

[image: ]




Copyright © 2021 by Sybil Bartel

 

Cover art by: CT Cover Creations

Cover Photo by: Wander Aguiar

Cover Model: Jonny James

Edited by: Hot Tree Editing

Formatting by: Champagne Book Design

 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

 

All characters in this book have no existence outside the imagination of the author and have no relation whatsoever to anyone bearing the same name or names. They are not even distantly inspired by any individual known or unknown to the author, and all incidents are pure invention.

 

Warning: This book contains offensive language, violence and sexual situations. Mature audiences only. 18+ 


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright

Books by Sybil Bartel

THE ALPHA BODYGUARDS BOOKS 7–9

Dedication

 

Relentless

RELENTLESS

Prologue

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-One

Chapter Forty-Two

Chapter Forty-Three

Chapter Forty-Four

Chapter Forty-Five

Chapter Forty-Six

Chapter Forty-Seven

Chapter Forty-Eight

Chapter Forty-Nine

Chapter Fifty

Chapter Fifty-One

Epilogue

 

Shameless

SHAMELESS

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-One

Chapter Forty-Two

Chapter Forty-Three

Chapter Forty-Four

Chapter Forty-Five

Chapter Forty-Six

Chapter Forty-Seven

Chapter Forty-Eight

Epilogue

 

Heartless

HEARTLESS

Prologue

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-One

Chapter Forty-Two

Chapter Forty-Three

Chapter Forty-Four

Chapter Forty-Five

Chapter Forty-Six

Chapter Forty-Seven

Epilogue

 

SEAL

ALPHA

VICTOR

ROMEO

ZULU

NOVEMBER

Acknowledgments

About the Author


Books by Sybil Bartel

 

The Alpha Bodyguard Boxset Series

THE ALPHA BODYGUARDS BOOKS 1-3

THE ALPHA BODYGUARDS BOOKS 4-6

THE ALPHA BODYGUARDS BOOKS 7-9

 

The Alpha Bodyguard Series

SCANDALOUS

MERCILESS

RECKLESS

RUTHLESS

FEARLESS

CALLOUS

RELENTLESS

SHAMELESS

HEARTLESS

 

The Alpha Elite Series

SEAL

ALPHA

VICTOR

ROMEO

ZULU

NOVEMBER

 

The Uncompromising Series

TALON

NEIL

ANDRÉ

BENNETT

CALLAN

 

The Alpha Antihero Series

HARD LIMIT

HARD JUSTICE

HARD SIN

HARD TRUTH

THE ALPHA ANTIHERO SERIES: BOOKS 1-2

 

The Alpha Escort Series

THRUST

ROUGH

GRIND

 

 

The Unchecked Series

IMPOSSIBLE PROMISE

IMPOSSIBLE CHOICE

IMPOSSIBLE END

 

Join Sybil Bartel’s Mailing List to get the news first on her upcoming releases, giveaways and exclusive excerpts! You’ll also get a FREE book for joining!


 

THE ALPHA BODYGUARDS BOOKS 7-9 features RELENTLESS, SHAMELESS and HEARTLESS!

 

RELENTLESS:

Resourceful. Resolute. Bodyguard. A single diagnosis, and I wasn’t good enough. Not for college ball, not for my family, and not for the Marines. Medically discharged before I finished basic training, I was determined to prove myself. Landing a job as a bodyguard for the best security firm in the business was a second chance. It should’ve been my focus, but a sophisticated blonde walked through the lobby and dismissed me with a single glance. Now she was going to find out how relentless a bodyguard could be.

 

SHAMELESS:

Bodyguard. Shadow. Warrior. The Marines trained me to be a weapon, and tactical warfare was in my blood. Then a mission went south and I was medically discharged. Too many years downrange, I didn't fit in the civilian world. Becoming a bodyguard seemed like a solid plan… until I got babysitting duty for a spoiled little rich girl. The only thing worse than the assignment was the client's smart mouth. She thought she could run it—all over me—and not suffer the consequences. Now she was about to find out how shameless a bodyguard could be.

 

HEARTLESS:

Bodyguard. Sentry. Explosives expert. There was a reason I was the only Explosive Ordnance Disposal technician in the Marines who’d never sustained any injuries. I didn’t take chances, ever, but serving my country as an EOD apparently had a shelf life. Promoted off the front lines, I was given an assignment behind a desk. Instead, I took a civilian job. The security firm seemed like the better option… until a frightened client with haunted eyes lied to me about everything. Now she was going to find out how heartless a bodyguard could be.




 

 

For my beloved son, Oliver.

You are still, and will always be my entire world.

I love you, Sweet Boy, and I miss you beyond words.

 

Oliver Shane Bartel 2004-2020
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“OH MY GOD, FALLON, YOU keep it, like, fifty thousand degrees in here,” Summer complained as she breezed into the house in a yellow thong bikini and nothing else. “Turn the AC down. You can afford it.”

About to pour myself an orange juice, I stood at the kitchen counter. “The AC is plenty cool enough.”

My stepdaughter waved her hand in front of her face as she clutched a vintage logo Versace tote with the other. “Ah, hello. No, it’s not. It’s Bikram yoga hot in here. Jesus. Sweat much?” She shoved her Ray-Ban Aviators to the top of her head.

It wasn’t hot. She was on something. Again. “What are you doing here? It’s Saturday.” I poured myself the juice. “You usually only show up on Sunday for dinner.” And only because I was pretty sure her father had told her if she didn’t, he’d cut her off financially. Which was yet another way he tried to make his daughter my problem, by enforcing weekly dinners between the two of us when he himself made no such commitment. I didn’t even know why I still kept up the charade of Sunday dinners with her. Probably because I’d feel guilty if I stopped being the one constant she had in her life besides money.

“What?” Her face, more gaunt than last month, scrunched up. “I can’t come visit?”

“Are you?” I took a sip of the juice. “Visiting?” She’d left the front door wide open.

“Well, duh, yeah.” She glanced around like she was looking for something.

I raised an eyebrow. “With the front door open and your car running?”

“Sheesh, what’s your problem? Can’t I visit my dear old mom?” She said the last word like she always said it, sarcastically.

Not that she ever actually called me Mom. Not even when she was little. Her father had discouraged it. And once upon a time, she’d lived to please the man who’d made her but paid no attention to her. So she’d never gotten in the habit of referring to me as anything other than my given name. Never mind the fact I was the one who stayed up nights when she was sick, or that I was the one who drove her to school and made her lunches and braided her hair. I was also the one who praised her when, on the rare occasion, she got a good mark in school.

