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HARD LIMIT

One breath.

 

That was all I needed.

 

Air in my lungs so I could exhale through the pain.

 

Stabbed and broken, my limbs useless, I tried and failed to lift my head. Mosquitoes swarmed, and the sun dropped. My face in the mud, I swore to myself I would not die out here.

 

Then I heard her voice—angel soft and breathless—and I wondered if I had been kidding myself. I did not have time to figure it out. A small hand landed on my back, and I fisted my bloody knife.

 

If I was going to die tonight, I was taking someone with me.

 

 

*HARD LIMIT is the first book in the Alpha Antihero Series, and it’s Tarquin “Candle” Scott’s story.
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For my Mom and my Dad.


 

 

 

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

 

—Kendall, from ANDRÉ
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I sucked in a labored breath and swamp mud filled my mouth. Pain shot through my ribs as I choked. One cough and my head spun.

Spitting, panting short and shallow, I tried again.

A short inhale, and the stench of rot permeated everything. When I did not choke, I decided I did not care about the stench. My own body was rotting. Bloody, beaten, I used my good arm and leveraged my elbow. Digging it into the mud, raising my chest an inch, pain shot through my ribs and I heaved forward.

Army crawl. Or so I had been told.

One forsaken inch at a time.

I was going see another turn around the sun. I had to.

Dead people did not get revenge.

Dead people did not get anything except a hole in the ground.

That I knew.

I was a digger.

I had had one job on the compound. Bury the bodies.

Except I was not on the compound anymore.

Struggling for air, my lungs on fire, I heaved myself another inch. Mosquitoes swarmed, and I cursed. “Fuck.”

The forbidden word rattled from my conscience and grew larger than the forsaken swamp. Then, just as I had been warned, the sin took hold, and more profanity bled out. “Fuck, fuck, FUCK!”

Stabbing pain stole my breath as my hoarse voice defiled the swamp’s nighttime chorus, but I did not care. A laugh—half-gurgle, half-hysterical—ruptured from my chest like a rebirth.

“Born!” I yelled to the alligators, rats, and insects. “Re-fucking-birth.” Coughing, rolling to my side, I blinked back mud until I saw the stars. The same stars I had seen every day on the compound, but I was not looking at them from there now. I never would. Not until I went back to kill every brother who had done this to me. Including him. “I’m coming for you, River Stephens.”

Choking on my own blood, I coughed, and pain blindsided me.

I fell back to my stomach and forced the words out on a wheeze. “I’m fucking coming for you,” I whispered to no one as my head landed in the mud. “You’re—” I coughed. “—dead….” My chest burning, my leg throbbing, darkness edged out the night.

“Oh, sweet Jesus.” Like an angel, the female’s voice floated down over me. “Are you breathin’?”

Was I dreaming?

“Can you hear me?” she asked, whisper soft and perfect.

No female had ever sounded that sweet. It was a trap, it had to be. Fighting an inhale, I willed my body to lie predator still.

“Oh Lord have mercy,” she breathed, her voice heaven sent. “Please be alive.”

A small, warm hand landed on my back.

Part animal, all instinct, my reaction was immediate. Palming my blood-stained, muddy knife, I reared up from the waist. I did not notice her hair was the color of summer sunlight. I did not notice her wide green eyes. I did not notice the freckles ghosting across her face and falling to her chest.

I wrapped my arm around her neck, pulled her against me, and brought us both back down to the rotten mud. The tip of my knife pressed against the vein on the side of her neck, and adrenaline-induced words snarled past my parched throat. “Who sent you?”

Tiny hands grasped at my muddied forearm in desperation as she struggled for lifesaving air. “No-no-no one.”

My knife about to break skin, I squeezed her neck harder. “Who do you belong to?” No female wandered out here alone.

“My daddy owns this swamp.”

No one owned this land. “Liar,” I accused, putting more pressure on the knife.

“No!” she squeaked. “Please. I’m tellin’ the truth.”

I did not have time to respond. A water snake slithered over her bare legs and she screamed. Jerking in my grasp, her elbow made contact with my beaten ribs.

Excruciating pain lanced through my side and bile rose in my throat.

My knife dragged across her neck as I forced my broken body to twist so I did not choke on my own vomit.

My stomach heaved, then everything went black.
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His death grip on my neck released, and I didn’t pause one single southern second. Jumping to my feet, I stomped my boots in the swamp mud to make sure that snake was nowhere near me. Nothing like a slithering reptile to make you lose all fear of a half-dead man holding a knife at your throat.

My throat!

My fingers muddied, I dragged the back of my hand across my neck and held it up to the full moon.

No blood.

I glanced down at the blond man with muscled arms almost as big as my thighs. Stock-still and laid out like Jesus on the cross, he christened the muck all around him.

Holy hell.

He looked so pathetic, I couldn’t even be mad at him for the knife. Wasn’t the first time I’d seen a blade.

My gaze cut to his broad chest, but it didn’t move.

I dropped to a squat and held my hand in front of his nose. “Don’t you quit breathin’ on me.” Please, please let him be alive.

Daddy would have my hide if I told him there was a dead man on his land that he didn’t put there. If he didn’t accuse me straight-off of being up to no good, he’d for sure ask why I was out here to begin with, and I couldn’t let that happen. Not now, not when I was so close. I needed to keep my nose clean and make sure all my ducks were in a row. I was getting out of here soon, come hell or high water, and no funny-talking dead man was gonna stop me.

The man sputtered up a cough.

Relief exhaled through my own lungs, and I took his switchblade from his open palm. For a second I weighed having my prints on what could very well be evidence from whatever had happened to him, versus having him coming to and pulling the same stunt twice.

It wasn’t even a choice.

I wiped the knife on his muddied pants as best I could and closed the blade before tucking it in my pocket. “Okay, mister, you need to wake up.” I patted his cheek. “Come on, now. It’s feeding time for the no-see-ums, and I’m fixin’ to get inside.”

He didn’t move.

I upped the ante and slapped him.

Bright blue eyes popped open, and his hand went unerringly to my throat. “Who tends to you?” he barked.

Holy shit, he has some kinda grip. “Mister,” I choked out. “If you don’t let go, there’s gonna be no one here to help you.” I grabbed his wrist and dug my thumb and forefinger into the webbed skin of his hand.

He instantly let go. “No female should be out here alone.”

“Glad you’re chivalrous, but we can talk about that later. You need to get out of the mud and indoors before the




































OPS/title.jpg
At





OPS/tarquin.jpg
Jarquin





OPS/02.jpg
(eer





OPS/shaila.jpg





OPS/CoverDesign.jpg





OPS/ded.jpg
@w/ié’dﬁ‘vl





OPS/01.jpg
(e





