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      Out of the shadows into the burning flames.

      I was told that he was the best self-defense

      I needed to protect myself.

      I was vulnerable.

      Weak.

      My sister showed me that I was better than that and I had one mission to keep safe.

      I was an independent woman, fighting to survive.

      That’s what I told myself until I met my instructor.

      His tattoos and dark eyes should have kept me away.

      But, I found myself falling, so deep that it led me out of the shadows and into the burning flames.

      He was a demon.

      And I was no angel.

      

      Author's Note: This book was previously published as the same title. There are no cliffhangers and it has a HEA. This is a full-length standalone dark romance.
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      Ruby’s back hit the mat, and a gush of air burst free from her lungs.

      “You’ve gone soft.” Tommy frowned down at her, his lips twisted. “Seven months of no training, just pining away, and I knock you down in seconds. You’re off your game.”

      That’s not all she was off. Her fiancé Paul had recently played her. Things like that happened to other people, not her. Westridge, the CEO and his board of directors at Westridge Corporation, was pending trial after she revealed their crimes of embezzlement, framing Ruby and Crystal’s father, and murdering their foster parents and more—she and her sister had left their thieving lifestyles behind, yet the Uncles and Tommy called out of the blue, insisting Ruby come in for a sparring match. So, hell yeah, she was off her game.

      “I’m not pining.” Even if she had sat on the couch with ice cream or a store bought bag of cotton candy most nights. Sometimes both. It was none of Tommy’s business.

      “Let’s try that again.” Tommy held out a hand to her.

      Why had she agreed to this again? Oh right, to get her mind on a different focus other than Paul. She could beat Tommy if she concentrated. Plastering a pained expression on her face, she accepted his hand. When he relaxed his guard to help her up, she jerked his arm forward and kicked him in the shin. But her timing was off, and his upper body landed on top of her instead of beside her. His hands slammed on either side of her head as he caught himself. She’d known him since he was a teen working for the Uncles and saving her and her sister from Westridge when they were kids, and this wasn’t the first time she got a slight upper hand over him. He never saved her from bruises though while he trained them in Krav Maga and other martial arts.

      Instead of scowling at her, like he usually did, something flashed in his eyes. Admiration? Pity? No, couldn’t be. His breath of vanilla and mint washed over her, and she couldn’t stop staring at his mouth. Had it always been full with a dimple on the side of his cheek when he smiled?

      “Guess I took you by surprise that time.” She forced her gaze from his mouth to stare into his gold-flecked brown eyes. “Maybe you need to up your game?”

      His gaze intense as he stared restlessness grew inside her. What was he thinking? Uncomfortable with his silent scrutiny, she pushed against his chest. Then he lowered his head and brushed his mouth across hers. Tingles spread through her. Before she could react, he pulled away and stood.

      “Now who’s off?” Tommy smirked and his dimple deepened.

      “What the hell was that? Are you playing dirty?” Tommy didn’t like her, not in a romantic way. He couldn’t. They’d spent years together ever since the Uncles feigned her and her sister’s death and became their guardians. After their foster parents were killed, the Uncles and Tommy were the only ones she trusted. So what was Tommy playing at?

      He lifted her chin until she met his eyes.

      “Don’t bring him into your thoughts.” His brown eyes softened. “He’s not worth it. You are so much better than that scum.”

      She shrugged. So that was his intention all along. Shock me out of thinking about Paul. Tommy doesn’t like me. That was crazy.

      Instead of saying anything else, he hauled her into a hug. She’d always thought of Tommy as lean and strong as steel, she fit into his embrace. Closing her eyes, she relaxed, taking in his warmth. He was just a friend providing comfort.

      Then why did her lips still tingle from his kiss? Was she so starved for male contact that she forgot good sense? She needed a date, not a rebound.

      Ruby’s cell buzzed, and she eased away from Tommy, unable to look him in the eye. If she did, he’d see her flash of desire brand new to her. Was she that desperate? She rummaged through her gym bag and clicked on her phone. A missed call from her sister, Crystal. Later, when she didn’t have words and overrunning emotions crammed in her throat, she’d call her back.