I’d essentially been her only parent. By proxy.

Something I’d never imagined my life to be.

When I was a child, my head had been filled with dreams of a rambling house on acres of land with wildflower-covered hills and the laughter of five or six children filling my days. But then I’d gotten my first modeling job at twelve and shot to supermodel stardom within a short couple of years. Nothing had turned out like I’d expected.

I’d wanted so much more in life, but so much less materialistically.

I wasn’t ungrateful, but I’d made one poor decision after another. Not having children with Summer’s father was the first of two things I’d done right in my life. The second was divorcing him, albeit a decade too late.

Live and learn.

“Would you like some orange juice?” I casually asked my ex-husband’s only child.

“Nope, don’t have time.” She scampered around the living room in her bikini and flip-flops, looking behind furniture, opening a cupboard door in the entertainment center, glancing under a side table. “But, ah, thanks anyway,” she added conciliatorily.

Watching her flit about, I could sum up my stepdaughter in two descriptions—erratic behavior and nervous energy. The former was new, about a year new. The latter was, unfortunately, something since childhood. If I was stillness, she was movement. We’d always been opposite, until now. She’d had a privileged upbringing but still turned out screwed up. And I’d come from nothing and worked my way to the top, only to land on my ass as a rich, emotional mess at the ripe age of thirty-six. At least I hadn’t turned to drugs like Summer. She continued to spiral deeper into addiction, and every attempt her father and I had made to get her help had failed. I blamed myself as much as I blamed her father for the way she’d turned out.

Or didn’t turn out.

I’d been too young myself to stand up to her father and his lack of parenting where it counted and heavy-handedness where it wasn’t necessary. So now I had an unemployed, eighteen-year-old stepdaughter who lived on her own in an oceanfront penthouse, drove a Maserati, and had a bottomless bank account.

She was the perfect recipe for disaster.

Her father seemingly didn’t care, just like he hadn’t cared about me, unless either of us caused tabloid headlines. Then he called someone to handle it.

She opened the top of one of the storage footstools by the end of the couch.

Waiting for the storm that was all Summer to pass, I sipped my juice. “What are you looking for?”

“Perfect.” She nodded to herself, then stuffed her bag into the small storage space where I kept an extra throw blanket and slammed the top down. Her hands went to her hips. “Yep, that’ll work.”

“Summer.” Putting authority into my tone, I waited until she looked at me.

Her dilated eyes met mine. “What?”

“What are you doing?”

“Putting my shit away, duh.” She smirked. “It’s not like you won’t have a hissy fit if I leave one tiny fucking thing out.” She brushed past me to the still open front door through which I could see her idling Maserati sitting ostentatiously on the driveway. “And you think I’m the one who’s high-strung.” She made a derisive sound.

“Why are you leaving your bag here?” I demanded, suddenly concerned about what kind of contraband she’d brought into my house.

She rolled her eyes. “So I can have something to do tomorrow at dinner.”

“Summer,” I warned. “There better not be anything illegal in that tote bag.”

“Really?” Her hands went to her hips defiantly.

I didn’t budge. “Yes, really.”

“Oh my God. Good to know you think so little of me. On that note, I’m out of here.” Throwing her hands up, she walked toward the door.

“One more step, and I will throw out what’s in that bag the second you leave.”

Spinning around in a fury of eighteen-year-old attitude, she glared at me. “It’s a fucking laptop, Fallon. Relax yourself. I think you can handle one fucking computer in your house for a couple days, don’t you? Or is that too much to ask of my dear old mom?” She spat venom with her last word.

After years of this, I’d learned not to feed into it. But I didn’t let it slide. Not yet. “Whose laptop is it?” If it were hers, she wouldn’t have hid it. “Did you steal it?”

“Jesus Christ,” she muttered. “Get over yourself. I have.” She turned to leave.

“Where are you going?” Not that I could stop her from doing anything now that she was legal.

“Ultimate Music Festival with friends. But don’t worry, I’ll be here in time for dinner tomorrow night.”

A glutton for punishment, I followed her out the front door. “Don’t you think you should put a pair of shorts on?” Modesty wasn’t in her vocabulary, not since she was thirteen years old, but I tried anyway.

“And cover the perfect wax job I suffered through yesterday?” She laughed. “Not happening. But thanks for the vote of confidence on my ass.”

“You know I’m not saying anything about your figure.” I wasn’t her father. I had never, and would never, make any reference to her body. And I certainly wouldn’t tell her, like her father had, to maintain a perfect bikini body. I’d never put the pressure on her that I experienced as a model.

“Whatever.” Sliding her sunglasses back down, she got behind the wheel. “I’ll see you tomorrow for dinner.” Closing her door, she reversed too fast and then pulled down the driveway even faster. As she hit the street, two black motorcycles came out of nowhere and followed close behind her.

I made a mental note to call her father. As far as I knew, the security firm Leo employed drove black Escalades, not motorcycles. But maybe things had changed since Summer had gotten more difficult to control.

After her Maserati and the motorcycles disappeared out of sight, I went straight to the footstool and opened her bag. Besides a laptop, there was nothing inside the tote.

I exhaled.
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SHIFTING THE MASERATI, I TOOK a corner too fast.

“Gee,” she said sarcastically from the passenger seat. “Enjoying my ride much?”

I fumed. Silently.

She laughed, but then she held her side. “Let me guess, you’re still bent about being outsmarted by a girl.”

“I wouldn’t call you a girl, ma’am.” This client was a fucking pain in the ass.

“Right,” she scoffed, before mocking me. “‘Ma’am’s’ your choice of address.” Shifting in her seat, she winced, but then she pretended to check me out for the hundredth time. “Bet I can graduate to woman by the end of the night. What do you say? A little one-on-one time when we get back to my daddy’s mansion prison?”

Apparently getting shot twice last night at the Ultimate Music Festival hadn’t slowed down Summer Amherst. She’d been relentlessly hitting on me since my boss had assigned me as her detail last night. My first damn assignment out of the office with Luna and Associates, and I get the spoiled only daughter of Leo Amherst, the owner of the single biggest record label in the music industry. Not only was Summer Amherst his daughter, she was also Fallon Amherst’s daughter.

Supermodel Fallon Amherst.

I shook my head.

Fallon was the most beautiful woman in the world. I’d laid eyes on her in person exactly once eleven years ago, but I’d never forgotten it.

Now the universe had put me in charge of her insufferable daughter.

