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        Maggie witnessed the murder of her brother and best friend. New York City was her escape plan, except now she’s sleeping on the streets, with a dollar to her name. Luckily, Sentinel Security just hired her as a translator.

      

        

      
        Winter is ex-Delta Force, an elite sniper, now part of Sentinel’s NYC operation. A loner. Winter is not looking for a roommate. Definitely not a woman as sweetly packaged as Sentinel’s new interpreter. Trouble with a capital T.

      

        

      
        When Maggie’s dangerous past lands on Winter’s doorstep, he vows to protect her. But can she trust him to keep her safe, or will her heart keep on running?

      

      

      

      King’s Catch contains sex scenes between mutually consenting adults. Open the door and off with the clothes. Winter cusses, swears sometimes, but never at Maggie.
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      Losing the will to live in Afghanistan. The same damn place Winter had been for his last two tours and now a third, thank Christ, final tour. This stuff was getting old.

      He had no problem with how he’d got to spend his summer in the mountains of the Hindu Kush—9/11 made the world stand up and take notice. Within a week, he had been at the front of the recruitment line, heels clicking together, right hand over his heart. More than eager to sign the papers. But it was time already. Move on, get a life that didn't involve living off MREs. Swap his weapon for a fishing rod.

      “So, what you got planned, Winter?” Lewis asked.

      With a snort, Winter glared at his best friend.

      “What? You know. After?” Lewis scraped his hand through his carrot mop and winked.

      Ever since they were hand-picked and transferred from the Rangers to Delta Force, the man had been his best friend. Winter shook his head. “Haven’t got a clue, Smiley.”

      No prizes for guessing how he got his code name. Holed up in the middle of nowhere, surrounded by dirt and rocks with the sun and flies competing for who’d be the first to eat them alive, this cock-eyed optimist beamed the same face-ache grin he’d sported every day since Winter had known him.

      “Don’t be shy, Winter. Life’s no fun without a plan. Take me. Once I’m on home turf, I going to barbecue me a bigger-than-Christmas rib-eye while I knock back a very long, cold beer. Next, I’ll ask a willing woman to… Now, I think on it. Not necessarily in that order.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I get the fucking picture.”

      “So?” Smiley insisted.

      “Fishing in the Bahamas.” Didn’t hurt to ditch his shit attitude and dream. Except the deep ache in his bones warned him to stay alert. Not to let his down his guard.

      Dressed in full camouflage, he and Smiley perched on the hilltop, assault rifles aimed at Achmed Hassad’s latest hideout. Surrounded by at least a dozen armed guards, the terrorist compound stuck out like a single hair on a bald man’s head.

      If today turned out to be a good day, he expected the murdering psychopath to exit soon for his latest cameo performance. A beheading. Only one thing turned Hassad on more than decapitating anyone who looked sideways at him, and that was filming the shit for his fans. Since daybreak, the latest in a line of sorry fucks had been hanging by his wrists in the clearing. Begging for his life.

      “How much do you reckon one of those new F-150 SVT Raptor Super Cab pickups will set me back?” Smiley nudged his elbow.

      That’s where Lewis spent time in his head, hanging out in a New Jersey car yard, imagining his ass parked in Ford’s latest truck. “Forty-five thou, give or take a nickel or two.” Winter checked his weapon.

      “No problem. I got that. Yeah.”

      Smiley half-raised a fist, no doubt picturing the pot of gold in his locker. Winter aspired to nothing that lofty. Off base. Home in Brooklyn, talking shit on the stoop with his neighbors. A week with a barrel of his favorite whiskey suited fine. Last week’s letter from Senora Ortega, full of how hell-hot summer in New York had been this year, didn’t faze him, even if the humidity kept on climbing.

      Every month she sent him an email catching him up on the hood. Might not realize how her neighborly intel kept him from losing his mind. Same went for her chocolate chip cookie care package.

      Except there wasn’t much left of his appetite or his soul. Between tours he’d visited home, a dead man walking through Brooklyn, unable to see much beyond the horror of all he had done in his country’s name.

      “Shit.” Winter swore as a vicious cramp chewed into his calf. Twenty-four hours, going on an eternity, their asses had kissed the dust under the camouflage netting, unable to take a full breath in case they were spotted. Any sudden move, like hopping around on one leg on a fucking mountain top, could get his head blown off.

      “Vehicles approaching at three o’clock,” Smiley warned.

