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        ABOUT WICKED AS SIN

      

      

      

      She begged him to save his enemy. He demanded one night in her bed.

      

      Pierce “One-Mile” Walker is a former Marine sniper turned ruthless security operative, a man with a dangerous edge and a darker reputation. Built to take lives, not save them, he has no business wanting sweet, virginal preacher’s daughter Brea Bell. But when she begs him to rescue his enemy, he sees his chance to claim the one thing he craves but could never have—her.

      

      Brea has been a good girl her entire life. But nothing about Pierce is good—not his dark past, not his lethal skills, and certainly not the raw hunger in his stare. He’s forbidden, dangerous, and completely irresistible.

      

      When her pleas for help force her into Pierce’s arms at the cost of her innocence, they ignite a passion she can’t deny. And as their fiery fling explodes into something deeper, deadly enemies surface, and dangerous secrets threaten to tear them apart.

      

      Will Pierce sacrifice everything to protect her, or will the war inside him destroy them both?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        FOREWARD

      

      

      

      Dear Reader,

      

      It is NOT necessary to read any other books to begin Wicked Lovers: Soldiers for Hire. The series is, however, is grounded in the world I built in my Wicked Lovers series and continued with Devoted Lovers. If you HAVE NOT read either of those series, don’t worry. You’ll have no trouble jumping in and understanding this sexy, dangerous world. During Wicked as Sin, you’ll meet a host of new characters, some of whom have already had their happily-ever-afters. If you’re interested in getting to know them better (totally optional), I’ve provided you with a list of characters and their book titles. I hope you enjoy jumping into this deep, delicious world!

      

      If you HAVE READ the Wicked Lovers and/or Devoted Lovers series, let’s talk about time. Real-world time and story-world time are not the same. The events of Wicked Lovers: Soldiers for Hire kick off shortly before the events of Falling in Deeper (Wicked Lovers, book 11), carry through the same timeframes as Holding on Tighter (Wicked Lovers, book 12), then continue through Devoted to Pleasure (Devoted Lovers, book 1), Devoted to Wicked (Devoted Lovers, book 1.5), and Devoted to Love (Devoted Lovers, book 2)—and beyond. This means that, while it’s been years (in real-world time) since I created the stories of some of your favorite characters, only months have passed in their world. But I promise you, there’s a reason for this. Things are about to get mighty interesting…

      

      I hope you enjoy this journey into Wicked Lovers: Soldiers for Hire.

      

      
        
        Happy reading!

        Shayla

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sunday, January 11

        Sunset, Louisiana

      

      

      Finally, he had her cornered. He intended to tear down every last damn obstacle between him and Brea Bell.

      Right now.

      For months, she’d succumbed to fears, buried her head in the sand, even lied. He’d tried to be understanding and patient. He’d made mistakes, but damn it, he’d put her first, given her space, been the good guy.

      Fuck that. Now that he’d fought his way here, she would see the real him.

      One-Mile Walker slammed the door of his Jeep and turned all his focus on the modest white cottage with its vintage blue door. As he marched up the long concrete driveway, his heart pounded. He had a nasty idea how Brea’s father would respond when he explained why he’d come. The man would slam the door in his face; no maybe about that. After all, he was the bad boy from a broken home who had defiled Reverend Bell’s pretty, perfect daughter with unholy glee.

      But One-Mile refused to let Brea go again. He’d make her father listen…somehow. Since punching the guy in the face was out of the question, he’d have to quell his brute-force instinct to fight dirty and instead employ polish, tact, and charm—all the qualities he possessed zero of.

      Fuck. This was going to be a shit show.

      Still, One-Mile refused to give up. He’d known uphill battles his whole life. What was one more?

      Through the front window, he spotted the soft doe eyes that had haunted him since last summer. Though Brea was talking to an elderly couple, the moment she saw him approach her porch, her amber eyes went wide with shock.

      Determination gripped One-Mile and squeezed his chest. By damned, she was going to listen, too.

      He wasn’t leaving without making her his.

      As he mounted the first step toward her door, his cell phone rang. He would have ignored it if it hadn’t been for two critical facts: His job often entailed saving the world as people knew it, and this particular chime he only heard when one of the men he respected most in this fucked-up world needed him during the grimmest of emergencies.

      Of all the lousy timing…

      He yanked the device from his pocket. “Walker here. Colonel?”

      “Yeah.”

      Colonel Caleb Edgington was a retired, highly decorated military officer and a tough son of a bitch. One thing he wasn’t prone to was drama, so that single foreboding syllable told One-Mile that whatever had prompted this call was dire.

      He didn’t bother with small talk, even though it had been months since they’d spoken, and he wondered how the man was enjoying both his fifties and his new wife, but they’d catch up later. Now, they had no time to waste.

      “What can I do for you?” Since he owed Caleb a million times over, whatever the man needed One-Mile would make happen.

      Caleb’s sons might be his bosses these days…but as far as One-Mile was concerned, the jury was still out on that trio. Speaking of which, why wasn’t Caleb calling those badasses?

      One-Mile could only think of one answer. It was hardly comforting.

      “Or should I just ask who I need to kill?”

      A feminine gasp sent his gaze jerking to Brea, who now stood in the doorway, her rosy bow of a mouth gaping open in a perfect little O. She’d heard that. Goddamn it to hell. Yeah, she knew perfectly well what he was. But he’d managed to shock her repeatedly over the last six months.

      “I’m not sure yet.” Caleb sounded cautious in his ear. “I’m going to text you an address. Can you meet me there in fifteen minutes?”

      For months, he’d been anticipating this exact moment with Brea. “Any chance it can wait an hour?”

      “No. Every moment is critical.”

      Since Caleb would never say such things lightly, One-Mile didn’t see that he had an option. “On my way.”

      He ended the call and pocketed the phone as he climbed onto the porch and gave Brea his full attention. He had so little time with her, but he’d damn sure get his point across before he went.

      She stepped outside and shut the door behind her, swallowing nervously as she cast a furtive glance over her shoulder, through the big picture window. Was she hoping her father didn’t see them?

      “Pierce.” Her whisper sounded closer to a hiss. “What are you doing here?”

      He hated when anyone else used his given name, but Brea could call him whatever the hell she wanted as long as she let him in her life.

      He peered down at her, considering how to answer. He’d had grand plans to lay his cards out on the table and do whatever he had to—talk, coax, hustle, schmooze—until she and her father both came around to his way of thinking. Now he only had time to cut to the chase. “You know what I want, pretty girl. I’m here for you. And when I come back, I won’t take no for an answer.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The previous year

        Saturday, July 26

      

      

      “You okay?” Cutter Bryant, her best friend and pseudo older brother, squeezed her hand as they stepped onto the back patio of his boss’s home.

      Brea Bell took in the chaotic summer party—the smoking barbecue, the loud music, the clinking beers, and male laughter booming from his fellow operatives at EM Security Management, none of whom seemed to have brought a date. She was the only woman in the yard, and suddenly every man seemed to turn and focus on her. “A little overwhelmed.”

