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        His past keeps finding us…

      

        

      
        Ronnie

      

        

      
        It’s not the danger that scares me. It’s Lucas thinking he’s not good enough for me.

        Falling in love with a dangerous bad boy was never part of my plan, but I wouldn’t change a thing now it’s happened.

        All I’ve got to do is convince Lucas I don’t need to be wrapped up in cotton wool.

        Not an easy task. Especially when a shadow from his past catches up with us.

        And threatens to consume us both…
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        Who always makes me laugh.
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      I got two things from Lucas Pratt for our engagement: a two-carat solitaire diamond ring that made my stomach ache with how stunning it was, and a Doberman puppy.

      Lucas wasn’t happy about the puppy. He wanted to buy a full-grown, trained-to-kill Doberman guard dog. I told him no. Now, I’ve told Lucas Pratt no many times before, just recently about his desire to get me a guard dog. I don’t need one. I’ve got Francis.

      Brief recap: While Lucas was recovering from his showdown with Rufie, the newest leader of Lucas’s old gang, Francis and Fluffy were acting as my shadows whenever I stepped foot outside the house. Francis was a full-grown, trained-to-kill Doberman guard dog. Fluffy was Francis’s owner, a Marine and probably the second most intimidating person I’d met in my twenty-two years. The most intimidating person I’d ever met was a forty-five-year old veterinarian called Dr. Lila Winchester. I thank God ever day Lila was now my friend. If she wasn’t…

      It took a little persuasion to convince Lucas I needed a puppy rather than a canine protector. By persuasion, I mean I took a page out of Lucas’s book and manipulated him through sex into finally saying yes to the puppy.

      Lucas may be recuperating from some serious fight action, courtesy of his confrontation with Rufie, but he has never let being injured stop him from giving me the most incredible sex of my life. Trust me.

      So yes, I used sex to get my own way, which was a puppy.

      Am I proud of that? I’m not sure. Let’s go with I’m ambivalent about it.

      But I got a puppy. An adorable Doberman puppy whose tail I insisted be left undocked, with uncut ears and a cheeky yap. And, I think, I finally got Lucas to acknowledge I can be as stubborn as he can.

      Relationship growth is a good thing.

      When your bad-boy next-door neighbor—a guy hotter than sin who you’ve secretly lusted after since you were sixteen—reveals he’s secretly been in love with you from nearly the same age, has dealt with corrupt cops and sadistic gang members for years to keep you safe because he loves you, you know you’ve found your HEA. The only trouble with that is, Lucas put me on a pedestal; his good girl who can do no wrong, who needs to be protected from the dark shit in life.

      I may be a good girl—hell, I can’t remember ever once being grounded by my parents when I was living at home with them, or put on detention at school—but I don’t deserve to be on a pedestal.

      Manipulating Lucas with sex to get my own stubborn way proved that.

      I could be wrong, but I think Lucas admired me just as much as I pissed him off when he realized what I’d done. I swear I could see the twinkle in his eyes when we were collecting my new puppy.

      Bastard.

      God, I love him.

      So, massive chunk of sparkly rock on my ring finger, an utterly adorable puppy Doberman I named Groot, two minders in the form of a six-foot-five Marine and a sleek guard dog, and a fiancé who loves me enough to kill anyone who threatens me.

      My life. In a nutshell.

      My parents—at the halfway point of their eight-week cruise—were oblivious to the events of the last month. They had no clue about Lucas arriving naked in my house, bruised and bloody and delirious, before pretty much abducting me to what is now our home in the next state.

      They had no clue about the corrupt detective obsessed with Lucas who tracked us there with the aim of making Lucas his sex slave by threatening to kill me.

      They had no clue about Lucas’s old gang coming after him a week later, again threatening to kill me unless he let them beat him to death (my parents also had no clue Lucas was even in a gang. They just thought he was their next-door neighbor’s bad-news son).

      They definitely had no idea I’d quit my job at the bakery and was now living in a house that belonged on a Dr Dre video. They were clueless to the fact I was now friends with an ex-CIA agent (among other things) who spent her spare time—when not being a veterinarian—dealing out punishment to corrupt cops and gang members in ways I don’t even want to think about.

      And last—but not least—Mom and Dad had no clue whatsoever I was now engaged.

      Suffice to say, they were going to be surprised. Dad was going to be pissed.

      Was I nervous? A little. But hey, I still had a while before they were due home. In that time, I’d figure out a way to break the news to them without Dad having an aneurism.

      For now, I had my puppy, my minders, and Lucas. I couldn’t be any happier.

      And then I came upon the little boy, and all hell broke loose.

      Not because the kid was dangerous, or evil, or in any way a tactic used by those who still wanted to hurt Lucas (with his past lifestyle, there were a lot out there who fell into that category), but because the lost kid made me famous in the media for a brief moment.

      And that brief moment, barely a twenty-four-hour news cycle, was enough.