The daughter who was putting her hand on my leg for the tenth time.

I grasped her wrist and put her hand back on her lap. “Repeating myself, again. Not interested, ma’am.”

She sighed and reached for her purse. “Don’t tell me, you like guys?” She pointedly looked at my junk before digging through her purse. “Because that would be a crying shame with the heat you’re packing.”

Fucking hell. “Ignoring the fact that you were shot twice yesterday at Ultimate Music Festival….” I paused to glance at her. “Actually, no, we’re not going to ignore that. End of conversation, Miss Amherst.” I had no sympathy for her. She’d fallen in with the wrong damn crowd in the worst way possible. She was lucky one of my coworkers happened to be at the music festival last night and intervened. If Preston hadn’t been there, she’d be a hell of a lot worse off than two bullet holes that’d missed all major organs. She’d be dead.

“Miss Amherst.” Summer snorted as she pulled a small bottle of pills out of her bag. “You can chill the fuck out and call me Summer. I’m not your client.” Opening the bottle, she shook three into her hand.

Fuck my life.

“You are exactly my client.” I didn’t give a damn about semantics. Her rich-as-fuck dad was paying for a service, and I had a job to do. Holding the steering wheel with one hand, I grabbed her wrist with my free hand, catching her just as she started to toss the pills into her mouth.

The white tablets went flying as I pulled the Maserati to the curb.

“What the fuck are you doing?” she shrieked.

“You took Vicodin an hour ago.” I grabbed the bottle out of her hand and glanced at it. “You don’t need Percocet. Where the hell did you get this?” Neither drug had been prescribed to her. “This shit’ll kill you.” Couldn’t say I’d ever been shot in the arm or back, but I knew pain, and I knew the draw of painkillers.

“Fuck you.” She tried to snatch the bottle.

I held my arm back. “What else are you on?” Less than twenty-four hours in her presence and I’d seen her take Vicodin five times, Advil four, and she’d downed about nine drinks before falling asleep for exactly three hours. None of the drugs or booze had had any effect on her disposition, which told me this wasn’t the first time she’d done this, or even the fiftieth. But the Percocet was new, and mixing the two wasn’t gonna lead to a damn thing except trouble. “Do I need to search your purse for any other shit you got in there?” No way in hell was she OD’ing on my watch.

“What the fuck? Are you the narc police?” she asked, incredulous. “Give me my fucking pills back.”

I hit the button for the window, and humid Florida night air rushed in.

“Oh no, you fucking don’t!” Freaking the hell out, she made a grab for her purse.

Quicker than I ever would’ve given her credit for, she came away with a small-caliber gun and aimed it at my chest.

Her hands shaking, she glared at me. “Give me my goddamn pills or else.”

I’d been working for André Luna for one month. Admittedly, I’d come in green. So damn green, it was laughable. But for the past four weeks, Luna and some of the other men who worked for him had taken the time to train me. Weapons, hand-to-hand combat, protocols, sweeps, tactical driving, observation, even hostage negotiation. I had blisters on my hands from being at the shooting range every day, but my aim was now dead-on. I’d learned more in the past month from André Luna and the former Force Recon Marines he had working for him than I had in twenty-three years of living.

All the guys had taught me something different, and each had something they excelled at, but they’d all emphasized one crucial point besides protecting the client—know how the fuck to disarm someone.

Ty Asher had spent hours with me in the gym at Luna and Associates doing exactly that. He’d also taught me a critical detail.

Know where to get shot if you can’t avoid it.

Turning, I pressed the barrel of Summer’s gun into the exact spot on my shoulder where a through and through would do the least amount of damage. Then I put force into my tone. “Put the gun down, Summer.”

Her hands shaking, she half snorted. “Now I’m Summer?”

“You don’t want me to take that gun from you.” I’d learned well. I’d twist the fuck out of her wrist.

“Maybe I do.” Her eyes dilated, her chest rose and fell rapidly. “Maybe I want you to try so I can shoot the shit out of you.” Her nostrils flared. “Then we’ll be fucking twins.”

“You’re not shot in the shoulder.” I was giving her five more seconds of this bullshit. “Put the gun down.”

“Fuck you, Mr. Cowboy Hat. Give me my goddamn pills.”

“I’m not wearing my Stetson now, girl.” I grabbed the barrel and pushed up as I twisted.

“Ow!”

I took the gun from her, threw the pills out and put the window back up.

“You fucking asshole!” Grabbing my arm, she yanked so damn hard, the sleeve of my polo ripped. “My pills!”

I floored it.

The Maserati shot forward, and she was thrown back into her seat. “You don’t need Percocet. You need to detox.” Shoving the gun on my left side where she couldn’t reach and ignoring my ripped shirt, I pulled my phone out and dialed.

“What the fuck are you doing?” she yelled. “Go back! Those were my pills!”

I ignored her as the call went through.

My boss picked up on the first ring. “Luna.”

“I’ve got a situation.”

“Hang up, asshole!” Summer demanded. “Who the hell are you calling?”

“Jesucristo,” Luna muttered. “I hear her. Do I want to fucking know?”

“She doesn’t need to go back to her father’s.” Where she’d given me the slip once already and apparently gotten more shit to take. “Summer Amherst needs rehab.”
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FIGHTING FOR PATIENCE, I DIALED her number again.

My stepdaughter’s voice mail picked up immediately. Just like the last ten times. “This is Summer. You know what to do.”

I waited for the beep. “Summer, where are you? You were supposed to be here hours ago, and I’m tired of waiting around for you. Call me. Now.” I hung up and thought about calling her father, even though he was the last person I wanted to deal with.

I glanced at the clock.

Damn it. Summer was a lot of things, and she had a lot of issues, but shockingly, blowing me off without calling or texting wasn’t one of them.

Resigned, I dialed Leo’s number.

He picked up on the second ring like he always did. “Fallon.”

I frowned. There was no intonation in his voice, and I wondered what I was interrupting. It wasn’t like my ex-husband to not be salacious when I called.

Clearing my throat, I did what I hated to do. I asked for help. “I’m sorry to bother you, Leo, but have you heard from Summer? We were supposed to have our usual Sunday night dinner, except she never showed.”

“You’re never a bother, Fallon.”

I relaxed only marginally. After our divorce turned ugly last year, we were just now on speaking terms again. “Thank you, I appreciate that. Have you heard from her? I haven’t spoken to her since before she went to that music festival yesterday, and she’s not answering my calls.” I got that I wasn’t on her short list, but her lack of response had taken me past irritated into worried.