      “I’m not surprised. It’s hot as hellfire tonight, and there’s a lot of testosterone here.” He glanced at the handful of men clustered in conversation across the lawn.

      “You tried to tell me.”

      “For your own good. But you’re a stubborn thing. Always have been.” He gave her an encouraging smile. “Try to have some fun, huh?”

      She nodded. “Thanks for inviting me. Daddy has been encouraging me to get out of the house and spread my wings a little.”

      But he would never let her spend an evening out with a man he didn’t know well and wholeheartedly approve of. Since Cutter had known her from birth, he was one of the few who fit into that category.

      “You need to find your future, Bre-bee. It’s time.”

      Cutter was right. She couldn’t simply be the preacher’s dutiful daughter, helping Daddy care for the residents of tiny Sunset, Louisiana, for the rest of her life. She and Cutter had talked about that more than once. Brea agreed…but she didn’t know where to start. Since she enjoyed helping the folks in town look and feel their best, she’d gone to cosmetology school rather than college. Nothing she loved more than contributing, relieving, serving, and assisting others. Their happiness fed her own.

      But lately, she’d been fighting a restlessness brewing inside her. A wildness, like the devil was whispering temptation in her ear. Brea didn’t dare answer, no matter how alluring the siren call.

      “It is.” She tucked a strand of her long caramel hair behind her ear and peered Cutter’s way. “So your teammates came alone tonight. Does that mean they’re, um…single?”

      “All of them, except the bosses.” He slanted her a sideways glance. “You’re not looking to get married right away, are you? There’s more to life than that.”

      Sometimes his overprotective nature meant he treated her not just like the younger sister he’d never had, but a girl.

      “Of course I know. But I’m almost twenty-two and I’ve been on exactly two dates in my life. I think I’m entitled to want male companionship.”

      “Yeah. I just don’t know if this is the best place to look. These men are hardened warriors—special operators, spies, snipers... They have to leave unexpectedly at a moment’s notice. They’ve seen things, done things…”

      “You, too. But you’re a defender. A protector. And you’re perfectly wonderful. Some woman will be lucky to have you someday.”

      But it wouldn’t be her. Her connection with Cutter was—and always had been—purely platonic. Neither of them wanted their relationship any other way.

      “I’m not in any hurry to get married. But, contrary to what you say, I suspect you are. So…” He sighed. “I’ll give you some background before I introduce you around. Remember, I told you that Caleb Edgington formed this team a few years back, then turned it over to his sons? Hunter, his older”—he pointed to the hard-jawed man grilling burgers—“is a former SEAL. He’s married to Kata, who’s probably in the kitchen with his brother’s wife. Logan, his younger, is also a former SEAL. He’s the guy at the cooler watching Tara, the redhead, through the window with that dirty leer.”

      Brea was relieved to learn she wasn’t the only woman here. “And the others?”

      “Hunter and Logan’s stepbrother, Joaquin Muñoz, is former NSA. He’s the tall one with his back to the fence in the circle of men across the yard. His wife, Bailey, is a ballerina, but she’s on tour right now. Josiah Grant, the buff guy next to him, is former CIA. The other two, Zy and Trees, are tight. They served together in some government program I’m not privy to know about.” Cutter rolled his eyes. “Trees’ real name is Forest Scott but everyone calls him Trees because⁠—”

      “He’s incredibly tall.” Brea blinked. “Wow.”

      “Exactly. He’s a cyber security specialist and he’s exceptionally good at it. And his buddy Zy⁠—”

      “Looks a lot like Zac Efron. The grown-up version, not the Disney kid.”

      Cutter laughed. “Which is why he’s nicknamed Zyron. His real name is Chase Garrett, but around here he doesn’t answer to that. Besides being our class clown, he’s our demolitions guy. He loves blowing stuff up.”

      “That’s a little scary, but…” Brea let out a breath. She’d come here to get out of her sheltered bubble and meet people. “You should probably introduce me to everyone on your team.”

      Cutter hesitated. “Yeah. I’m just going to warn you… We’re missing one, Pierce Walker. I don’t know if the bastard will show tonight. He’s a loner, and you’re not missing much. But if he turns up, avoid him, you hear me? He’s no good.”

      “All right.” Cutter was a good judge of character, so she’d take his word on that.

      “That’s my girl.” He smiled her way, then they stepped off the back patio together.

      As they crossed the lawn, Brea clung to his hand. She’d always been shy around new people, men especially. Thankfully, every one of his teammates smiled as they approached. Josiah, whose voice told her he wasn’t from around here, seemed nice. Zyron and Trees both had Southern gentlemen’s manners, though charm rolled off Zy’s tongue while Trees seemed content to let his pal do the talking.

      No denying each of them was fit, sharp, interesting, and attractive. But none sparked her interest. Honestly, that was all right. Like Cutter had said, there was more to life than getting married. Still, she couldn’t lie. She’d looked forward to being some man’s wife since she was a little girl. Her friends had all left Sunset to pursue their ambitions of becoming doctors or actresses or teachers. And that was lovely—for them. Even if it sounded old-fashioned, Brea wanted a husband, kids, home, and happiness.

      That wasn’t too much to ask, right?

      After some small talk, Cutter led her to Hunter and his brother, Logan, respectively. The elder brother flipped burgers with intent focus. Though he was perfectly polite, it was obvious Hunter was a doer, not a talker. Logan, on the other hand, oozed charm. He smiled, winked, and laughed, making up for all the conversation she hadn’t had with his brother. But under his façade she sensed something relentless, something dark. In fact, she felt that undercurrent in all the men here, even Cutter. They’d seen atrocities, stockpiled secrets, even committed sins in the name of national security.

      Undoubtedly, she’d be better off with someone simpler. She could smile and nod the rest of the night, happy to make the acquaintance of Cutter’s co-workers, then figure out how to meet a nice accountant or a handsome professor with whom she might share her future.

      She loitered for an hour with Kata and Tara in the kitchen, helping to prepare macaroni salad and bake cookies. They were lovely and witty and funny. Gritty and interesting, too. Stories of Kata’s son and Tara’s twin girls had her giggling.

      Together, they brought the food outside and set everything on a big buffet table as Hunter yelled to all at the gathering, “Chow time. Come and get it!”

      Before she and Cutter could grab a plate, Logan snagged his arm. “Bryant, can you give me a hand throwing more cold ones in the cooler?”

      “Sure.” He turned to her. “Why don’t you get your plate? I’ll join you in a few.”

      And sit with all these strangers by herself? “Actually, I need to use the ladies’ room first. Meet you at the buffet table?”

      With a nod, Cutter turned to help his boss, his smile a white flash in the setting sun. Why couldn’t he have been more than a friend in her heart? He was perfect in so many ways, and falling for him would have made her life so much easier…

      As the others filled their plates and settled at a giant picnic table on the back patio, Brea hustled inside and found the powder room. As she finished washing her hands, the doorbell rang. A glance out the big kitchen window proved no one else had heard a thing over the loud music and even louder conversation. Rather than disturb Hunter, Logan, or their wives, she headed to the front door.