      “Yeah, I see them.” Fucking surprise visitors. The worst kind. From day one, nothing related to this mission had gone right. The plan had been a quick in and out. Shoot the asshole enemy and return to base. Instead, Hassad hadn’t so much as poked a finger outside his quarters, let alone his head. Either he had a severe case of the squirts or one hell of a passionate woman keeping him in bed.

      Winter watched as the vehicle approached the compound. The guard tormenting the strung-up prisoner stuck his boot into his victim one last time before running toward it. Adrenaline percolated under Winter’s Kevlar. As a warm-up, he should shoot the fucker.

      Below them, the rest of his team were on the move, preparing to roll out the welcome mat. Winter focussed on the entrance to Hassad’s hut. Come to daddy, dickwad. Show me the tip of your goddam nose. One kill shot before he and Smiley joined Cookie and Robot and made their exit.

      “Oh yeah. Who said dreams don’t come true?” Smiley whispered.

      Winter chuckled.

      Larger than life, Hassad lurched into the daylight and yelled at the driver of the truck.

      Winter exhaled, consciously slowed his heart rate, and squeezed the trigger. Easy as pissing. Hassad’s brains splattered over the idiot standing too close to his leader. On his next breath, he searched through the scope of his HK417 for the driver and found him crumpled beside the truck. Shit, yeah. Trust Smiley to treat him to the same mind-blowing day as Hassad.

      “Target down. Mission accomplished. Over,” Winter confirmed over the comms, the words rolling over his tongue, smooth as a single malt. Preparing to move out, he packed his gear. Meanwhile, the compound had erupted. Too late, people swarmed out of their huts, panic rising, before shit blew sideways.

      Smiley was ahead, sliding over the hill toward Robot and Cookie. Far from dead, Hassad’s driver sprang to his feet. Faster than light, he flipped open the canvas, reached into the back of his truck, and dragged out an RPG.

      Focused on the chaos immediately in front of him, Smiley hadn’t seen the driver’s miraculous rise from the fucking dead. “Down. Get the hell down,” Winter bellowed. One hand steadying his descent, rocks rolling under his feet, he scrambled to stay upright and reach his teammate.

      Too late. A deafening roar and a mushroom cloud of grey smoke shrouded the spot where he’d last seen him.

      “Robot, Cookie, anybody, talk to me.” Winter pressed his earpiece and kept running. None of them answered. Later, he’d swear he saw his best bud zip past him, one hand on the wheel of a spanking new pickup, the other raised in a one-finger salute. Smiley’s face ingrained in Winter’s mind forever.
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      Five long years alive when he should be long dead. Winter shook the rain from his cap, scraped a hand through his hair and fixed his cap tight on his head. As he gave his fishing pole a shake, he thought of Senora Ortega. It must bore her god stupid, the one she prayed to, lit candles for every Sunday, watching his sorry ass relive that sorry day.

      Suck it up. No medals handed out for wallowing in service shit. After being honorably discharged from the armed forces, he’d worked for several security firms before joining Sentinel last year. Everyone on his new team lived with stuff they never spoke about to anyone.

      No judgement. Snake, the boss understood, gave them forty-eight hours to flip the cell to silent and chill, but God help the guy who didn’t turn up to the office ready to roll on day three.

      Like him, they had their own back after-mission ritual. Trigger hit the bars. Fucked the brains out of any willing partner. Storm pulled the sheet over his head and refused to acknowledge daylight. Mowgli sat in front of the TV and ordered takeout. Havoc, who was as good as married to Mia, never shared. His shit-eating grin said it all. Lucky fuck.

      Day two and Winter sat at the end of the Valentino Pier taking in the view over the East River. After military service, he had gone home to Brooklyn. The place where he grew up. The familiar sounds and smells of Red Hook beat at the same pace as his heart.

      Through the mist, Lady Liberty stood proud. A little further, the Manhattan skyline towered beyond Governor’s Island, the peaks of buildings disappearing into the low clouds.

      As soon as they landed in the country, Snake, regular as clockwork, pulled him aside, asked if he was doing okay. Did he need anything? Nope, he was fine. His answer never changed. Hanging out here, he didn’t have to pretend. He coped with the fact that every time he woke up, a part of him questioned why fate had spared him and not blown him to dust with his friends. His brothers.