      At least Crystal had found love. She and Kade ran their own private detective agency. Ruby was happy for her sister, but right now, she couldn’t take her fraternal twin’s cheerfulness.

      “Was that about your jury duty?” Tommy’s rich baritone voice caressed across her back. What the hell was the matter with her? Fixated on a guy who paid her attention…even if he was more than just a guy, he’d been her trainer. She really needed to get a date.

      Ruby shook her head. “No, that’s been over for weeks now. It’s Crystal. I’ll call her back later.” Ruby’s jury duty recently ended, and the guilty guy got off on a technicality. She rubbed her arms.

      Zipping up her bag, she stood and frowned at Tommy’s closeness. Maybe she was losing her edge if she didn’t hear him approach. “Thanks for the session.”

      He smirked. “Same time tomorrow?”

      “If I can walk.” She grinned and hiked up her bag on her shoulder.

      He jerked his head to the far window. When she started to turn to see what he looked at, he lunged at her.

      “What the hel—” Her butt hit the mat and she found herself pressed under the length of his body. His shoulder length hair tickled her nose as she buried her face into the side of his neck.

      A gunshot shattered the warehouse window behind her.

      “What was that?” She panted. “Westridge?” Had he paid someone while in custody and put a hit out on them? It would be just like the sleazebag and his corporation to come after her. Afterall, she and her sister did expose him and his company to the authorizes and both he and his board were warming jail cells now.

      “No.” He pulled back slightly to look at her. His frown deepened, but didn’t move. “If it had been anyone he paid, they’d have used a scope and not missed. This was an amateur.”

      Someone was trying to kill her? “Great. Who have I pissed off now?” Or were the shots for Tommy? That thought made her throat dry.

      “Don’t know. But I intend to find out.” He pushed up to stand. “Stay here.”

      Like she’d obey when someone just tried to kill one of them.
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      Tommy’s gut knotted. When Westridge had been arrested, he backed off from protecting Ruby and her sister. Crystal had Kade. And while Ruby was alone, he figured she needed time to heal. Then he received a call from his old friend, Joseph that his youngest had run away from New Orleans to New York and was on the streets. It had taken over two months to track her down and put her back on a bus to home. The pimp might be angry, but Tommy would have thought the half a million dollars he borrowed from Uncle Gustin would be sufficient despite breaking the pimp’s face when the dude tried to stop her from escaping.

      The shooter could have been after him as payback for mangling the pimp’s face. Tommy raced out of the warehouse toward the building the shots had come from.

      Or was it Westridge and he’d become desperate? Doing a stunt like this so close to his trial was suicidal. If Westridge had hired a hitman, Tommy would have heard whispers through his sources. Unless Westridge paid for someone’s silence. Or it was related to Joseph’s daughter and the pimp? Tommy ducked behind a dumpster, listening for the gunman. He knew the layout of the Uncles’ warehouse and alleys and could maneuver through them blind if he had to. Just like the layouts of Westridge and the Board of Directors. No one paid attention to the lawn crew or how all of a sudden, a leak or faulty breaker box needed fixing.

      The scent of pizza, cardboard, and early afternoon sun baking the cement filled his nostrils as he dashed across the street. He’d seen the gunshot flash from the abandoned high-rise on the corner. Inside, he took the stairs two at a time, but kept his steps light. Dust coated the stairs and the faint hint of decay closed in around him. Fresh footprints on the stairs showed someone had been here recently.

      The smell wasn’t new to him; it had been the same dead scent when he helped load two corpses in the van with the Uncles to fake Crystal and Ruby’s deaths after he found their foster parents dead in a house full of carbon monoxide. He wanted to kill the bastard Westridge himself and his whole company.

      Back on the street, a motorcycle revved and skidded down the road. Shit! He turned around, but with no windows in the stairwell, he was caged in. Could be the assassin. If he ran, his truck wouldn’t catch up. Still, he had to scope out the building, just to make sure.

      A squeak sounded on the stairs below him. Tommy jerked back into a dark corner, ready to attack. His breath coming out in pants, he focused on what he needed to do and clenched his fists.