      When she pulled it open, Brea found a mountain of a man standing on the other side. He towered over her, his shoulders taking up most of the portal. Beefy, inked arms crossed over a midnight-blue shirt, stretched tightly across his imposing chest. He had shorn dark hair, an even closer cropped beard, black eyes that saw inside her soul in an instant, and a scowl that told her she’d better not mess with him. He looked like the devil. He smelled like sex and sin.

      Her heart lurched, and she utterly lost her ability to think. “Hi.”

      “Hey.”

      His eyes didn’t leave her face, but she had the distinct impression he’d already taken in every inch of her from head to toe. Brea couldn’t repress her shudder.

      He glanced beyond her shoulder, out the big window in the family room, which overlooked the backyard. “I’m here for the EM party. This Hunter Edgington’s place?”

      “Yes.” She stepped back to let him in since she couldn’t seem to find more words.

      He shut the door behind him and stared down at her. “You got a name?”

      She inched back…though some forbidden urge prompted her to scoot closer. “B-Brea.”

      “Yeah?” He stepped into her personal space, following her until she backed into a wall and blinked up at him. “That’s a pretty name.”

      “Thank you,” she said automatically. “I like your…” Everything. Each part of him was put together so perfectly, he made her heart beat like a mad, fluttery thing and her stomach tighten.

      “My what?” A corner of his lips lifted into something she could almost call a grin.

      “Shirt,” she improvised.

      Oh, could she sound any more ridiculous?

      “Yeah?” Amusement laced his voice.

      “It’s, um…a nice shade of blue.”

      He smiled, blindsiding her with the transformation of his face from desolate to dazzling.

      “Good to know. I like your…” He scanned her up and down, his fathomless eyes traversing her slowly. “Dress. The lace is pretty, like you. Except…”

      When he reached for her, one finger of his massive hand outstretched, her thoughts raced wildly. Would he touch her? Kiss her? Undress her? The way his eyes darkened told her all that—and more—had already crossed his mind.

      Her heart thudded madly. “Except?”

      He didn’t answer with words, simply settled his fingers on her collarbone. The instant he touched her, their connection reverberated through her entire body, jolting and shuddering clear down to her toes. He glided one rough fingertip across her skin. Goose bumps erupted. Tingles spread. She reeled as he slid his digit under the thin strip of white lace draped over her shoulder and gave it a gentle tug.

      Brea’s eyes slid shut. She didn’t know what he was doing to her or why, but if he wanted anything from her—anything at all—her answer was yes.

      Then suddenly, his touch was gone. “Your strap was twisted.”

      He wasn’t making a pass? No. But some forbidden part of her desperately wanted him to.

      Embarrassed as all get-out, she sent him what she hoped was a blankly polite smile. “Thank you.”

      She expected him to release her then. Instead, he curled his fingers behind her shoulder and cupped it, drawing her closer. She could happily lose herself in his eyes. She ached to. Everything about him made her aware that he was a man…and that she’d never known the touch of one.

      “You’re a little thing.”

      “You’re huge,” she blurted, then blushed.

      “You think?” He sent her a smug grin. “Or have you looked?”

      Another rush of heat climbed to her cheeks. Did he mean what she thought? “Um, dinner just started, if you’re hungry…”

      “I am. But food can wait.” His big, rough knuckles skimmed her cheek before he tucked a curl behind her ear. She barely managed to resist closing her eyes in pleasure. “Are you a friend of Kata’s or Tara’s?”

      “Neither.”

      He paused. “Are you dating one of the other guys?”

      “I…” She wasn’t sure how to explain her relationship with Cutter.

      “Brea!” She turned to find her best friend at the back door, his snarl warning the other man away. “Come here. Now, honey.”

      She jumped at the demand in his voice. He would never be so insistent…unless something was wrong. “O-okay.” She faced the big, dark stranger again. “Excuse me.”

      For a second, he looked as if he might object. Something in her wanted him to, but he merely stepped back, his jaw set in a hard line.

      Brea edged away. As soon as she reached Cutter’s side, her breathing eased. Her nerves bled away. And when he curled a protective arm around her, she felt safe and sheltered.

      But he didn’t make her feel alive—not like the other man.

      “Are you all right?”

      Why was Cutter acting as if the newcomer might unleash terrible savagery on her in the foyer? “Of course.”

      He acknowledged her with an impatient nod. “Time to eat. Why don’t you head on outside? I’ll meet you at the buffet table.”

      And leave so he could berate the man for doing nothing but staring a little more than was truly polite and straightening her strap?

      She shook her head. “I’d rather not go alone.”

      While Cutter weighed her words, Brea felt the stranger’s stare all over her. She risked a glance his way. Sure enough, he hadn’t peeled his eyes off her. He seemed especially fixated on Cutter’s arm around her middle.

      “Please. I’m famished.” She added a pleading note Cutter had never been able to resist.

      “In a minute. Before I go, I’m going to say something you won’t like, Bre-bee. If you’d rather not hear, I suggest you either leave or don’t listen.”

      She considered chastising him, but she knew Cutter too well. He intended to have words with this stranger. He wouldn’t budge an inch until he did.

      She let loose an impatient sigh. “Go on, then.”

      He turned to the other man with a killing glare. “Keep the fuck away from her, Walker.”

      Pierce Walker, the teammate Cutter had claimed was no good?

      “Why?” the stranger challenged.

      “She’s mine.”

      Brea’s eyes widened. Cutter had not just made her sound like his girlfriend.

      Oh, but he had…

      Pierce’s eyes narrowed but he said nothing.

      “Are we clear?” Cutter demanded.

      “You want me to fuck the fuck off?”

      “Yeah. I do.”

      “Too bad, Boy Scout.” Pierce glared with contempt. “I don’t take direction from you.”

      “I mean it. Stay the fuck away. Or else.”

      Before Brea could object that their language was horrible and that she didn’t belong to anyone, Cutter swept her out the back door to the waiting feast. She glanced back. The dark stranger was still staring, the spine-tingling awareness she felt reflecting back in his hot black eyes.

      She didn’t know Pierce Walker, but one thing she didn’t doubt? He intended to come after her.
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      “What the devil was that caveman bit about earlier?” Brea turned to Cutter in his big truck with a piqued glare. “You let everyone think I’m your girlfriend.”

      He had the good grace to wince. “Mostly Walker. I was protecting you.”

      “He was merely talking to me.”

      “While he undressed you with his eyes. I told you, he’s no good.”

      Brea didn’t understand. Nor did she feel like being the agreeable good girl she’d been her whole life. “He was perfectly pleasant until you confronted him.”

      “Bre-bee, you don’t know him. I hate to be crass with you, but the man is only after you for a piece of ass. Besides being a lousy teammate, he’s a douchebag. And I’m using exceptionally nice language for your sake. He takes unnecessary chances on the job, he doesn’t listen to anyone, and he refuses to compromise.”

