll show up. The arrogant jerk.” She laughed on a sob and Mac tightened his arms around her. 

“Sure, baby, we will. He’ll see.” He rubbed her back and held her silently. She cried softly but he could tell she was over the shock, so he simply held her. 

“Jerk—not you, Rob. He’s such a jerk!” 

He pulled up to look down at her. “I kicked his ass. He tried to kick mine for losing you, but I wiped the floor with his ass.” 

She shook her head and smiled up at him. “I hope you did.” Sniffing she shrugged a shoulder and he tried hard not to watch how hot her breasts looked when she did that. “I can understand, kinda.” 

He blinked and rubbed her hair back from her face. “How’s that, baby? He’s your brother.” 

“He’s a SEAL. He was never mine after that. You weren’t either.” 

He shook his head hard. She still didn’t get it, his little scaredy cat. “That’s not true. You don’t get it yet, do you, sugar?” 

She scrunched her nose up and gave him a confused look. 

“I was wasting time until you grew up. I had a hard-on for you when you were fifteen and that shit isn’t right.” 

A surprised laugh burst from her after a second, as if she didn’t believe him. 

“You did?” 

“Baby, you have no idea how bad that made me feel, shit’s not funny,” he grumbled.

“Oh, Mac.” She kissed his chest and rested her head against his heart. “I love you so much. Tell me you’ll call him, and tell him what a jerk he is and he had better not miss my wedding. I need someone to give me away.” 

Mac tipped her head up and stared down at her. God, he loved this woman. “Baby, no one can give you away.”

“Oh, Mac.” Tears stood out in her eyes, drowning the grey until they spilled over and ran down her cheeks. 

“Shh, don’t cry, Mandy. Don’t you know, nothing in this world is better to me, than knowing you want to be mine? We’ll get hold of Rob, but you, you’re mine.”

“Always, Mac. I always will be.” 

“In my arms,” he whispered, lowering his head to kiss her. Everything disappeared until Rob, the shower, the room, everything but him, and her safe in his arms was all she needed—wanted—and finally had. 
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Chapter One





The silence of the night settled over Tabithia as she waited. 

The witching hour could hide almost anything. Things a person couldn’t obscure in the harsh light of day. 

She was good at hiding. Had to be. None of her close friends knew what she concealed beneath the surface of her adrenaline-junkie escapades. Not even her aunts knew that, beneath her skin, she hid the revulsion clawing at her. Why should they? People had burdens. Burdens they managed alone. Hers were no different. And they were easier to hide in the dimness of the midnight hours. Night allowed the edges of darkness within her to melt into forgetfulness. Black was, in fact, her favourite colour. 

She should have been born a vampire, not a witch. 

Sadly, no. She was one of the Wiccan, a Daughter of the Three. She wasn’t one of those goodie-two-shoes, can’t-hurt-anyone witches. Oh, no. Her ancient coven believed in survival. Survival meant being so badass no one messed with you. She had the badass down to a T.

For all the good it did her. 

Tabithia hunkered further down in her crouch, as a runner glittering with reflectors, ran by with her music blaring. She winced. Clearly, the runner had no regard for her ears. Or herself. Aged buildings, paint peeling and splashed with colourful graffiti, lined a street full of potholes and trash, yet a woman ran by with her ear buds blocking out any sound other than her music? Humans. Tab never would understand them. 

She really wanted to curse her aunt, Circerran, nicknamed Trouble, for getting her out here. By now, Tabithia could be drinking at One Eye’s immortal tavern or racing her way-too-expensive but fantastic Ecosse road bike with other immortals. Instead, she waited until the jogger disappeared before craning her neck around the building’s brick corner to peer down the murky street. Cursing wasn’t her thing, anyway. Too many people just didn’t get that a curse could come back and bite you in the ass. She did. Oh, yeah, she got that, so no cursing for her. 

Several minutes passed, and no one else appeared. Not surprising since even a stray cat wouldn’t wander through this neighbourhood so late at night. The runner lacked common sense. Still, Tabithia didn’t trust her eyesight alone. Magic could flow beneath the surface of almost anything from a poisoned apple to a slum neighbourhood street. With one more glance behind and to both sides of her, she leaned a hand on the rough brick wall and focused her inner eye, which revealed nothing more than the shadows of the cars she’d already spotted parked along both sides of the street. 

Tabithia watched a second more before letting the witch sight fade, leaving her alone in the shadows once again. Hunger, not for food, but for the feel of others around her, beat at her. Restlessness burned along her body. Her muscles ached from holding them tightly bunched and ready for action—action wasn’t happening on a street corner. 

I could be out partying. Drinking it up. But no. Trouble calls and I have to answer. 

True. She always would, too, no doubt. 

So, party time would have to wait. Instead she waited, while the darkness inside her built higher and higher. The need to ease the pain blistered along her senses grew, and she knew, just knew that only more pain could ease the beast clawing within her. 