      Winter propped his fishing rod against the railing and sighed. Perhaps he’d take Trigger up on his offer and join him later at Joe Joe’s. A downtown mecca for the lonely.

      The rain had eased enough to hear the ripple of water hitting the small rocks leading from the shoreline into the water. With only the fish for company, striped bass if he was lucky, he could spit, swear, bawl his fucking eyes out without witnesses.

      No one to pat his shoulder, or worse, give him a smile, laced with a concern he didn’t deserve or appreciate. These days, Senora Ortega’s chocolate chip cookies were the only comfort he required. Lately, she’d taken to adding macadamias, refusing to listen when he insisted not even her sweet baking could make him less bitter.

      Overhead, clouds came and went, tossed along by the wind. At the other end of the pier, flags clanged against the poles, and the few people who’d ventured out to take the dog for a walk chatted amongst themselves.

      Winter peered over the rail at the gray water. The swell might scare away any fish, but he baited his line and tossed it over the side. After being cooped up in the plane home for fourteen hours, it felt good to be outside. He couldn’t get much wetter, so why not lean back, stretch his legs, and enjoy the icy wind biting his cheeks?

      Hell, he was tired. He turned the bill of his cap face-forward to protect his sunglasses. All part of the charade. People thought twice about bugging a man wearing shades in the rain. Winter by name, but he still hungered for that sunny beach in the Bahamas.

      Freezing his ass off, he lured fish, who, thanks to New York’s catch and release laws, would spend less than two minutes swinging from his hook. Fucking tragic.

      Bracing one foot on the railing, he kept his eye on his rod and retrieved the flask of hot coffee from his bag. These days, he didn’t drink much alcohol, the odd beer, an occasional whiskey, but he never said no to good coffee. Single origin, strong and dark.

      Shit that never quit bothering him circled around in his head. The loneliness. It wasn’t a place he went to very often, but he had a strong suspicion if Sentinel hadn’t offered him that job a year ago, he would have thrown it in for good. They valued his skill set, courtesy of a government that had invested millions in his killing education.

      On this last mission, they had rescued a senator’s daughter and taken her home from Venezuela. Not pretty. Gentlemen didn’t kidnap teenagers and hold them for ransom. Calling them pigs was an insult to the animal.

      Evil shit, money. And thanks to his granddad’s obsession with the greenback, he had inherited more than he needed. First thing he did when he got home was to buy the brownstone he lived in, equip it with the latest high-tech systems, and furnish it how he liked it. He’d given thousands to people who could genuinely use the stuff. Fucking tough, what some had to deal with. The gesture burned the interest on his savings accounts. Nothing more.

      Try harder.

      Thank God, he didn’t intend living a second past fifty. With ten years to go, the sooner he made it to that beach in the Bahamas, the better.

      Winter’s gaze drifted to the couple who sat on the bench a few yards to his right, their lover’s argument playing havoc with his day. Hadn’t they noticed the man with a rod trying to catch a damn fish?

      The woman, a good-looking blond, had arrived first. Alone, glancing over her shoulder. Nervous. Hard to miss wearing her emerald-green beanie. When the rain started, she took it off, which made no sense, and rolled her curls into a knot on top of her head. A popular style, but why be careless with the asset?

      Coz, she’s not out to please you, asshat. Sam’s voice rang in his ear. The boss’ wife considered it her personal mission to keep their chauvinistic shit in line.

      Slowly, the blond had walked to the end of the pier, her slim hips swaying to the syncopated rhythm of the universe. He’d read that last bit in a poem when he was at school, and it stuck. Mainly because Mandy Philips, the hottest girl in junior high, with her blacker than black pigtails and green eyes, had been his first crush. Scribbling her note with the poem had impressed. Nothing stirred his arousal like watching a woman walk. The sexy swing of a firm, round ass.

      Goddam, if this pair failed to shut the hell up in the next ten seconds, he just might make that call to Trig, even if it took more energy than he cared to use, convincing a woman you just met at Joe Joe’s you were more than the drinks you kept on coming, that you appreciated conversation and getting laid could wait. Yeah, he wasn’t sure he believed it either.

      Shit, this guy had a low-life mouth. Without turning, Winter pushed his sunglasses further onto the bridge of his nose and coughed. Normally, he might choose to mind his own business, but there was something about the blond that piqued his interest. Eyes front, he kept her in his peripheral vision, in case the skinny dude made a move to match his mouth.