      Again, the sound of rubber sliding across cement stairs. What the hell? He stole a glance over the banister and spotted Ruby bouncing up the stairs. Stubborn. She’d gotten compliant since Westridge was arrested. And discovering her fiancé Paul conned her by working with Westridge and his company the entire time they dated made her wallow in self-pity too long.

      He waved a hand back for Ruby to stay in the shadows. Without looking, he knew she shot glares at him—he could feel it across his back. When they were little, she’d been a spitfire too… that hadn’t diminished with maturity. If anything happened to her, Uncle Gustin and Uncle George would not be happy and they were not men to have as enemies. She and Gustin were second cousins by marriage but she’d always called him Uncle. If anything happened to Ruby…he swallowed the lump in his throat and clenched his fists. George and Gustin would blame him, and hell he’d hate himself if he didn’t protect her.

      A flock of pigeons took flight from the building next door. Tommy knew better than to ask her to wait again. She wouldn’t listen anyway. He needed to keep her safe, and she was safer here with him. He’d seen the reflection of the gun a split second before the shot was fired. It was pointed towards Ruby. Still, he had to be sure.

      “At least stay back.” Tommy gave her half a smile when she scooted closer to him. “Whoever fired that shot is probably up there if we haven’t missed them.”

      The edge of her mouth twitched. “Let’s go then.”

      If she’d kept up her training the past six months. He’d feel more confident in her ability. There was too much of a chance she’d lower her guard or miss something. The shooter could have been aiming for Ruby as revenge against Tommy. Lord knows he had plenty of enemies. He snatched her elbow. “Behind me. And try not to make so much noise this time.”

      He eased his bowie knife from his boot, and she gave a nod even though her frown deepened. Leave it to Ruby to want to be the frontrunner and have him trail behind her. Tough.

      “Are you going to let him get away?” Ruby nudged his back as they waited outside the third story office that faced the back of the warehouse, where the gunman must have been.

      “No.” He grinned when she pulled out her switchblade. At least she hadn’t forgotten everything he taught her. “Let’s try not to get shot and be smart about this.”

      She gave a nod and tucked her red hair behind her ear. Would she grow out the color to her natural blonde color now that Westridge was pending trial? The red suited her better, but she looked amazing either way.

      Using the shadows, they crept past the doorway. The doorknob was missing and rusted around the edges. Inside the office, one huge open window let in light from outside, and Tommy readied his knife. No sounds accept the slap-slap of blinds against an open window. No one here.

      He scanned the room and glanced behind the door. A dead rat. “Empty.”

      He sheathed his knife, and Ruby followed his lead. “Let’s take a look anyway. Maybe there’s a clue.” At the window, blurry footprints in the dirt and dust revealed size eleven, maybe twelve. Unless the guy had big feet, he was probably just under six foot. Tommy ducked down a few inches

      and squinted out the window from the angle the gunman stood until he saw the bent blinds into their gym. Shit he’d been meaning to fix those since the night Westridge had been arrested. From his vantage point, his throat dried. The gunman could have only seen Ruby clearly…and he had fired. That told Tommy his gut was right and the man was after her – either directly or a way to punish Tommy.

      Later, he’d scope out Ruby’s home and make sure there was no one lurking around. He wanted Ruby and her sister to put in an alarm system, but they never had, insisting their neighbors would alert them to danger. Hell, her neighbors were too busy fighting or watching movies to notice a stranger in the area.

      Maybe Ruby would let him sleep on her couch. He sure as hell wasn’t going to be able to sleep tonight without knowing she was safe. He’d also check to make sure her ex-fiancé Paul hadn’t made bail or something stupid. The guy was sleazy. Despite Tommy’s efforts to make Ruby see sense, she hadn’t listened to him at the time. Telling her the guy was no good didn’t work, not without concrete proof. Gut instinct meant nothing.

      With a shooter on the loose, he needed to renew his handgun license.