“Heard from her personally?” Leo asked evasively.

“Please, Leo, just tell me if you’ve heard from her. I’m worried.” At this point, I didn’t care if it was one of his hired bodyguards who’d spoken to her or had to pick her up somewhere, I just wanted to know if she was all right.

Leo sighed. “We need to talk.”

Anxiety washed over me. “What happened? Is she okay?”

“Hold on.” He held the phone away and spoke to someone. “Give me a minute, please.” A woman muttered something I couldn’t quite hear in a whiny tone before Leo came back on the line. “We should speak in person. Can I come over now? I’m already in the limo.”

My hackles went up. He had some woman with him and he wanted to come over? What was he going to do? Leave his date in his limo while he came inside my house? This was why I tried to avoid all communication with him.

“No, Leo, you can’t. Just tell me what’s going on with Summer.” If she’d gotten arrested, I was done with her.

“The less you know, the better,” Leo answered cryptically.

I tried to hold on to my composure. “Was she arrested?”

“No.” Pause. “But, Fallon, it’s… not something you need to be involved in.”

This wasn’t like Leo to drag something out. He didn’t have time for dramatics. Or at least he didn’t use to. “Leo, I don’t have time for this. She was here yesterday, and she was on something. That’s the fifth time in a row I’ve seen her and she’s been—”

“Are you at the house?”

“Of course, I’m at the house. I made Sunday dinner.” Like I always did, even though that had never mattered to him while we’d been married.

“I’m sending you a security team for the time being. Don’t worry, I know how you feel about that, so I’ll tell them to stay on the perimeter of the property.”

My heart started to pound with anxiety. “Okay, you need to tell me what’s going on right now, Leo. And, no, you’re not sending any bodyguards to watch over me. I can handle myself.” If I truly needed security, I’d hire my own damn protection.

“This isn’t something you can handle, Fallon.”

Goddamn it. “Leo,” I warned. “Spill it.”

“She’s going to be fine.”

My heart jumped to my throat, and my hand went to my chest. “Going to be? What the hell happened? Is she injured?” I grabbed my purse and keys. “Is she at the hospital? Where is she?” Oh my God, did she OD?

“Fallon, I know how you can get. Take a breath, or take a pill and just calm down. This isn’t worth getting worked up over. I’ll handle this, and you need not concern yourself.”

I refrained from telling my ex to fuck off. “I don’t need a breath, and don’t you dare tell me what I should and should not be concerned about. Where is she?” Unable to stand still, I walked toward the garage.

“She’s not at any hospital, and she won’t be going to one. That’s all I’m going to tell you over the phone.”

My hand on the door, I stilled. “What did you do?”

Indignant anger crept into his tone. “It wasn’t what I did. Why do you always assume the worst of me?”

Because he’d been a cheating bastard for our entire marriage. Trying and failing to rein in my temper, my voice came out stilted as I punctuated every word. “Where is she, Leo?”

“She… fuck.” Leo let out an exasperated sigh. “We can’t have this conversation over an unsecure line. Wait there. I’m coming over.”

I lost it. “The hell you are. Tell me where Summer is right now.”

“Fine. If you won’t let me come over, then meet me at Luna and Associates.” Leo hung up.

My stomach in knots, my hands shaking, I rushed to my car. In a panicked hurry, I drove too fast out of the gated community and almost hit two men on black motorcycles who were turning in. Not caring that I was in the wrong, I honked as I narrowly missed them and swerved into the wrong lane.

Righting my course, not looking back, I drove to Luna and Associates.
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“YOU STOP THIS CAR RIGHT fucking now,” Summer screamed. “Or I swear to God I’ll get out while you’re driving. Try explaining that to Leo fucking Amherst!”

Ignoring her rant, I pulled into the underground parking at Luna and Associates. André Luna and two other former Marines who worked for him, Tyler and Collins, were standing next to a limo that was parked by one of the company Escalades. Looking at me, Luna tipped his chin toward the passenger door of the company SUV.

“You’re a goddamn piece of shit, Cowboy!” Summer punched my arm. “Don’t you dare hand me over to my father like this!”

Pulling up next to the passenger door of the black Escalade, I slammed on the brakes at the last minute.

Summer bucked forward, her hair flew all around her, and she slapped the dashboard. “You motherfucker!”

Collins opened her door and took her arm. “This way.”

“Fuck you!” She kicked out at him. “Don’t touch me!”

Standing in front of the Maserati, Tyler smiled his playboy smile as his hands went to his hips.

“Fucking trouble,” Collins muttered, narrowly avoiding a foot to his balls as Summer’s heel landed on his thigh.

Tyler smirked. “Need help, Collins?”

Taking the keys out of the ignition, I grabbed her gun and purse and got out of the Maserati.

Luna looked from my ripped shirt to where Collins was pulling Summer from the car. He shook his head. “Dios mio.”

“Ow, you motherfucker!” Summer spat at Collins. “Watch the gunshot wound, you stupid jerk!”

“Yeah, Collins.” Tyler grinned wider. “Watch the gunshot wound.” He opened the passenger door of the Escalade.

Summer whipped her head toward Tyler. “Shut the fuck up, asshole. I wasn’t talking to you.” Yanking her good arm out of Collins’s grip, she spun back on him. “Let the fuck go of me. I can walk, you dumb shit.”

I tossed Summer’s purse in the Escalade, but I handed her gun to Tyler. “She was armed.”

“The fun never ends.” Smirking, Tyler took the piece, checked it for ammo, then shoved the small-caliber gun in his back waistband.

“Hey!” Summer snapped. “That’s my gun and I have a fucking concealed permit for it. Give it back!”

Tyler smiled his playboy smile and lied. “As soon as you get in the SUV, ma’am.”

“Fuck you,” Summer spat.

The back door to the limo opened, and an older guy in his sixties in a custom suit got out with a phone to his ear. “Meet me at Luna and Associates.” He hung up and glanced at Luna. “Thank you, Mr. Luna.” His inscrutable gaze focused on Summer. “Summer, you’re going with these men. Get in the SUV.”

“Fuck you, Leo.” Summer cursed at her father. “I’m not going anywhere with them. Call Fallon,” she defiantly ordered. “Get her in on this. See what she has to say about your bullshit.”

Leo Amherst glanced at Luna and gave him a barely perceptible nod before getting back in the limo and slamming the door.

Jaw set, Luna looked at Summer. “I’m going to advise you to get in the Escalade, Miss Amherst.”