      She slanted him a glance. “You’re no social butterfly yourself, and you’ve always been as stubborn as the day is long.”

      “But I would never put myself—or others—in an unnecessarily risky situation because I was arrogant enough to presume I was right.”

      “And he did?”

      “He does it all the time.” Cutter gripped the wheel like the memories alone chapped his hide.

      “Is he usually right?”

      “That’s not the point⁠—”

      “Isn’t it? You’ve always said people should fight for what they believe in.”

      “And they should. But how am I supposed to trust him as a teammate—with my life—when he won’t stick to the plan?” He sighed. “Brea, look…he’s not the marrying kind.”

      They’d just met, and she wasn’t expecting a waltz down the aisle…but they had shared something—a moment—and she wasn’t ready to let go yet. “You know that for a fact?”

      “Well, I doubt when I saw him at Crawfish and Corsets off Highway Ninety last weekend, coming out of the back room with one of the female bartenders while zipping up his jeans and wearing a smile, that they’d been swapping Bible stories.”

      Brea swallowed down absurd jealousy she had no right to feel. “Cutter Edward Bryant, maybe you shouldn’t be casting stones. You haven’t been chaste your whole life, either.”

      He squirmed in his seat. “But I have relationships. I usually date women for a while before we take that step. I don’t just nail random females in the back of a bar at one in the morning.”

      “No?” She raised a brow. “What were you doing there, then?”

      “The whole team had gathered to play pool. Zy beat the hell—I mean, the heck—out of almost everyone. Since Walker isn’t a team player, he decided to use his ‘stick’ for other activities.”

      “Maybe he just hasn’t met the right woman yet.”

      “Are you thinking that’s you?”

      Cutter’s tone made her sound incredibly naive, and it pricked her temper. She crossed her arms over her chest stubbornly. “How do you know I’m not?”

      He sighed, looking as if he mentally groped for his patience. “Bre-bee, I love you. No matter what our blood says, you’re my sister and I will protect you with my dying breath. If you want me to die early or go to prison for murder, you go ahead and take up with that man. Do you know he’s a killer?”

      “What do you mean? You killed people in Afghanistan.”

      “Combatants who wanted to end me simply because I was American. I wish I hadn’t been put in that position, and I didn’t relish a single one of their deaths. I’ll even admit I haven’t been without sin or blame since I went to work for EM. The job can force you to make snap judgments about whether or not the enemy feet away from you will really pull the trigger so you should pull yours first. I never do it without due consideration. But Walker? His sole job responsibility is to kill.”

      That couldn’t be right. “What do you mean?”

      Cutter nodded. “He’s a well-trained military assassin who wants everyone to call him One-Mile because that’s his way of bragging about his longest kill shot.”

      The news hit her like a punch to the chest. Yes, Pierce Walker had reeked of danger, but Cutter made him sound like a cold-blooded murderer. “His actions are not for us to judge. That’s between him and God.”

      “But you need to know the truth. When Walker is given a mark, he doesn’t ask questions. He doesn’t feel compunction or remorse. He doesn’t care about the blood on his hands, and if he touched you with them”—Cutter gripped the wheel so tightly his knuckles went white—“if he defiled you, I would have to kill him.”

      “I’ve never known you to dislike someone so intensely.”

      “That should tell you something.” He stopped at a light and turned to pin her with a stare. “Promise me you won’t ever tell him we’re not a couple. That would be like waving a red cape in a bull’s face. Promise me that when he comes sniffing around—and he will—that you’ll have nothing to do with him.”

      Cutter’s demand came from a place of caring. As far as he was concerned, her father wasn’t worldly enough to protect her from men like Pierce Walker, so he would do it for Daddy. Brea wasn’t worldly, either. She knew that. The instant, blinding attraction she’d experienced with Cutter’s teammate had been unlike anything she’d ever felt. No wonder it had made her want him to be the right man for her.

      But her feelings hardly meant he was.

      “Brea, please,” he pressed. “Promise me.”

      “All right.” Cutter was probably right, and she tried not to be disappointed. But she already suspected she’d never feel as alive again as she had those handful of minutes with Pierce Walker. “I promise.”
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        Sunday, July 27

      

      

      One-Mile did what he had been trained to do whenever he locked his sights on a target. He watched, studied, and dissected. He learned a mark’s habits, weaknesses, and quirks. He traveled their haunts and memorized their stomping grounds. Then he figured out how and when to strike.

      Except this time, he wasn’t here for a kill.

      During the EM shindig at Hunter’s house last night, One-Mile had watched pretty Brea Bell. He hadn’t spoken to her again. Cutter, the uptight prick, would have felt compelled to cut him off at the balls and start something. A team getting-to-know-you wasn’t the place for strife. But neither his stare nor his thoughts had once strayed from the beautiful brunette. In those few hours, he’d discerned three important things: She was every bit as warmhearted as he’d first imagined. She was attracted to him, too. And most interesting, she was probably as passionate about her sex life with Cutter as she was about taking her trash to the curb.

      As he’d watched Bryant lead her out to his truck and drive away, he had debated the wisdom of pursuing Brea. Then he’d decided fuck it. She deserved the orgasms her boyfriend wasn’t giving her.

      One-Mile couldn’t put his finger on the reasons he wanted Brea so fiercely. She wasn’t his type. Usually, he gravitated to blondes who liked to show off their tits, but he’d never encountered her sweet sort of allure. He wanted to see where this inexplicable desire led—and not merely as a fuck you to Cutter. Bryant could pound sand—or his own cock—for all One-Mile cared.

      Which explained why he sat in his Jeep now, parked on Napoleon Avenue just before noon the following day, watching parishioners meander out of the little white church across the street and hoping for a glimpse of Brea.

      She was one of the last to file out. Immediately, she fell into conversation with two elderly women before a little boy tugged on her skirt. When she bent and wrapped her arms around him, her smile was genuine and contagious. Then she slipped the imp a piece of candy from her purse and ruffled his hair in a motherly gesture that made the boy grin.

      Thank fuck Cutter was nowhere in sight.

      One-Mile was tempted to cross the street and plant himself in her personal space just to see recognition transform Brea’s face—and make sure he hadn’t misinterpreted her excitement when their eyes met.

      But he could be patient, so he leashed the urge. The right moment would come. First, he needed facts.

      “How deep are your ties to Bryant, pretty girl?” he muttered.

      He’d stayed up half the night trying to figure that out, using search engines far more in-depth than Google. Within a few minutes he’d tracked down her vitals. Brea Felicity Bell. Her twenty-second birthday was next Thursday. She’d grown up in Sunset. Her mother had died from complications of childbirth. She’d been raised alone by her father, a local Baptist minister. She’d gotten good grades and never been in trouble. Apparently, everyone loved her. She currently worked as a hairdresser at a family-owned salon—the only one in Sunset. She’d grown up next door to Bryant and his family, but Cutter had moved to an unpublished address some while back. Brea wasn’t shacking up with him, thank fuck.