      Tommy signaled to Ruby to check the perimeter, but he knew the culprit was probably already gone. Still, the unease wouldn’t let up in his gut. Someone had tried to kill Ruby and he needed to know who and why.
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      “Someone took a shot at me.” Would they target Crystal next or had they already? No, her sister would be more interested in her announcement than whatever was on her computer screen. Ruby hoisted her legs onto the edge of Crystal’s desk as she leaned back in the visitor’s chair. Her sister and Kade already had a small private investigator office and the paint fumes and orange scented carpet cleaner clung in the air. Wonder how long before my words registered. One… two…

      “What?!” Crystal pushed away from her desk, papers fluttering to the floor. “Are you okay?” Her bug eyes were ready to pop out. “Was it Westridge?”

      Ruby shrugged. “No idea. Has anyone come after you?”

      “No.” Crystal ran a hand over her face and a blonde strand loosened from her ponytail. “But that doesn’t mean they won’t. Where were you? At home… we might have to relocate again.” She bent down and picked up the papers, her hand shaking.

      “It was at the Uncles’ warehouse. The one that recently got repaired after the gunfire with the police and Westridge’s men.”

      “What?” Crystal paled and plopped back down in the chair. “What were you doing there? Who shot you? Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. The shooter missed.” She brushed her hair out of her face. “I was there with Tommy for practice. Well, training.” How long ago had Westridge ordered the hit? Or maybe it was that blind date Crystal set her with last month. The one that ended up following her home a few times and showed up at her yoga class until she told him she’d draw up a restraining order if he stalked her again. Jitters danced up and down her skin.

      Kade entered, and Crystal piped up, “Someone took a shot at Ruby today.”

      “What—where? Did you call the authorities?”

      “Tommy did.” Ruby nodded rubbing her arms. “But we think it might have been Westridge out for revenge.”

      With a frown, Kade glanced over to Crystal. “Has anything else unusual happened?”

      “No,” Crystal and Ruby said at the same time.

      “For now, I think the hitman is just after me.” Ruby stuffed her hands in her jacket pockets. “Maybe it’s a terror tactic. Come after me and miss, so I worry when I’ll get snuffed, then go after the next in line.”

      “Kade and I could stay at the house with you until this blows over.”

      She didn’t need a babysitter, least of all her sister and her doe-eyed boyfriend. Even if he was an ex-cop. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Someone should be with you.” Kade scratched the flame tattoo on the side of his neck. “I’ll hire a bodyguard. Someone I know we can trust.”

      “No.” Ruby’s boots hit the carpeted floor. Bad enough she had no boyfriend or even a date, but she wasn’t going to make some guy hang out with her. She could protect herself. “Whoever tried to kill me won’t get an easy chance again.”

      Crystal took her arm. “Sis, look, we’re just worried about you. You said yourself you had practice today beca—”

      “Don’t start. Just because I made a bad judgment about Paul that’s no reason to believe I can’t handle myself or some crazed hitman. Or maybe that nightmare blind date you set me up with…Carl, wasn’t it? Besides, the gunman might have been targeting Tommy, not me.” She tucked her red hair behind her ear. “I just need to find out who hired this guy and how much they’re paying him. The Uncles can afford to double whatever he’s getting.”

      “Just be careful.” Her sister hauled her into a hug.

      Kade gave her a nod. “Let us know if we can help in any way.”

      “Great. And while you’re feeling so generous.” She rummaged through Crystal’s desk drawer. “I’ll take an extra pepper spray with me.” Finding one, she tucked it in her pocket. Never hurts to have a backup plan. The spray would be useless against a sniper, but it would stop someone in close quarters. Tomorrow she’d set up the house with traps and reinforce the locks, windows. Maybe even figure out how to smoke this guy out.

      “You’ll need better protection than that.” Crystal crossed her arms. “Like a Kevlar vest.”

      Ruby shrugged and the shoulder where she’d been shot months earlier ached. “Even that won’t stop a shotgun or rifle bullet. Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine. Just look out for yourself, okay?”

      “A vest has saved my life numerous times.” Kade placed an arm around Crystal’s waist. “You never know when you might need it.”

      “Fine. I’ll pick one up later from Uncle Gustin.” Ruby wanted to bolt and not have to deal with any of this, but it would look rude. The lovely-dovey eyes her sister and Kade were giving each other made her want to gag and cry. Had she been this bad with Paul?