“Oh, shut the fuck up, André. I’m Miss Amherst now? You’ve known me since I was thirteen. Cut the formal bullshit. You and I both know because of your stupid cowboy over there…” She jerked a thumb in my direction. “…I’m getting a first-class ride to the nearest rehab. And for what? I got fucking shot. I have two goddamn bullet holes in me. I can’t take a stupid painkiller?” Her voice pitched high as hell. “I can’t fucking unwind after some asshole has his lackeys gun me down at a music festival, all because I say I don’t want to hang out with him anymore?”

Luna’s jaw ticked, but his tone remained calm. “First of all, chica, that wasn’t just some asshole you were hanging out with. It was Julio Estevez, a known sex trafficker, and you were willingly giving him names of girls your age in exchange for drugs. You were on his payroll, he’d embedded a tracking chip in your arm, and you were breaking the law. Just because you came to your senses and decided to cut free from his grasp doesn’t mean you didn’t participate in a whole host of illegal activities as you sold out your chicas for a fix.”

“I was not selling them out!” Summer yelled.

“You’re right, I have known you since you were thirteen.” Glaring at her, Luna dropped his voice in warning. “Remember who the hell you’re talking to.”

To her credit, Summer didn’t wither under his stare, but she did backtrack. “Fine, whatever. But those girls were all looking to make a buck. Who was I to stand in the way of free commerce?”

“Making a buck is a hell of a lot different than being sold into sex slavery, chica, but I’m not having this conversation with you. You’re lucky to be out from under him, and now you need to address the bigger issue.”

“I’m not addressing shit,” Summer clipped defiantly. “I was fucking shot, by no fault of my own, and your cowboy here threw out my pain pills.”

Luna glanced at Tyler. “How many times have you been shot, Tyler?”

“Five, boss.”

“You ever take unprescribed pain meds for that? A Vicodin and Percocet cocktail chased with alcohol?”

Tyler shook his head. “No, sir. Definitely not.”

Luna leveled Summer with a look. “We’re done here. Do yourself a favor and get in the SUV, chica.”

“You’re a fucking dick, you know that? You’re also a coward. Doing my dear old daddy’s dirty work, how does that make you any different than me? Leo’s your Julio Estevez.”

“Your father doesn’t sell young girls as sex slaves.” Luna strode to the passenger door of the Escalade and held it open as he flashed Tyler a warning look.

Tyler nodded once.

Luna looked back at Summer. “Get in, Miss Amherst.”

“No. And for the record, I fucking hate you.” Summer turned toward the Maserati.

Collins and Tyler stepped in front of her in a coordinated move that I was sure had been utilized many times.

Spinning on her heel, Summer glared at the two former Marines before looking back at Luna and growling at him. “I don’t forgive you for this.” She got in the SUV.

Luna shut the door.

“I’ll check in after she’s settled.” Tyler walked to the driver door and got behind the wheel.

Luna nodded. “Copy that.”

Tyler took off.

“Jesus Christ,” Collins muttered. “Was she really selling out her friends?”

The window on the limo went down. His phone to his ear, Leo Amherst glanced at Luna. “I’ll be in touch. Let me know if there are any problems. Fallon might show up here looking for answers.”

At the mention of Fallon, anticipation ate up every thought in my head.

“I’ll handle it,” Luna replied, looking less than happy.

Fallon Amherst. Here.

“She’ll want to know where Summer is,” Leo warned. “She’ll be persistent.”

The woman I hadn’t laid eyes on in over a decade. The woman who was no longer married to the prick in the limo.

“Then I’ll tell her the same thing I told you.” Luna tapped the top of the limo by the driver door twice. “I’ll be in touch.”

With a clipped nod, Leo Amherst put the window up, and his driver took off.

Luna’s hand fell to the holstered gun at his waist as one of the company Escalades pulled in to the garage with Ty behind the wheel and Talon Talerco in the passenger seat. Ty pulled up next to us as Talon put his window down.

“What up, ladies?” Talon grinned and tipped his chin at me. “How’s it hangin’, Tripod?” Not waiting for a response, he glanced at Luna and Collins. “Y’all havin’ a party in the garage without me?”

Luna ignored him and looked at Ty. “Julio Estevez handled?”

“You were there last night,” Ty clipped. “You know what went down.”

Luna leveled him with a look. “Estevez wasn’t a one-man operation. Taking him and his right-hand man out didn’t eliminate the problem. He had—”

“Yeah, thirteen foot soldiers,” Ty interrupted. “I get it. I said they’re handled.”

“All of them?” Luna asked with no little patience.

“Are you asking if I did my job?” Ty challenged.

Grinning, Talon stepped into the mix. “That’s Trigger’s code for yes.”

“For fuck’s sake, quit calling me Trigger,” Ty growled at Talon.

“What?” Talon asked innocently. “It’s not a fittin’ nickname? Because if you ask me—”

“No one asked you,” Ty snapped.

Luna cut in. “Estevez’s men? Handled or not?”

Glancing at Talon, Ty gave him a warning look.

Talon grinned harder as he looked back at Luna. “All handled except for those pesky fuckers on rice rockets. Those bastards are fast.”

“It’s handled,” Ty growled. “Estevez and the scum who worked for him aren’t gonna be a problem. You cut off the head, no blood flows.”

Luna muttered a curse in Spanish. “If you didn’t handle all of his foot soldiers, then we still have a potential problem.”

“I wouldn’t say they were on foot,” Talon interjected with a laugh. “More like breakin’ every speed limit on tricked-out, matte black Ninjas tryin’ to evade Trigger here. Did you know he drives as fast as he pulls the trigger?”

“Jesus fucking Christ,” Ty muttered.

Talon glanced at Ty. “What? Am I wrong?”

Luna ignored Talon again and spoke to Ty. “How many are left unaccounted for?”

“Two of the Ninja fuckers,” Ty admitted.

Talon held up three fingers. “Three.” Another finger popped up. “Maybe four.” He glanced at Ty. “Four, right? We had nice conversations with seven of those pussies, and since Estevez and his trigger-bitch went on a permanent vacation, that leaves four.”

“Cristo,” Luna muttered, shaking his head. “Let’s hope that’s not enough to regroup.”

Talon winked. “Pretty sure the rest of ’em got the message tonight.” He slapped Ty on the shoulder. “Right, Trigger?”

Glancing at his phone, Ty lifted his chin once.

“I hope you’re right.” Luna looked at me. “Park her Maserati in one of the visitor spaces. She can pick it up in twenty-eight days.”