She drew her butterfly knife and balanced the double-sided blade by its tip between her two fingers, flicked the scissor-like sheath along her knuckles and spun the silver blade over and between her fingers. The cool weight of steel comforted her. The sharp edge provided the pain that would ease the memories. She watched the silver blur as she twisted her wrist and let the razor-sharp blade glide over her knuckles before snapping the two sections of the hilt in her hand. The urge to screw up the rhythm of her knife play surged through her. With more effort than she felt comfortable with, she steadied her hand and began another round of flip and catch, until she could control her breathing.

Trouble would be there soon 

“Well? What’s up? Any news?” 

Shit! Tabithia clenched her fist around the smooth hilt of her knife, just barely stopping herself from yelping at aunt’s soft whisper near her ear. 

She hated when Trouble caught her by surprise. No doubt her observant aunt had done it on purpose, too. Not many could get the drop on her, but when Trouble did, her aunt always enjoyed it to the max. Aggravating didn’t even begin to describe her aunt.  

Not bothering to turn, since she could sense her aunt’s grin without the humiliation of actually seeing it, she took her time to pocket her knife, trying to summon the patience to deal with her aunt’s cheerfulness. “Nada. Should there be? Is this going to take all night? I do have a party—”

“Please. You always have a party. This pays the bills. Right?”

Tabithia had enough money set aside to pay for her partying from here to eternity—if she ever had to pay for her partying. Trouble? Gobs more. Her aunt stockpiled money like a squirrel packing a tree full of nuts for the next ice age. 

When she grumbled again, Trouble laughed. Tabithia reluctantly turned around to confront her, barely resisting the urge to roll her eyes. 

Her aunt’s eyes sparkled with happiness. She always sparkled—tonight proved to be no exception. Dressed in a white T-shirt with the words ‘More Cowbell’ scrolled across her breasts, black hip-hugger jeans tucked into knee-high black boots, she looked more like a hip rocker chick than a deadly spell-caster. She winked when Tabithia met her eye. 

“Caught ya, didn’t I?”

“Nah, I knew you were on your way.”

Trouble’s grin widened, but she dropped the issue. “Yeah, anyways, chica, this one will be worth the wait.”

Like Tabithia hadn’t heard that before. 

She ignored Trouble’s huffed laugh. A woman who looked like her aunt shouldn’t be able to get them into such trouble. Her ivory skin, high cheekbones, wide, green eyes, cute, little, pink bow mouth, and heart-shaped face simply looked like they belonged on some supermodel, not an adrenaline junkie hooked on mad escapades. Gorgeous, waist-length, burgundy hair Tabithia would die for—or kill to have—framed all that beauty into something breathtaking. 

Yeah, her aunt made her feel like a watered-down carbon copy. She hated that.

“So? What’s the take?”

Trouble placed a long, red-nailed finger over her pink lips and whispered, “Shh, you’ll see.” 

Tabithia turned back to the street, holding in a growl of frustration. 

Several uncomfortable seconds later, Trouble said, “You’re no fun anymore, Tabbie-cat.” 

“Huh.” 

Her aunt rocked against her shoulder, trying to break her out of her black mood. No luck. She’d tried all week to jump-start herself out of the gloominess currently weighing her down. The darkness beat a painful rhythm inside, demanding more recognition the longer she ignored it. Action. Pain. No amount of teasing would ease what she had going on.

“Aw, come on. Lighten up.”

She blinked. 

“I’m light.” Did she sound defensive? “Just what’s up? I hate it when you don’t tell me the deets. I’ve been waiting here for you all night and now you pop in and don’t explain a thing. I hate that.”

Silence met her outburst. Heat warmed her face. She suddenly felt clumsy, awkward, as if she stood naked in a room of strangers. Her outburst wasn’t her style. But more and more she felt frustration building and blowing when she didn’t concentrate on keeping a tight lid on it. Along with hot, blistering self-hatred, now she had temper tantrums to worry about. She bit her lip, knowing that no matter how hard she tried to ignore herself, her body, her stupid life and, even more, her stupid dreams, she couldn’t seem to keep that lid on tight enough. Something horrible always slithered out from under the lid. Tabithia needed to feel the bite of steel, see the blood, and block the images ready to swallow her whole before the memories dragged her back to a small, dark, dirty room filled with horror.

“There’s going to be a silver BMW Z9 coming down the street in about two minutes. The driver’s going to be a vampire. He has a case. In the case is a diamond, and that, Tabbie-cat, is what we’re after. He’s an amateur. Totally. Took the diamond from some very upset folks. So? We’re on a fetch and carry.”

It took Tabithia a full second to soak up the flood her aunt had just spilled. 

“Huh.” 

Another silence settled between them. 

Behind her, her aunt shuffled her feet on the dirty pavement. “If I’d known you wanted in, I would have told you the deets. I didn’t think you really—”

The sound of screeching tyres and a revved-up engine interrupted the embarrassing apology. The mark had arrived. 

Adrenaline flushed through Tabithia, exceeding any drug ever created, and quickly shoved the darkness back where it belonged. “Game on.” 

Trouble nodded. “True. You stop the car. I’ll distract. You take the case. Meet me in two hours. My place.”