      Not acceptable. Their escalating garbage, combined with the rain drumming on the pier, was scaring the damn fish and playing havoc with Winter’s day.
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      Winter lowered his shades to the tip of his nose. He didn’t have to guess why they were arguing. The woman’s body language expressed it all. She ain’t into you, dude, and if you grab her again, stuff will get ugly. He half hoped the skinny guy did. He would enjoy teaching Doofus that no meant no.

      That said, their bullshit was seriously grating, and he had an early start at Sentinel tomorrow. A last nod to Lady Liberty, disappearing into an ominous cloud before he hightailed it for home. His fridge was empty. On the way back he’d make a stop at Trader Joe’s, and stock up before the weekend.

      “Come on, Mags. This is insane. I’m freezing. We stay here much longer and we’ll both catch pneumonia.” Douche reached for her arm.

      Guess he wasn’t leaving soon. Winter propped his rod against the railing and stepped forward.

      “Let go of me. And don’t call me Mags! I told you I’ve found somewhere else to live. Closer to work.”

      Okay. I could have been hasty. Blondie was coping, so he shifted his weight and shoved his flask and tackle into his bag.

      “Work? You got a job? When? That’s great. On the way home we’ll stop at a cash machine, and you can pay me the week’s rent you owe,” the guy said with a sneer.

      “I don’t owe you anything, Kenny. You never gave me your share of the grocery money or the fifty bucks I lent you last week.” She dragged her beanie from her pocket and pulled it over her head. “We’ll call it even. Now leave me alone.”

      Winter took his time sorting his hooks. Along with cleaning them, something he usually waited to do when he got home. Damn. He could have sworn he crimped the hook enough to flatten off the barb. Blood spotted the end of his finger. Yeah. Not his fucking day.

      Mags was doing a good job standing up to Kenny, but his gut said, stay, so he didn’t plan on leaving yet. Knowing better than to mess with his instincts, he grabbed a clean scrap and pressed it over the scratch.

      This time when douche snared her arm, she cried out and stumbled when she dragged herself away. Before shit-for-brains could scramble together his next sentence, Winter had Kenny’s shirt wrapped in his fist and was close enough to steam up his glasses.

      “Look, dude, I don’t want to interrupt.” Like fuck, he didn’t. Easing back, he gestured to the blond. “But do as the lady asks and move along? You’re scaring her and the fish.” He added a meaningful poke to asshat’s chest.

      Mags tugged on her ear. “I’m sorry. We’re leaving. Aren’t we, Kenny?”

      “Nah, changed my mind. Free country. I like it here.” Kenny folded his arms and flopped onto the wet bench.

      This idiot had a death wish. At six and a half feet, Winter towered over the two. He guessed Mags must be five-five, slim, thin-boned. Looked fourteen but had to be in her twenties. Young. Too fucking young to be facing off with this jerk, and when her gaze latched onto her shoes, he wanted to apologize. Scaring her made him no better than the other guy.

      “Why don’t you mind your own damn business and get back to your fish, old man,” Kenny muttered and snatched the woman’s arm.

      Fucking rude calling people names. He may be ten years older, but he had a very short fuse. Smacking this moron into the middle of next week would perk up his shitty day. “Plan to, Junior, as soon as you let go of your girlfriend’s arm. I may be old, but I’m not deaf, and she told you to leave her alone.” He raised his chin in Mags' direction. “Time to go. Right?”

      “Er… sorry. Yes, night time comes around quickly this time of year. Do you fish here often?” With more power than he expected, she shook herself free of Kenny, tugged her damn ear again.

      Winter shook his head. Not the answer he’d expected, and he regretted getting involved. No obvious signs, but the two of them could be high as kites. Time to bail and leave the lovebirds to kiss and make up.

      Suddenly, Junior sprang forward. Winter widened his stance, prepared to take him on, but Kenny pushed past and stomped off along the pier. The blond didn’t stop him. Simply stared into the damp mist swirling over the East River and brushed her cheek with the sleeve of her sweater.

      Seeing a woman cry always made for a challenge. His arm had a mind of its own, itching to swing around their shoulders while he did his best to make them stop. “Hey, he’s gone. You need a ride home?” Winter ordered his arm to stay put by his side. He didn’t have a clue where she lived, but he had parked his truck a block over.

      She shook her head. No problem. By the time he finished packing, she hadn’t moved from the spot where he’d left her, staring out over the water.