The door to the stairwell opened, and the new guy, Ronan, who’d started a couple weeks ago and been assigned the front desk after I was put in the field, looked at Luna. “Someone’s at the lobby entrance asking for you.”

Luna glanced at his watch. “Who is it?”

Not shrugging, not blinking, standing five yards from us, Ronan didn’t raise his voice. He spoke like he always spoke, quiet and monotone. “Don’t know.”

Luna’s hands went to his hips as his eyes narrowed. “Then how do you know they’re asking for me?”

“Uh-oh.” Talon chuckled. “Here we go.”

“I’m out.” Collins walked to his ride.

“Christ,” Ty muttered. “We’re done here.”

As Ty pulled away, Talon saluted us from the passenger seat. “Later, ladies.”

Luna looked pointedly at Ronan.

“It’s after hours,” Ronan stated without intonation. “I didn’t let her in.”

“Her,” Luna clipped, sounding less than happy. “And she’s asking for me?”

“More specifically, yelling your name. On repeat,” Ronan added.

A string of cuss words in Spanish erupted from Luna. “And you didn’t think to let her in, so, I don’t know, she didn’t cause a fucking scene in front of the office? Jesu-fucking-cristo, Ronan.”

His expression void of all emotion, gaze locked, Ronan stood stock-still as if awaiting further instruction.

I’d seen him do this enough times now that I was beginning to wonder about his sanity. I’d heard he’d done explosive ordnance disposal in the Marines, and rumor had it those EOD technicians were hard-core as hell. They had to be. I couldn’t think of a more stressful job in the Marines, but Ronan took it to a whole new level.

“Tall, blonde?” Luna asked.

“Copy,” Ronan affirmed.

“Let’s go.” Luna glanced at me. “You too.” He strode toward the stairs. “Both of you can have the pleasure of meeting Fallon Amherst,” he said dryly.
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LIKE AN INSANE PERSON, I banged on the locked glass door of Luna and Associates. “André Luna!” Pissed at Leo, losing my mind with worry, my anxiety reached a new high.

A man in a black Luna and Associates polo and black cargo pants stood up from behind the reception desk. Pretending he didn’t see me or hear my banging, the jerk shuffled some papers around.

Silently cursing Leo and the jerk inside, I tried the locked door again before I threw my fist against it. “I need to see André Luna right now!”

The jerk didn’t even glance at me. Turning, he walked through the stairwell door.

I banged on the glass door as hard as I could. “André Luna!” Pain shot up my arms and I cursed. Irrational, I threw both fists at the glass one more time. “André Luna!”

What the hell was I doing?

Striding back to my Mercedes, I got behind the wheel. My hands shaking, my heart pounding, I threw it in gear and pulled into traffic without even looking. Horns honked, and I jerked the wheel, swerving into the bike lane.

Slamming on the brakes, I gripped the steering wheel.

My breath short, my chest tight, I needed to get a grip. I’d left Leo Amherst so he couldn’t do this to me anymore. I was in control of my life. Not Leo, not Summer, not even my mother.

I took a breath, then another, then I dialed Leo.

It barely rang once. “Fallon, I’m on the other line.”

“You promised,” I spat out, sounding more like a jilted lover than an angry ex. “You said you would be at Luna and Associates. Where is she, Leo?”

“I didn’t say I would be there, Fallon,” he patronized. “I said to meet me there. You didn’t show, and I had to leave. I have a business to run.”

New anger mixed with old anger. He’d always had a business to run. “It’s been less than twenty minutes. I’m out front right now!” I didn’t know why I was yelling. Nothing had changed. Nothing ever would. Leo answered to no one, no matter the circumstances. “Forget it, Leo. I’m done.”

His tone instantly turned placating. “Fallon, come on. You know you and Summer are the most important things to me. You may have divorced me, but that truth will never change.”

I hated him. “If your daughter was important to you, she wouldn’t be in this situation.” Exactly what this situation was, I wasn’t entirely sure, but his neglect of her and efforts at diminishing my authority with her at every turn had created this. Summer was still a child at heart. All she was looking for was attention. She’d always been looking for it. And she got it. But not from her father.

Leo sighed. “I have to go. We’ll talk about this later.” He hung up.

“Shit.” Glancing behind me, I eased into traffic, but my hands were shaking so bad, I couldn’t drive. Pulling into the next driveway, I looked up at the expensive hotel that had a five-star restaurant.

A restaurant I’d eaten at once before with Leo.

The valet waved me forward.

Irony had a name. And the hotel had a bar.

I pulled forward.

The valet opened my door. “Good evening, ma’am.” His gaze hit my face, and he broke out in a smile as his voice turned salacious. “Mrs. Amherst, lovely to have you join us. Checking in?”

It was suddenly hard to breathe. “I need a moment. Please.”

“Of course.” He nodded like he encountered panicking women all the time and pointed a couple yards ahead. “Would you like to pull up right there? Or do you need me to move your vehicle for you?”

I didn’t want anyone in my car. I didn’t want anyone near me. I didn’t want to deal with whatever had happened to Summer, and I didn’t want to deal with Leo. I didn’t want to deal with any of it.

“No, I can do it,” I managed to tell the valet.

“Of course.” He smiled again. “Pull right up and take all the time you need. We’ll be here.” He thankfully shut my door.

I pulled up and put the engine in park, but I didn’t turn the car off.

Cranking the air-conditioning, I tried to even my breaths and focus on anything other than my evening. I watched the clock. I watched people come and go from the hotel, and I watched the valet do his job.

Life went on around me, and fifteen minutes later, I could take a full breath. Whatever trouble Summer was in, I told myself that this time, it wasn’t my responsibility. Not to mention, Leo had made that clear when he hadn’t even bothered to meet me.

Not ready to go home yet, deciding to have one drink at the hotel bar, I opened my car door but quickly had to pull it shut as a full-size pickup truck barreled past me on the way to the self-park area.

My heart went into overdrive again, and I closed my eyes, taking a moment to breathe through it. Reassuring myself I had no reason to panic, that I was in control of my own damn life, I opened my door again.

The valet was right there. “Ready to go in, Mrs. Amherst?”

“Yes, thank you.”

“Excellent.” He tore off the valet ticket and handed it to me. “Let me know if you need anything.” He smiled like he had before. “Anything at all.”

“Thank you.” Avoiding eye contact with him, I turned toward the opulent front entrance.

“Enjoy your stay,” the valet called after me.