      Those facts told One-Mile everything and nothing. What did she look like first thing in the morning? What would she taste like under his tongue? What would she smell like after he’d freshly fucked her? He was hungry to know. But she intrigued him far more than mere sex would satisfy—a first for him. What made her smile? What made her cry? What made her mad? What made her heart melt? He needed to figure Brea out, and he’d never manage that simply by staring. He had to talk to her without Cutter or that church crowd surrounding her.

      For the next twenty minutes, she weathered the summer heat, shaking hands, exchanging hugs, and listening to the people of her father’s congregation, all with a patient smile and kind eyes. Something about her goodness was so compelling, probably because he’d never seen anything like it. He damn sure wasn’t drawn in by her sack of a dress, which covered everything between her neck and her shins in a pale pink fabric sprinkled with gray and lavender flowers. She wore the silky light brown hair he ached to wrap around his hands in a loose bun that emphasized her delicate features and her slight build. She’d finished it off with a pair of sensible wedge sandals and a sheer wrap, presumably to combat the blast of air conditioning inside the church.

      There was absolutely nothing sexy about Brea’s appearance, yet everything about her made him harder than hell.

      One-Mile made his living listening to his gut, and it was telling him there was something between him and this woman. So he didn’t give a damn if she had a boyfriend. To hell with being polite. And fuck walking away.

      Finally, a man he presumed was her father approached. After they exchanged a few words, she nodded. He cupped her shoulder and brushed a kiss across her cheek before disappearing inside the church again.

      Then Brea headed for her little white Toyota. One-Mile already knew the make, model, license plate, and VIN, so he wasn’t surprised when she hopped into the vehicle and pulled out of the lot. She drove right past him without so much as a glance in his direction. No surprise she didn’t take stock of her surroundings. Why should she? She probably didn’t have a care in the world, much less any enemies. She’d certainly never made her living by her gun, and he doubted anything ever happened in this sleepy town.

      He was about to blow through Brea Bell’s life and change it forever.

      One-Mile turned his Jeep over and followed her down the road, then out of Sunset, south on I-49 toward Lafayette. On the outskirts of town, she pulled off. He followed at a discreet distance, though it wouldn’t have mattered. She only looked in the rearview mirror when she changed lanes.

      “Where are you going?” he mused aloud when she putt-putted down a bumpy two-lane road and pulled into an overwhelmingly brown strip mall that had seen better decades.

      Was she stopping in for donuts? Or meeting someone, like Bryant, at the diner on the corner for lunch?

      One-Mile pulled in and parked on the far side of the lot, near a barber shop, then watched as she bypassed all of those establishments in favor of the beauty supply on the end. She exited her car and locked it, then fished her phone out of her purse as she crossed the lot, not paying a lick of attention to her surroundings.

      As long as he was around, she could have her head in the clouds. He’d keep her safe. But he’d be damned if he set foot in the foreign territory dominated by hair dye and nail polish. He’d rather clean a loaded gun.

      As she disappeared inside, he rolled down his window, cut off his engine, then turned up Fall Out Boy. He tapped his thumb against his steering wheel to the beat of the music and stared at the glass door. As “Centuries” faded out and Radiohead’s “Creep” filled his ears instead, he had to smile. Yeah, he felt a bit like a creep following Brea just to get a few minutes alone with her. All he needed now was Sting crooning “Every Breath You Take” to feel like a full-on stalker.

      At somewhere near the ten-minute mark, instinct poked him between the shoulder blades. He rolled up his windows, then hopped from his Jeep. He’d no more navigated the lot and positioned himself against her car door, ankles crossed and arms folded over his chest, when she stepped out of the shop. Halfway across the lot, she looked up from the contents of her bag. Her gaze found his feet. He watched it climb his legs, his torso, his shoulders…and finally settle on his face.

      As recognition dawned, Brea stopped where she stood. The bag fell from her fingers and onto the roasting asphalt. Surprise flared across her face. “Pierce.”

      He could imagine her whispering to him just like that when he shocked her in bed. The thought made him harder. “Brea.”

      “Did you…follow me here?” She scrambled to recover her purchases, looking anywhere but at him.

      He debated on the best way to answer. But why lie? “Yeah. You knew I was coming for you. Can we talk?”

      She looked around as if she was expecting someone. One of her girlfriends? Or a rescuer, maybe Bryant?

      “I-I have to go.”

      “Five minutes.”

      She shook her head. “I can’t stay. The heat… It’s oppressive.”

      One-Mile couldn’t argue. Since moving here, he’d quickly discovered that summer in Louisiana was like the crotch pit of hell. Today was particularly sweltering. But he also didn’t think the sudden flush of her cheeks had much to do with the temperature. “Then let me take you to lunch. There’s an air-conditioned diner right there.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Is your father expecting you home?”

      Brea frowned. “How would you know that?”

      He ventured closer. “After last night, I learned more about you.”

      “You snooped?”

      “Researched,” he corrected.

      “Why?”

      “You want me to spell it out for you, pretty girl?”

      “Please.”

      Her prim response did something perverse to his libido. He crooked his finger at her. “Come here, and I will.”

      She backed away with wide eyes. “I shouldn’t be talking to you.”

      “Because?”

      “Cutter made me promise I wouldn’t.”

      One-Mile couldn’t keep the cynical smirk off his face. So the good guy was afraid the bad boy would steal his woman? He ought to be. But One-Mile refused to make Bryant’s tactical mistake and put Brea in the middle.

      “I’m just looking for conversation.”

      Her eyes softened with regret. “I’m sorry.”

      Because she was the kind of woman who always kept her word. As much as her pushback frustrated One-Mile, he admired her conviction. “How about a little help, then? I moved here a few months back, and I don’t know much about this corner of the state. You’ve lived around here your whole life. Insider information would be helpful.”

      “You didn’t ‘research’ me and follow me here so I could be your walking Yelp.”

      He grinned. Brea might be sweet but that didn’t mean she wasn’t sharp.

      “No. But I won’t ask you for anything more. And regardless of what Bryant might have said, I would never hurt you.”

      Her full, rosy lips pursed. His cock jerked. The things he’d love to do to her mouth…

      “What do you really want, Mr. Walker? Say it.”

      Since she’d asked for the truth… “You. Naked. Under me. Crying out in pleasure.”

      She sucked in a shuddering breath. “Why me? Why not the bartender you…connected with last weekend?”

      Cutter would only tell her about that forgettable twenty minutes if he’d noticed, as One-Mile himself had, that Brea was attracted to him.

      “Tell me you don’t feel the pull between us.”

      Brea cut her gaze away and sank her teeth into that plush bottom lip.

      “You do. I know you do.” He edged closer. “Look at me.”

      She didn’t. “I really need to go. Please don’t follow me again. And don’t pursue me. This”—she gestured between them—“won’t work.”