      Let’s start this story back then, shall we?
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      Running dangerously low on milk, I decided to take Groot to the local market. I’m a bit of a milk junkie. I can drink a quart of milk by myself, straight out of the carton if the mood takes me.

      The mood took me when Lucas was asleep. Around six-thirty in the morning.

      I was up, watching the night sky slowly fade to that beautiful purpley-pink color of dawn, thinking about how I was going to tell Mom and Dad about…well, everything.

      Wording it over in my head. And re-wording it. And re-re-wording it.

      Dad was—how shall I put this—protective of his only child. He wasn’t going to just shrug everything off and say “as long as Lucas loves you”. Lucas did love me, and, as I knew all too well, would kill to protect me, but that very fact was probably a negative in Dad’s eyes. Who wants a killer for a son-in-law? Even if the killer only does so for love?

      Whoa, even my internal argument for why ours was a true Happy Ever After was making me unsettled. Dad was going to…

      So, dawn sky, fading stars, deep breathing, and a sudden thirst for milk.

      Without waking Lucas—who looked too peaceful, and way too sexy sleeping naked as he did in our bed—or getting Fluffy and Francis, I bundled Groot into my car and drove to the local market. I’d done some serious self-defense training since Lucas revealed who he really was, and I going to a public place crowded with people. It was totally going to be okay.

      I love farmers’ markets. The bustle, the fresh produce, the delicious aromas wafting from the food trucks, the energy of all the people there. It’s a great way to spend your morning. Groot pulled on his leash, sniffing everything.

      People smiled at him—how could you not? A puppy Doberman is adorable, especially one with floppy ears and a long happy tail—and at me. I smiled back. Nodded hello.

      A wonderful morning.

      I bought three gallons of milk, some fresh croissants (Lucas and Fluffy love croissants for breakfast, but despite once working in a bakery, I can’t make them successfully no matter how often I try), fresh eggs, a big bag of cherries, and some tulips for the dining table.

      Oh, and a big bone for Groot to gnaw on once we returned home.

      After all my purchases, I decided to grab a coffee and just chillax for a while. I was sitting at a picnic table away from the main crowd, with the morning sun warming my face, sipping at my hot coffee, when my phone vibrated in my bag.

      Lucas, it would seem, had woken. And found me not there.

      The first thing he would have done was check with Fluffy to see if the Marine was with me.

      The second thing Lucas would have done, on discovering Fluffy wasn’t, was curse. A few choice f-bombs. Then he would have called me.

      Hence my phone vibrating in my bag now.

      “I’m in trouble, Groot.” I grinned.

      Groot woofed back at me.

      Yeah, neither of us were worried. What was going to happen at a farmers’ market, for Pete’s sake? Lucas (and Fluffy) needed to relax a bit.

      “Good morning,” I said into my phone, letting my grin dance on my greeting.

      “I’m in bed, naked and alone.” Lucas’s growl sent a delicious shiver up my spine and made my nipples pinch hard. “You know how I feel about waking naked and alone.”

      “Cold?”

      He laughed.

      My body reacted to the sound. I would never get enough of Lucas’s laugh; it was carnal and wicked and devilish and horny. It also made me regret not being naked in bed with him at that very moment in time.

      “We needed milk,” I said, my voice a little husky. When it came to Lucas Pratt, I was a nymphomaniac. “And Groot needed an adventure.”

      “Fluffy tells me you left without him and Francis.”

      The censure in the statement made me twist my lips. “I’m okay, Lucas. I’m not defenseless, remember. And you’ve taken care of everyone out to hurt us.”

      A beat of silence filled the line, and then Lucas sighed. “Oh babe, I wish that was the case.”

      My stomach clenched. A little. And then I said pfft. “We’re okay. Honest. I’m about to come home anyway. Just finishing this coffee.”

      From the corner of my eye, I noticed a little boy inching towards me.

      “So what you need to do,” I said to Lucas, “is stop freaking out.”

      I turned, aware the little boy was now sitting on the bench beside me. “Hello. What’s your name?”

      “Whose name?” Agitated confusion filled Lucas’s question.

      I ignored him.

      The little boy gave me a shy half smile, his wide-eyed stare flicking between me and Groot.

      A knot twisted in my stomach. When was the last time he’d had a bath? Dirt and grime clung to him, and his hair looked like it hadn’t seen a brush—or shampoo—in a long, long time.

      “Whose name?” Lucas repeated.

      The little boy looked at Groot again.

      I gently stroked my hand over Groot’s head. He wriggled on my lap, tail thumping my hip. “This is Groot. Would you like to pet him?”

      The little boy jerked his stare up from Groot to me.

      “Who are you talking to?” Lucas demanded.

      “He’s friendly,” I said with a smile.

      “Who’s friendly?” Lucas growled in my ear.

      The boy inched closer to me, attention once again fixed on Groot.

      This close, I could smell he was overdue for some soap. Why was he in such a state? Where were his parents? An adult responsible for him? Surely they had to be nearby? He could barely be seven years of age, too young to be
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