I walked into the hotel, and the concierge greeted me like he knew me. “Good evening, Mrs. Amherst. Can I help you with anything?”

I’d been dealing with the fame that came from first being a supermodel, then marrying Leo, most of my life, but I’d never gotten used to it.

Flustered, I averted my gaze. “Just point me in the direction of the restroom, please.”

“Yes, of course.” The concierge gestured toward the rear of the lobby. “Back and to your left.”

“Thank you.” Needing a moment to compose myself before I went to the bar, I headed for the restroom.
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LUNA PUSHED THROUGH THE STAIRWELL door to the lobby and looked toward the front doors as Ronan and I followed. “Where is she?”

“Gone, apparently.” Ronan moved to the security monitors behind the reception desk.

Luna walked to the front door and glanced out. “Pull up the street view.”

Ronan brought up the feeds and scrolled back a few minutes.

And there she was.

“Fallon Amherst.” Her name fell out of my mouth like it’d been waiting eleven years to be set free. Banging on the front door with both fists, she was stunning. And angry as hell. “She’s pissed.” Which made me pissed.

Luna looked over my shoulder at the monitors. “Mierda.” He glanced at Ronan. “And you didn’t let her in, why?”

Exactly my fucking question.

“There’re two high-profile clients upstairs in the apartments, it’s after hours, she had an unconfirmed identity, there’re no listed intakes, and we currently don’t have any missing clients.” Ronan rattled off excuses without an ounce of emotion. “There was no reason to let her in.”

“What if she were in distress?” Luna pointed at the screen. “See that?” Ten yards behind her car that was parked directly in front, there were two single headlights showing in the shadows. Too far apart to be a car or SUV, it had to be two motorcycles.

Goddamn it. “Luna,” I clipped. “Those could be Estevez’s men.”

“I know. Run the feed forward,” Luna ordered Ronan.

Ronan ran it forward a few seconds as we all watched.

Shoulders proud, legs for days, Fallon Amherst walked to her car in too-high heels like she was born in them. Getting behind the wheel, she floored it into traffic and narrowly missed three passing cars before jerking her Mercedes back to the curb.

“Shit,” I muttered. “Is she drunk?”

“She doesn’t usually drink,” Luna answered. “Keep running the feed.”

Ronan typed in a command on the computer, and the footage kept playing. Thirty seconds later, she was still in her vehicle, parked illegally at the curb. Ronan fast forwarded the feed. At the five-minute mark, she pulled back out into traffic at a more sedate speed and stopped at the red light at the intersection visible in the security camera’s view.

A couple seconds later, the headlights in the shadows moved.

Two men on black Ninjas came into view as they pulled onto the street a few cars behind Fallon’s Mercedes.

Alarm spread. “Boss, this isn’t good.”

His eyebrows drawn together, Luna stared at the screen. “Wait.”

“We have to find her.” Estevez’s men were following her. “Call her cell.”

“Just wait a second.” Luna crossed his arms. “Watch.”

The light changed in the video, and Fallon’s Mercedes pulled ahead.

“Right there.” Luna pointed at the screen.

The two motorcycles didn’t pull ahead after Fallon. Moving to the left lane, they turned west then shot forward and out of the view of the security footage.

“What the hell was that?” I asked Luna.

Luna exhaled. “Hopefully exactly what it looked like.”

“Which is?”

Luna glanced at me. “A lucky break.”

“You don’t believe in luck.” I’d only been working for him for a month, but that much I knew. André Luna was meticulous about his profession. Being prepared was his religion, but being exceptional was in his blood. In his eyes, that left no room for happenstance.

“I also don’t believe in coincidence, but those motorcycles weren’t after her.” Luna tipped his chin at the monitor. “They didn’t follow her.”

“We don’t know that.” I had a shit feeling about this. “We can’t see what happened at the next intersection.” Or the one after that. “You need to call her and tell her to come back here.” Immediately.

Luna turned his knowing stare on me, and for three seconds he held me under the microscope. “Do you know her? Personally?”

Fuck. “Do I look like I know Fallon Amherst?”

Luna studied me a moment, then glanced at Ronan. “Pull up the traffic cameras for the intersection.”

Ronan typed on the computer, and a moment later we were looking at the intersection from another angle.

“Go back a couple minutes,” Luna ordered.

Ronan obliged.

A few seconds later, we all watched her Mercedes as she drove north through the intersection and the motorcycles turned west.

“Calling it,” Luna clipped. “We’re done here for the night. Both of you go home and get some sleep.” He glanced at Ronan. “And next time, open the door.”

“Protoco—” Ronan didn’t even finish the word before Luna was on him.

“I know what the protocols are, I fucking wrote them. I’m telling you, the next time a woman knocks down our door after business hours, answer.” Luna strode to the elevator and stepped on.

Too fucking pissed at Ronan for not opening the door for Fallon, I didn’t say shit to him. I aimed for the stairwell door.
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IN JEANS AND COWBOY BOOTS, I slapped a twenty on the fancy hotel bar. “Budweiser.”

The bartender looked at me like he’d stepped in something back at the ranch. “You old enough to drink?”

I didn’t bother saying shit. I grabbed my wallet, fished my license out and tossed it on the bar next to the money. I was pissed about everything, and I rarely got pissed, which was why I was here.

After changing out of my ripped L&A polo and putting on a T-shirt, I’d thrown on jeans and my cowboy boots and left work. Instead of going to the ranch to check on the construction before turning in for the night, I’d pulled into the damn hotel on a whim because a beer had suddenly sounded like a good idea.

Except now I was regretting the decision.

The prick bartender didn’t even look at my ID. Rolling his eyes, he got me a cold Bud and unceremoniously dumped it in front of me before taking the money. “Nine fifty.”

A ten spot. For a damn Bud. Fucking Miami Beach.

I took a sip of the beer and tried to forget about seeing Fallon’s long legs and desperate face as she pounded on the front door of L&A. Hopefully she’d gone home.

Home.

What a joke.

Texas had been my home until I got kicked out of the Marines and showed back up at the house I was raised in. Mama didn’t even let me clear the front porch. Told me to come back when I was worth a damn. I didn’t bother telling her I was medically discharged by no fault of my own. And I sure as shit didn’t bother explaining to her, again, that Cogan’s syndrome wasn’t my fucking fault. She’d washed her hands of me long before that day.