      “Why?”

      “We’re different.”

      “Opposites attract.”

      She shook her head. “Too different.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Sex could never be casual for me.”

      One-Mile believed that. “I suspect that, with you, sex would be anything but casual to me.”

      Brea sucked in a shaky breath. “Stop.”

      “What, trying to show you the options Cutter told you to ignore?”

      Finally, she whipped an annoyed glare his way. “He doesn’t tell me what to think.”

      “Good. You’re smart enough to make up your own mind.” He cocked his head. “Let me ask you a question.”

      “I’ve said no in every polite way possible, and we’re done with this conversation, do you hear me?”

      He did, but she wasn’t listening to him, either. “Are you afraid of losing your boyfriend? Or worried you’ll figure out he isn’t flipping your switch and I can?”

      “I’m not dignifying that question with an answer. Goodbye, Mr. Walker.”

      When she tried to walk around him, he planted himself in front of her again. “Tell me the truth, and I’ll let you go.”

      She flashed him a surprisingly fierce expression. “I don’t owe you anything.”

      “You don’t owe me anything. But you owe it to yourself to be honest.”

      Then, because he couldn’t stay in her way without pissing her off, One-Mile stepped aside, leaving her a straight path to her car. He’d rather stay and talk, even with the stifling midday sun beating down and the beads of sweat rolling down his back. But he’d given Brea food for thought. Hopefully, she’d thoroughly chew on it until he found another opportunity to talk to her.

      She flashed him a wary glance, then made a beeline for her compact. As soon as she reached the door and gave the handle a tug, her phone rang, its chime clanging like church bells. She ripped into her purse for the device as she settled into the passenger’s seat. “Hi, Daddy.”

      Her father. The preacher. Her only parent. Besides Cutter Bryant, he might be a major stumbling block…

      “What?” Brea breathed in shock. “Oh, my gosh. How long ago? Where are they taking him?”

      One-Mile’s radar went off. Something was wrong.

      “University. Yes, I-I know where that is. I’ll be there as soon as I can. Did the paramedics say anything else?”

      Shit. Had someone called an ambulance for her father?

      “Okay. Th-thank you for letting me know.” Brea turned and squeezed her eyes shut. Tears leaked from their corners. “I’ll be there as quickly as I can.”

      She ended the call, visibly shaking as she tried to shove her phone back in her purse and set it in the passenger’s seat. The thin strap snagged on the lace trim at her shoulder. When she nudged, the leather stubbornly resisted. Finally, she ignored the bag altogether and tried—twice—to insert her key in the ignition. But her fingers shook. Her keys jingled. She huffed in frustration.

      One-Mile hated seeing her rattled.

      He knelt in the open car door. “Hey. What’s going on? I can help.”

      She looked a split second from bawling. “My d-dad collapsed at the church shortly after I left. Th-they think it’s his heart. I have to go.”

      Third time was the charm because she finally managed to stick the key into the ignition, but her purse strap was still stuck. She grabbed at it with impatient fingers and yanked. The strap finally flopped off her shoulder but clung to the crook of her elbow. The bag itself fell to the passenger floorboard, dragging her forearm with it. The more she struggled, the more she looked ready to scream.

      Touching her now was risky, but he’d rather she tell him to fuck off forever than have an accident in the twenty minutes it would take her to reach the hospital.

      “Brea.” He wrapped his hand around her fingers, still clutching the keys, and gave them a squeeze. “You’re in no shape to drive. Let me take you.”

      She opened her mouth, an automatic refusal seemingly perched there. Instead, she pressed her lips together again. “You’re right.”

      Relieved that she’d acquiesced, he helped her from the car, reaching in after her to retrieve her purse. He took the keys from her grasp, locked the compact, and guided her to his Jeep.

      Once he had her buckled in and they were heading down the road, he slipped into problem-solving mode. “Has your father had any problems with his heart in the past?”

      “No.” And she looked completely stunned by the fact he was dealing with it now. “He’s had high blood pressure for a few years, but he’s controlled it with medication. I’ve tried to keep him on a heart-healthy diet, but he loves fried chicken and beignets and…” She shook her head as tears started streaming down her face. “The doctor told him his weight has been creeping up for a while, and he’s more sedentary than he should be. I’ve encouraged him to walk with me or try one of my spin classes. Something. But lately he’s been so busy and preoccupied. I thought it would pass. I should have insisted.”

      “You can’t blame yourself. He’s a grown-ass man, and you’ve gone above and beyond.”

      “No.” She closed her eyes as guilty fear closed up her expression. “I do the grocery shopping, and I’ve indulged him more than I should, telling myself that once the summer cookouts were over and pieces of peach pie weren’t so easy to come by that I’d make sure he ate healthier. But what if it’s too late?”

      One-Mile both understood and hated how much she worried, but her ability to love with her whole heart was obvious. Her body pinged with anxious devotion. The way she willed herself to be at her father’s side this instant confirmed it.

      He’d never had anyone love him like that. And he wanted it.

      One hand gripped the wheel. The other he curled around hers. He was surprised—and thrilled as hell—when she grabbed his in return and squeezed.

      “Wait and see what the doctors say.”

      She turned to him with big doe eyes that melted him. “I’m afraid.”

      “I know. But I’m here, whatever you need.”

      More tears fell down her cheeks. “He’s all I’ve got. My mother died shortly after I was born.”

      “I read that last night. I’m sorry.” He didn’t know how any woman died in this day and age as a result of childbirth, and he wished like hell Brea hadn’t lost her mom when she’d come into the world. Growing up without a mom sucked; he should know.

      “I’ll be all alone if…”

      She didn’t finish that sentence. One-Mile was glad for a lot of reasons, mostly because she didn’t need to borrow more worry by assuming Reverend Bell would kick the bucket. But how interesting that she hadn’t included Bryant in her someone-she’s-got category…

      “You won’t. How old is your father?”

      “Not quite fifty. He’s still so young…”

      For this kind of serious heart shit? “Yeah. That will work in his favor. And he’s got you.”

      She tried to accept his words with a nod. “Along with his congregation. And God. The power of prayer is strong. I’ve seen it work. I need to pray for him and ask his parishioners to do the same.”

      “Absolutely.” If that made her feel better, she should.

      Brea nodded, then bowed her head. Her soft lips moved in silence. One-Mile couldn’t resist sliding his gaze over her profile, sweeping from her crown, down the slope of her nose, past the stubborn point of her chin, and over the sweet swells of her breasts with his stare.

      He wasn’t proud of how hard that made him, but Brea flipped every one of his switches. He couldn’t give up the chance to visually drink her in.

      Suddenly, her lashes fluttered and she opened her eyes. “I feel better.”

      “Good.” Prayer had never done squat for him, but if it centered her, then he was in favor.

      “I should make some phone calls.”

      “Sure. We’ve got another ten minutes before we get there.”