      “Make sure it fits.” Crystal leaned into Kade’s side.

      Like she didn’t know that. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Nothing.” Crystal moved away from Kade and took Ruby’s hand. “I just know you’ve been…busy and you need to stay sharp.”

      “Look, my mind hasn’t turned to mush. I know how to take care of myself.” Yes, Crystal was the elder by a few minutes, but just because Ruby had spent months sitting on the couch with junk food didn’t make her forget everything. She hadn’t turned incompetent. First thing, she needed to book more sessions with Tommy and get her training to top level. At the thought of their last sparing match, a delicious shiver raced through her. Stop thinking like that—he’s a colleague and practically an adoptive brother. Then the assassination attempt slipped into her thoughts, and the earlier excitement crashed her back to Earth.

      Second, she needed to pick up healthy food and ditch the junk. Already, her mind seemed sluggish…it had taken over an hour to do the crossword puzzle yesterday. Usually it only took her half that time. Maybe a raw diet. She’d lost the motivation for cooking or running the catering company.

      The catering gigs had been a cover for her and her sister: a way to get close to Westridge and his Board of Directors and scope out the layout of the home for a future robbery. Then Gustin and George would create a mock room using fake replicas or even marked cardboard boxes for the girls to practice what they needed to do to avoid security alarms, cameras, and gather the computer data while they broke into the safe.

      Ruby had received a few catering orders, but she’d turned them down. If she never cooked again, she’d be fine with that. Too much trouble for little appreciation. There was enough money in her bank account to cover expenses for a few months. That would be enough time to get rid of this assassin, get back to her fit shape, and figure out what she was going to do for the rest of her life. Easy. Her sister had found happiness with Kade and working with him as a consultant and IT guru. She may not be the whiz her sister was on computers, but she could hold her own.

      “Our offer still stands.” Kade’s white teeth showed against his bronze skin. “I can follow you home and do a sweep of your hou—”

      “Not necessary.” Ruby held up a hand. “Maybe I’ll buy a large dog.” At least someone would be happy to see her when she came home and curl on the couch with her while she vegged in front of the TV.

      “Okay, but call me as soon as you’re home.” Crystal stepped forward and hugged her. “Password is brownies.”

      “Of course.” Burnt brownies was code for I’m in trouble. Baked brownies meant everything was groovy. They’d come up with the code words when Ruby had been with Paul. The thought had her throat tightening and blinking back tears. Damn it. Now she didn’t think she could toss out that pralines and pecans ice cream in the fridge before eating it all. Salads first thing tomorrow.
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        * * *

      

      Ruby flipped on the TV while the popcorn cooked in the microwave. As a precaution, she’d triple checked the house, called her sister, then scoped out all the security cameras in the warehouse area including the Uncles’ but didn’t find anything.

      Maybe it was a random shooting. Right.

      More likely, Westridge had promised money to someone to kill her and Crystal, and because he or she had botched the job, ran. Westridge’s funds were frozen until after the trial, so he had no means at the moment that they knew of to pay for a hitman. The memory of crazy Carl surfaced. Was it him who had just gone ballistic? Or was the assassin actually after Tommy and she was just in the way? So far, her gut said she was the target. If Westridge was involved, she guessed he’d promised future favors and cash. Whoever was responsible, she would found out who it was and deal with them.

      “Another victim of what police are thinking is linked to a serial killer was found today.” The newswoman’s voice cut through the popcorn in the background. “A fifty-four-year-old woman was found dead by strangulation in her apartment. The first victim was a twenty-year-old black male. Police Detectives have no lead in the murders nor will they say if there is a connection between the two victims yet.”

      The acid scent of scorched popcorn hit her. Shit on a stick. She’d burnt the popcorn because of the news report! Ruby dashed into the kitchen, mashed the microwave’s off button, tossed the blackened popcorn bag in the sink and ran water over it. Thankfully, the smoke alarm didn’t go off. Maybe she needed to check the batteries.