Tired of her, of all of it, I’d gotten in my truck and driven till I couldn’t drive anymore. Wound up in the Florida Keys, parking my ass at a bar and ordering a beer I had no business drinking. Five seconds after the Bud touched my lips, some dude took one look at my high and tight and asked if I was a soldier. Stupidly engaging, I’d said Marines. The fucker’d had the nerve to say it was the same thing.

On principal, I’d laid him out.

Flat on his back in the sand at an outdoor bar, he’d burst out laughing. Then he’d offered me a job. I should’ve hightailed it out of there, but I was never as smart in the moment as I was in hindsight. Taking him up on his offer, I’d walked into the worst kind of hornet’s nest.

Security.

For a cartel money launderer.

I was lucky I’d survived the last five years.

Last month I’d gotten even luckier when Ty Asher, who was working an assignment for André Luna at the time, shot my old boss. Now I worked for Luna doing real security, but tonight didn’t feel like I did a damn thing right.

Fallon was out there unprotected. My first client, her daughter, was hauled off to rehab, and I was at a bar because once again, I didn’t have a damn home to go to. The ranch I’d bought a few months back was still being renovated, and while the stables and the apartment above them were all done, the main house was still without a kitchen. The contractor had promised me two more weeks a month ago. I was still waiting.

So, courtesy of my new boss, my ass had been parked in one of the furnished corporate apartments that sat a few floors above the office. Which was why I was here, at a hotel bar, trying to have moment’s peace without thirty-seven former Marines breathing down my neck.

“Anything else?” The bartender dumped my change in front of me.

I glanced at the two coins and ten-dollar bill. Then I chuckled. “You’re either optimistic as hell or resigned to a shit tip.” I shoved my ID back in my wallet.

“Resigned. You don’t strike me as a big tipper.”

“Maybe you should try harder, or at least even the odds.” I nodded toward the ten and half smiled. “Break that bill up.”

“I’ll take my chances.” No humor in his tone, he moved down the bar toward a couple dudes in suits.

I smelled her before I saw her.

“Bartender?”

Exotic like a tropical breeze, but not sweet, the spice of an expensive woman’s perfume settled around me. Mildly curious but not planning on doing a damn thing about it, I looked up from my Bud.

And fucking froze.

No.

Damn.

Way.

A hundred emotions washed over me, not the least of which was relief.

Fallon Amherst.

Standing right next to me.

I couldn’t help it, I grinned. “Hi.”

“Not interested,” she clipped in a voice made for sex as she avoided looking at me and held her hand up to the prick behind the bar who was busy ignoring her.

“Fair enough.” I whistled at the bartender.

When he glanced over, he looked pissed as hell, but he came toward us. “Like I said, resigned.” He took my ten. “Another painfully American beer coming right up.”

Unfazed, because it suddenly felt like my luck had gone from shit to level ten lottery, I was still smiling. “Not me, whatever the lady wants.” I pulled out my wallet and tossed another twenty on the bar.

Barely sparing me a glance, Fallon Amherst issued a demand in her sultry voice that’d been polished by years of good fortune. “White wine, preferably dry, and I will pay for my own drink, thank you.”

Her voice was a thousand times sexier than I remembered.

“Sure thing, princess,” the bartender quipped in a tone as dry as the wine she’d asked for. “Coming right up.”

The bartender walked off, and I wasn’t sure if he’d recognized America’s most famous supermodel or not. Blonde-haired, green-eyed, tall, graceful and stunning, she was more beautiful than the first time I’d met her.

But her eyes?

Eleven years ago they’d been wide and soulful, and I couldn’t have looked away if you’d held a gun to my head. I didn’t care at the time that she was married to the owner of the music industry’s biggest record label, I’d fallen in love with her at first sight. But now I was looking at a different version of that woman.

This woman looked haunted.

She didn’t look like the Fallon Amherst who’d graced more magazine covers and done more endorsements and starred in more music videos than any model I’d ever seen before retiring at eighteen and taking on charity work.

This woman looked a hundred lifetimes past that.

But it didn’t discount the fact that she was still beautiful, still widely known and now, thanks to her daughter, there was an additional potential security threat.

I glanced behind us. “You here by yourself?”

Her net worth should’ve been reason enough for her to travel with a security detail, let alone the eight-figure settlement the tabloids said she’d gotten in her divorce last year. But add in the shit her daughter was dragging, and Fallon Amherst was a prime target for a K&R.

Taking a wallet out of her purse that I was sure cost more than my last truck, she gracefully placed a credit card on the bar. Then she turned to me. “Do you know why I chose to stand at this end of the bar, next to a man who’s young enough to be my son?”

Well… damn. “No, ma’am, I don’t.” I threw the ma’am in on purpose, trying to decide if I was insulted.

She dropped her hammer. “Because you’re not going to hit on me.”

I couldn’t help it, the side of my mouth tipped up. “I’m not?”

“No, you’re not.” Not returning the smile, she faced forward again.

“And the men at the other end of the bar?” The guys in suits had been eyeing me since I’d walked in. Fallon may be the most beautiful woman to ever walk God’s green earth, but she didn’t sport a key ingredient those men were after. “They would’ve hit on you?”

“It’s always a possibility,” she replied offhandedly, missing the mark. “Now, if you don’t mind, I prefer to have a drink in peace.”

Needing a shave, I rubbed a hand over my chin. “Funny thing, that.”

She sighed. Then she graced me with an irritated glance. “Excuse me?”

The bartender came back with her wine.

I shoved the twenty at him.

She started to protest, but the bartender did me a solid and took my money. “I’d lose my man card if I took your money over his.” Quickly ringing up her drink, he started to place the change in front of me.

I held a hand up. “Keep it. And thanks for trying harder.”

Smirking, he tossed his tip in a jar by the register and walked off.

Fallon Amherst took a sip of her wine.

Sweet Jesus, she was beautiful.

Kicking the stool out between us, I couldn’t decide if this was the luckiest day of my life or fate’s cruelest joke. “Simple truth. A drink goes down better with a friend.”

I knew I wasn’t her friend. She didn’t know who I was. And I’d bet my bank account that if I was still wearing the L&A polo her daughter had ripped, Fallon Amherst would’ve walked right back out of the bar faster than I could’ve said wait.

Standing proud in her sexy-as-fuck heels, she didn’t move. “I’m not your friend, and you were drinking alone before I got here.”

Holding my beer up to her, I winked. “Hope springs eternal, and for the record, this is my first one.”

Setting her wine down, she looked at me and frowned. “How old are you?”

“Too old to be your son.” That I was sure of.

Raising one eyebrow, she shook her
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