Not bothering to answer, Tabithia began her spell, drawing energy and power from the cool night air to add impact to the murmured words. Eyes focused on the street, she gathered up a small breeze and loaded on some strength, creating a small, but potent cyclone of dirt and debris. A silver little beauty roared into view and nearly upended when the driver tried to avoid getting dirt on his pretty sports model. 

In the midst of the burned rubber and smoke, Trouble walked out from her hidden location by the wall. She’d used her magic to transform her T-shirt and jeans into a white, low-cut sheath dress, hugging her ass like a glove and barely covering it as she strutted over the uneven ground like a runway model. Hand up, faking a phone call, Trouble appeared oblivious to the screeching tyres and windstorm. 

Tabithia grinned. Only her aunt could pull off something like this. 

When Trouble reached the edge of the storm, she spun as if just realising she was facing impending death by sports car. 

Classic, really. Tabithia settled in for the show. 

Trouble turned on the glam like the best Hollywood actress ever to grace the big screen. Eyes wide, she gasped like a little schoolgirl and trembled in her four-inch heels. 

Tabithia hit her with more wind, sending Trouble’s long, burgundy curls flying. Trouble dropped her fake phone and covered half her face. Her eyes rounded out in shock at the car barrelling towards her on a sideways scream of rubber, and if she’d been human, she’d have been in big trouble.

But if the driver had been human, he would have just killed a defenceless-looking woman with his million-dollar baby. 

Tabithia still winced and her body tightened in preparation for a disaster. The driver fought the car, beating it into a path angled away from Trouble, hitting a kerb, crashing sideways into a tan sedan and jerking to a halt, mere inches from her aunt. 

Trouble faked the showgirl to a T with a scream that any B-movie actress would die for. Hands over her mouth, green eyes glistening with unshed tears, she looked scared out of her mind. 

The vampire nearly tore the car door off trying to get out. Big, dark-haired and looking more like a Wall Street broker in a pinstriped suit than a vampire, he held his palms out in front of his chest, face set in concern and no little amount of panic. 

Trouble stumbled and appeared on the verge of fainting. The vampire must have taken that as the real deal, because he raced to Trouble and caught her in his arms. Her aunt shrieked and clutched onto him as though she might fall without him. Tabithia thought she heard him swear. He took Trouble by the shoulders, appearing to check if she had suffered any harm. Her aunt broke down, gasping in fake fear, and clung to the guy like a vine. Vamps could sense a witch’s power, so he had to recognise her as a witch, but he must have thought her one weak little Wicca, because he patted her back and stroked her hair like a real Good Samaritan. 

Tabithia didn’t waste time admiring her aunt’s work. She’d seen it before. Too many times. Instead, she hiked her butt to the car, ducked in the still-open door, spotted the black briefcase, grabbed it by its silver handle and backed out of the lush interior before Trouble had even finished weeping all over Mr Good Samaritan. 

Job done. Satisfaction filtered through her enough to cause a little bubble of happiness. A smile tipped her lips, her first of the night. She had to admit that, although the chase might be getting old, the results always gave her a bit of a high. And shot down the darkness for a few minutes at least. 

Tabithia glanced over her shoulder and rolled her eyes. Trouble had wrapped her arms around the vampire’s shoulders, leaning every inch of her into every inch of him. 

She’d seen that before, too. Maybe if she followed Trouble’s example, Tabithia wouldn’t feel this overwhelming darkness. This ache. The past rose up like a cloud of bats at the thought of letting any man touch her. The disgust, the horrors of the past, swelled and grew so gigantic that they winged across her vision, blocking the present with images she worked hard at suppressing. 

Heart racing wildly against her ribs, Tabithia clutched the handle of the case hard enough to hurt her hand before slowly, finger by finger, loosening her grip. 

Not daring to look over at her aunt again, Tabithia headed home. She’d need to hurry. The blade called, promising her the cure for all her suffering. The razor edge would slice more than her skin tonight. Tonight, she would cut deeply enough to slice the memories into pieces—pieces small enough to shove back under the lid. 

Not for good. Never for good. But for a time. 

Sometimes you had to take what you could and work with it because no one else could. The burden belonged to her. Alone.







Get your copy now











About the Author



Billi Jean has been writing since high school when she couldn’t wait for Robert Jordon to write his Wheel of Time series faster. She writes from home in a little two hundred year old farm house in Western Massachusetts where she shares her space with her active children, an old dog, and two lazy cats. 





Email: billi.jean_author@yahoo.com




Billi Jean loves to hear from readers. You can find her contact information, website and author biography at http://www.total-e-bound.com.








Also by Billi Jean



Love’s Command: Running Scared

Sisterhood of Jade: A Spartan’s Kiss

Sisterhood of Jade: Golden’s Rule

















Total-E-Bound Publishing

[image: Description: Description: Description: Description: Description: Description: Description: Description: Description: TEB_bods_with_words_CROPPED]

www.total-e-bound.com



Take a look at our exciting range of literagasmic™ 

erotic romance titles and discover pure quality 

at Total-E-Bound.






  
cover.jpeg
~!

BILLQ%]EAN





images/00002.jpg
Jm.?.gwl





images/00001.jpg





images/00003.jpg
Jﬂa"{’Bw(