      Absently, she nodded, then ripped into her purse to grab her phone. She called back the woman who had informed her of her father’s collapse in the church. Jennifer Collins, the kind widow, had apparently agreed to ring some of the other long-time church members and start a prayer chain before coming to the hospital to start a vigil with Brea. Then she reached out to the associate pastor and asked him to field whatever community issues came her father’s way for the foreseeable future. Finally, she dialed someone who wasn’t answering the phone.

      “That man…” She huffed in frustration.

      “Cutter?” One-Mile ventured.

      “He only answers about half the time. I swear I don’t know what he’s doing the other half.”

      Probably saving the world. That’s who Cutter was and that was their job. But as far as One-Mile knew, there were no pressing cases at the moment, so he had to wonder if maybe Cutter was doing someone else. Cheating didn’t seem like the overgrown Boy Scout’s thing, but if he wasn’t being faithful to Brea, One-Mile would have even less compunction about stealing her from the bastard.

      He didn’t offer up that commentary, however, just watched her dial someone else.

      “Hi, Mama Sweeney. You seen Cutter today? He wasn’t in church.”

      There was a long pause, then One-Mile heard the other woman speak, though he couldn’t decipher her words.

      But Brea’s face fell. “Oh. Well…um, if you see him anytime soon, can you ask him to call me? It’s urgent. Daddy’s had an episode with his heart. I’m on my way to the emergency room at University Hospital right now.”

      From what he could tell, the woman on the other end of the line conveyed an appropriate amount of shock and worry, before promising to have Cutter call her as soon as he turned up.

      Brea ended the conversation, looking tight-lipped. One-Mile bit back a million questions. Fuck Brea being none of his business. Right now, she felt alone in the world, and he intended to take care of her, hoist as much of her responsibility as she’d allow onto his shoulders. But she seemed a million miles away.

      “You okay?” he asked as he exited the highway.

      “Fine.”

      But she wasn’t. Her mood had taken another downturn after she’d talked to Mama Sweeney, whoever that was.

      One-Mile squeezed her hand. “If you need to talk, pretty girl, I’m listening.”

      She turned to him with a wrenching smile that nearly broke his heart. “Thank you.”

      But she didn’t share her thoughts or give him her troubles, just sat taut and mute until they reached the emergency room.

      The instant he parked his Jeep near the door, she shoved off her seat belt, grabbed her purse, and dashed toward the hospital. One-Mile jumped from the vehicle and ran after her, locking the doors behind him with a click of his fob. By the time he caught up to her, she’d already spoken to an attendant, who went to fetch someone who could tell her about her father’s condition.

      She clutched her hands together, looking as if she waited for the verbal equivalent of a mortal body blow.

      Normally, he didn’t think too much about other people’s problems. Everyone had shit to deal with, and he didn’t expect anyone to listen to him whine about his. But it ripped him up to see sweet Brea hurting this much.

      “Take a deep breath,” he encouraged as he slipped his arm around her petite shoulders.

      It was impossible not to notice that she fit perfectly against him, her delicate frame just the right height to hold close.

      “What if Daddy is⁠—”

      “Don’t borrow trouble. Let’s wait for someone to give us the update. In the meantime, stay strong.”

      “I’m trying. But when I imagine life without him, I don’t feel strong…” She buried her face in his chest and began to sob softly.

      Brea had sought him for comfort? Granted, everyone else here was a complete stranger. But to draw solace from him, she had to trust him on some gut level she hadn’t yet admitted to herself.

      Tamping down his triumph, One-Mile wrapped both arms around her and held her tight against him. “I got you for as long as you need.”

      That didn’t turn out to be long at all. The doctor, a forty-something no-nonsense woman, came bustling down the hall moments later. “Ms. Bell?”

      Her head snapped up from his chest. “Yes.”

      “I’m Dr. Gale, one of the cardiovascular surgeons here at the hospital. I⁠—”

      “Is he all right? Is he going to make it?” Every muscle in Brea’s body tightened.

      A patient reassurance crossed the doctor’s face. “Your father is stable and conscious now, but⁠—”

      “Can I see him?”

      She shook her head. “I’m afraid not yet. We’re running some tests…”

      The doctor went on, explaining the preacher’s condition. The only words Brea seemed to hear were bypass surgery, probably in the next few hours. Gaping, she pressed a hand to her chest as her face went sheet white and she wobbled on her feet. One-Mile steadied her.

      The doctor addressed him. “Is she prone to fainting? Has she eaten today?”

      He had no fucking idea. “I’ll take care of her.”

      The woman nodded grimly. “It’s likely going to be a long day. She’ll need her strength. We should be finished with all the tests in about an hour.”

      That gave him enough time to see to Brea since she was too worried about her father to even think of herself.

      When the surgeon disappeared down the hall again, he turned Brea to face him. “Talk to me. Did you eat breakfast?”

      “Oatmeal about six this morning.” She blinked up at him. “What if he doesn’t make it?”

      The terror on her face hurt him. “The fact he’s conscious and talking is a good sign. She wouldn’t perform the surgery if she believed he’d never pull through. I know you’re afraid⁠—”

      “You don’t understand.” She wrenched from him.

      “Then help me.”

      As quickly as the fight had filled her, it left. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t yell. You’re very kindly letting me lean on you.”

      “I’m also the only one around to hear your fears and frustration. So let me have it. I’m a tough guy. I can handle whatever you need to dish out.”

      She shook her head. “I’ll be fine.”

      “You’re like a bottle of soda someone shook up. I can see you bubbling under the surface. Yank the lid off and spew.” He tried to smile to lighten the mood. “I’ll help you clean up the mess when you’re done.”

      “I don’t let loose like that. Ever.”

      “Maybe you should, pretty girl.”

      He couldn’t push her anymore if she wasn’t ready…but someday she’d pop the top on all that repressed tension. Then, watch out. Brea with her hair down and her gloves off would be a sight. One-Mile hoped he was there for that.

      Hell, he hoped he provoked it.

      For now, he led her to the cafeteria, got her a sandwich and a salad, then encouraged her to eat.

      “Thank you for staying with me,” she said as she pushed away the rest of her turkey on wheat. “You didn’t have to.”

      “I did.” He would be here for her as long as she wanted him. Probably longer. She just didn’t know that yet.

      “You barely know me.”

      He shrugged. “I want to know more.”

      But now wasn’t the time. In fact, his moments alone with her were likely ticking away. Soon, the parishioners, Mama Sweeney, and probably Cutter the asswipe would show up. Brea would feel obligated to give them her attention and support. Then he’d be in her way. He had to maximize his time with her now.

      “Later,” he added. “Focus on your dad today.”

      “You know it will never work between us.”

      “Besides the sex thing, which I already answered, why not?” One-Mile was expecting a lot of blah-blah and bullshit about Cutter and their budding love or whatever the fuck she thought they shared.

      “I don’t know you.”

      “We can fix that. I’m game. How about you?”

      She shook her head. “I know what you do for a living.”