      “Seriously, are you okay?” He shuffled his feet to let her know he was still there and waited for her to tell him to get lost, too.

      “Run away? I thought about it, but I’m tired.”

      “Huh?” Winter scratched his head. He was in no mood for weird word games, and if she kept tugging on her ear, it would fall off. A tiny, delicate ear perfect for the tip of his tongue. Her gaze ducked, not for the ground this time, but for his lips. The visual caress of his mouth made his cock twitch. “You sure you’re okay?” he repeated.

      “Yes, thank you. But you’re bleeding. Her eyes fixed on his mouth as she pointed to his hand.

      “It’s minor. I’ll fix it when I get home.”

      “No need. I have a Band-Aid.”

      Winter raised his eyebrow.

      “I know. Crazy. I have the pockets of a twelve-year-old. Stuffed with tissues, candy, a couple of dollars. Lucky for you, I thought of everything. Ah, here it is. One Band-Aid.”

      His mouth gaped open and shut. Who the hell was this woman?

      “Come on. Give me your hand. I hope you don’t faint at the sight of blood.” She laughed.

      Winter shook his head while his heart levitated. Yep, like an air balloon on a windy day. “Thanks, but I’ll survive without the Band-Aid.” If she could see the size of the holes in his body, she’d understand. Not that there was a chance of that happening.

      “You don’t want to get an infection. They can be very nasty. People with cuts a lot less scary than this die from blood poisoning. You need to take care of it. Give me your hand.” Palm facing up, she waited. “It’s my favorite, Mini Mouse. Rare. There’s always twice as many Mickeys in a box.” She wiggled the Disney dressing in front of him and winked.

      Fair enough. Winter did as she asked. As she secured the Band-Aid, electric shocks shot from her fingertips straight to his cock. The most awake it had been in a long time.

      And, with no warning, Maggie brushed her lips against her finished job. “There, a kiss to make it better.”

      What was he, five? “I will give you a ride home,” he choked.

      “Thank you, but no need. I don’t live far.”

      “No trouble. I’m parked two minutes away on Ferris.”

      “Thanks, but…”

      “’Fraid I won’t take no for an answer. Not in this lousy weather.” The rain had set in for the night. “It’s getting dark. Besides, I might bleed to death.” Holding up his hand, he wiggled his fingers and smiled. Something else he rarely did.

      “Can’t have that, can we?” she said, adding a wide, honest smile that defied anyone to deny its generosity before she shivered.

      Winter took off his jacket and tossed it over her shoulders. Didn’t like it much when she cringed, and a stray curl escaped from her beanie and fell on her neck. He almost dived in for a taste, a smell of what he knew would be sweet.

      Instead, he directed his boots past the flagpole to where he’d parked his ride, shortening his stride so Mags didn’t have to struggle to keep up with him. She hesitated at Hoek’s, the pizza place on the corner. Back on the pier, her stomach had growled. Hungry? She certainly looked as though she could do with some carbs.

      “Mind if I stop for a second? I need to use the bathroom,” she said, before he could ask her to join him for dinner.

      “No problem. Do you want to…”

      “Look. Sorry, I didn’t catch your name.”

      “Winter.”

      “Well, Winter, it’s good of you to offer me a ride, but I can walk from here.”

      Interesting. In a blink, she had gone from kissing his hand to shoving away. Too bad he wasn’t ready to ditch her in the back streets of Red Hook this late at night. Soaked to the skin. “Do what you have to—I’ll wait.”

      “Oh, okay,” she said and disappeared inside the restaurant.

      And wait, he did for all of ten minutes. Long enough for anyone to do what they had to do in the washroom. Earlier, he’d noticed her crying. What if the Kenny shit had hit her harder than he suspected? He stepped inside Hoek. Local, so he knew the place well. The restrooms were in the back. Serving a couple, he spotted Jenny, one of the regular waitresses. He waited until she’d finished and asked, “Hey Jen, do me a favor.”

      “Winter. Twice in a week. Unusual for you. Here for your usual?”

      “Nah, thanks. Not here to eat. A friend. Er, she wasn’t feeling too great. Went to the restroom. Could you check? See if she’s okay, for me?”

      “Sure, hang on.”

      Two minutes passed before she reappeared, shaking her head. “There’s no one there. Looks like your chicken has flown the coop. Sorry.” She wiped her hands on her apron
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