      Ruby turned off the water and left the smoldering bag in the sink. Glancing at the TV to change the channel, Ruby stopped as the police flashed the woman’s photo before she was killed. She looks familiar. Where have I seen her before? Probably at a party she’d catered.

      The thought of a heavy meal after hearing about the murder and knowing she’d seen the woman somewhere before, made her uneasy. She needed something sweet and soothing to calm her nerves and since there was no wine in the house, Ruby grabbed a spoon from the drawer, then the praline ice cream from the freezer. Sitting down, she flipped to a previous Game of Thrones episode and took a huge bite, letting the ice cream melt in her mouth.

      A half carton later, a scratching sound at her back door destroyed her sugared solace.
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      Had Ruby forgotten everything Tommy had taught her? The kitchen windows were open, and anyone could remove a screen and climb in. Easy access, easy escape since the kitchen faced the backyard. Tommy shook his head.

      Time for a lesson. He seized his knife from his back pocket and jimmied the screen. After a faint scratching sound, it was off. Sure, he’d give her a scare, but maybe the adrenaline would knock some sense into her and she’d be more cautious. He’d rather give Ruby a fright than let her receive a knife blade to the stomach or worse. If a killer was after Ruby and she was off her guard, this might be the wakeup call she needed.

      If he was the assassin and had snuck in this far…the image of her injured made him clench his jaw. He hoisted himself through the open window. The sounds of the TV carried from the living room. Clanging metal rose over the noise of the show. A faint sent of smoke lingered in the air. He clicked his knife closed and shoved it in his back pocket, and it reminded him of the lesson taught when Ruby was fourteen. He’d scolded her about not drawing her knife fast enough and he subdued her five times in row. He’d expected her to blush, instead she countered with ‘Why don’t you let me win once in a while?’

      He couldn’t. Not for her sake. If he was too easy, the criminals definitely wouldn’t be. He cared too damn much about her to give in.

      Now, ten years later, he was stalking through her kitchen to teach her another lesson. One for which she’d hate him even more. He frowned as his chest tightened. It didn’t matter what she thought of him as long as she was alive and safe.

      He crept forward towards the living room. First thing tomorrow, he was having an alarm installed on her windows and doors. He didn’t care how much she protested and would pay for it himself.

      A quick peek around the corner showed the TV on, a pillow propped up. Maybe she’s asleep. Still, he snuck into the living room. Three steps into the room often squeaked, he remembered from his last visit, so he shifted to the right to avoid it. Nearly to the back of the couch, his pulse raced. What if he surprised her with a kiss? She’d probably knock him out.

      Sure she’d be pissed, but if he was lucky she’d cling to him and kiss him back as she did earlier. He shook his head. No, he wouldn’t kiss her again. Too dangerous for them both. He needed his head focused on finding the guy who took a shot at her. He couldn’t do that if he was kissing her instead of paying attention.

      Damn, did the pillow move?

      He gritted his teeth. Suddenly, Ruby leapt up from the couch and sprayed something in his face. Burning liquid coated his face as though someone made a sledgehammer from fire ants covered in gasoline, lit it, and hit him with it. His eyes swelled shut. Despite the tears streaming down his face, the burning only intensified.

      “Shit! Tommy?” Ruby’s voice came from his left. “What the fuck?”

      His vision was blurry. “Pepper spray? I’d rather take a kick to the balls.” He coughed as the Caspian swelled his throat and no doubt his face was already puffing up.

      “Here.” She grabbed his arm and pulled. “Let’s wash it off with the Dawn dish soap.”

      He stumbled after her, his coordination off as he fought not to rub his face. That would only spread the pepper. Once at the sink, she turned on the water and poured soap in his hands. He scrubbed his face, then she guided his hands to the water, and he rinsed the suds off. They repeated the process until he could open his eyes and the sting had lessened.

      “Got any medicated wipes for pepper spray?”

      “Sorry, no. Guess I should buy some,” she said with a hint of sarcasm in her voice.

      He grunted and washed his face one last time, then his hands twice. The pepper oil easily spreads to other areas of his body if he didn’t get it off. When he was done, she handed him a towel.

      “Better?” she asked.

      “A
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