      She didn’t like it, but she also didn’t understand that he was doing the world a goddamn favor by offing scum. “Good. Then we won’t have to have that awkward conversation. What else?”

      “You scare me.”

      He had to give Brea credit; that was honest.

      One-Mile took a risk and held her hand. “I said I’d never hurt you. I meant it.”

      She squirmed in her seat. “Not that kind of scare.”

      So he made her heart race and her female parts tingle, huh? And she’d never felt that before? Cutter must be a literal wet noodle in the sack, but that wasn’t his issue. Getting her to see a future without the Boy Scout was.

      He dragged his thumb back and forth across her so-soft palm. “It’s the good kind of scare.”

      She didn’t look convinced. “Are you this adamant with every woman you pursue?”

      It was a fair question. “No. But I’ve never met anyone like you.”

      “You really don’t know me.”

      “I know my gut tells me that I shouldn’t let you get away.”

      “Pierce…”

      “One-Mile. Pierce was my father.”

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

      It wasn’t good, but she loved her dad, so she’d probably never comprehend the bleeding asshole his had been. “Having someone else’s name can be like wearing a too-tight jacket.”

      She seemed to weigh his words. “At least it’s a nice name. And you could make it your own. But I can’t, in good conscience, call you something that celebrates another person’s death.”

      Of course not. She only saw the loss of life, not the fact that if he hadn’t pulled the trigger for that fateful one-mile shot, a terrorist had been prepared to blow up a marketplace filled with women and children simply because American servicemen had been there. Still, now wasn’t the time to push her more.

      “If Pierce makes you more comfortable, fine.” He’d rather her call him Pierce than not call him at all.

      “Why don’t you and Cutter like each other?”

      “Are you asking me questions to take your mind off your worries?”

      She sent him a faint smile. “I might be.”

      Reading people could sometimes be the difference between life and death. “Try not to worry too much.”

      “I don’t think I can stop it.”

      One-Mile palmed her crown, feeling the softness of her hair as he pulled her closer. “Think positive. You done here, pretty girl?”

      She looked at her half-eaten sandwich and nodded. “We should get back to the ER.”

      He’d rather linger where it was unlikely anyone—especially Cutter—would find them, but Brea would feel better if she were closer to her father. “Let’s go.”

      Sure, she could find her own way through the hospital, but he couldn’t resist settling his palm on the small of her back and guiding her to the crowded room that smelled like antiseptic, puke, and fear. When they arrived, a tall man who looked like an older version of Cutter and a tiny woman who shared his eyes headed straight for Brea.

      She bolted for the woman. “Mama Sweeney!”

      “Oh, baby girl…” The older woman hugged her fiercely. “We’re here for you and your daddy. Try not to fret.”

      “That means the world to me.” Brea turned to the other man. “Thanks for coming, too, Cage.”

      One-Mile hung back, gritting his teeth as the other man folded her into his big arms.

      “Of course,” Cage assured. “I don’t have to be back in Dallas and on duty until midnight. I’m sure my little brother will turn up long before then.”

      “Most likely.” Brea’s stilted smile didn’t quite mask her worry.

      “I left him a voicemail on our way over. But you know Cutter isn’t the sort to disappear all night without a word. Of my two boys, he’s the good one,” Sweeney teased as she elbowed her older son.

      Cage rolled his eyes. “You only think that because he’s better at fooling you.”

      Brea’s boyfriend had been out all night? And his family wasn’t even trying to reassure her that Cutter hadn’t danced the mattress tango with another woman?

      Maybe they thought he was working. One-Mile knew better.

      “Hush,” Sweeney scolded Cage before she settled Brea into the nearest chair. “Honey, sit down before you fall down and tell us the latest from the doctor.”

      Brea did, looking alarmingly pale by the time she glanced his way. “Did I forget anything?”

      “No.”

      Cage zipped a cautious stare his way. “We haven’t met.”

      “Sorry.” Brea jumped to her feet. “Cage, this is one of Cutter’s peers, Pierce Walker.”

      “I prefer One-Mile.” He stuck out his hand to Cutter’s older brother.

      As they shook hands, nothing on Cage’s face said he’d heard the name before. “Good to meet you. Which branch did you serve?”

      “Marines. Sniper.”

      Understanding dawned as Cage nodded. “Hence the nickname. Hell of a kill shot, man.”

      He’d rather not talk about it with Brea listening. “What do you do?”

      “I’m a cop in Dallas.”

      It fit. Cage had that sharp, gritty edge he never saw on a salesman or an accountant. “Glad you could come before you have to get back for your shift.”

      “Always. She’s like my sister.” Cage stared him down. “You a friend of Cutter’s?”

      He and Bryant would become pals on the twelfth of never as hell was freezing over. “We just work together.”

      Cage’s face closed up. Obviously, he’d read between the lines.

      Brea tugged on Cage’s sleeve. “You don’t have any idea where Cutter is?”

      “I don’t. He dropped you home after the party, and we went out for a beer. I left the bar when they shouted last call. He stayed to, um…talk to some folks.”

      Folks who were female, no doubt. That lying motherfucker was covering his brother’s ass. Was Brea too trusting to believe her boyfriend was cheating? One-Mile wanted to strangle Cutter. If Brea ever gave him a chance, he wouldn’t dishonor her like that.

      “I hope he’s not hung over. I got concerned when he didn’t show up for church this morning. I’d planned to go by his apartment after my errand, but then Jennifer Collins called…”

      Cage slid into the seat beside her and gave her hand a squeeze. “He’ll turn up.”

      Yeah, hopefully not smelling like skank. Oh, he’d love Cutter to do something stupid enough to prompt Brea to sever their relationship, but she didn’t need the stress of finding out her boyfriend was a two-timing douche today.

      She squeezed Cage’s hand in return. “I know.”

      “Brea,” a familiar deep voice called from the sliding double doors.

      Speak of the devil…

      As Cutter strode toward them, heads turned. Cage and Mama Sweeney looked relieved to see him.

      Brea stood. “You made it.”

      “As soon as I got Mama’s message.” When Cutter reached her, he enfolded her in his arms, lifting her off the floor and against his body while she buried her face in his neck with a sob. “I saw you’d called. Why didn’t you leave a message?”

      “You might have been busy, and I didn’t want to be a bother.”

      Was she kidding? She should expect her man to drop anything—everything—when she needed him. He sure as hell would if Brea belonged to him. Had Cutter given her a reason to think he’d put her last?

      “Bre-bee, you’re never a bother.” He set her on her feet and cupped her face. “I’m always here for you. I always will be.”

      She gave him a shaky nod, rife with thanks.

      That was it? She wasn’t going to ask the bastard where he’d been all night and why he hadn’t answered the phone until three o’clock in the afternoon?

      No one else seemed to think it was odd, either. Sweeney hugged her son. Cage gave his brother a shoulder bump. Then they updated him about her dad’s condition.

      “I’ll be praying for him,” Cutter assured with a nod, then marched One-Mile’s way, cutting a scathing look in his direction
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