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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear readers,

      Bounty Hunter’s Innocent Prize was originally published in 2017 as In His Sights, Fire & Vice book 7. I gave the entire series an update including new covers, new titles, new series title, and an updated proofread. The material remains the same.

      This series is dark romance with strong alpha anti-heroes with jealous possessive tendencies. The women are strong and feisty, not easily wooed by these bad men.

      Thank you for choosing Bounty Hunter’s Innocent Prize. I hope you enjoy!

      XOXO,

      Nikita

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t deserve the love of a good woman, but I took it anyway. She thinks this is our love story. It’s not. This is the story of my revenge against those that dared to touch what was mine.

      She’s bent over, on her knees in her flower bed planting motherfucking petunias around my bunker to make it “prettier.” I should stop her. It’s a fucking bomb shelter, meant to protect us from the war that will inevitably land on our doorstep. Not to mention, the flowers sort of give away its location. She may as well post a sign and add some fucking Christmas lights. But I love my naïve little idiot too much to tear up her precious flowers. I’m surrounded by them now. She’s determined to take everything ugly out of my life and fill it with beauty. All the empty liquor bottles are now filled with dirt and have flowers sticking out of the ends of each one.

      It amazes me that she can even function after what the cartel did to her. They fucking buried my beauty. Literally buried her in a hole, in the ground. When they realized who they’d snatched, the war they’d end up starting, they tried to rectify their mistake in the most horrific way possible. If I hadn’t gotten to her in time...

      I would’ve killed every single one of those fuckers, then everything they loved until Mexico was nothing but a sea of blood. Then I would’ve crawled into her grave and held her until the reaper embraced me too. 

      Instead, only the ones that snatched her and their associates had to die. Nobody fucked with what was mine. They all thought I was an alcoholic loner, broken down ex-military bounty-hunter. Now they know just how much I own this city. Own their secrets.

      I didn’t deserve the love of a good woman, but I took it. This is not our love story. This is the story of my revenge on every fucker that hurt the woman I love.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Wow!” Lucy dropped the plastic bag containing all of her worldly possessions and shaded her eyes so she could stare straight up. “Holy cow!”

      Jane laughed and stepped up beside her, hands on her hips and a smirk of amusement playing about her lips. Coming from the same background as Lucy, she understood the younger woman’s astonishment. “You talking about Boris or the mansion?”

      “Both, I guess…” Lucy trailed off taking in her temporary new home, which was easily the biggest house she was likely to ever step foot in. It came complete with the biggest man she’d ever seen, standing in the doorway, watching them closely.

      “Is he going to eat us?” she asked timidly. He truly did look like he could consume a couple of mid-sized women for lunch. Jane was feisty and fast, which meant Lucy would be the appetizer if he came after them.

      Jane chuckled. “Just don’t call him the butler and you should be fine.”

      The giant lumbered down the stairs toward them, muscles rippling under his shirt, tattoos flashing in the sunlight. Lucy’s eyes widened and she began backing toward the SUV. Maybe if she locked herself inside she could convince Jane to take her back to the farm. She was beginning to think city life wasn’t for her. Not if men and houses looked like this.

      “Jane Sitnikov,” he rumbled in a deep voice, thick with a Russian accent, “you are late.” His words sounded accusing though his tone was warm with affection.

      Jane rolled her eyes and waved his words away. “We had to stop a few times along the way for food and leg stretches. I didn’t want my sister to start her year of freedom hungry and all bent up from hours of travel. I assume my husband is annoyed?”

      Boris nodded. “His stipulation on your going alone to pick up Lucy Miller was that you go straight there and come straight back, no breaks, no leg stretches.”

      Lucy watched them with curiosity, her fear of the giant man starting to recede when she saw the sparkle in his eye as he spoke and the clear attachment he felt for Jane. Her sister was not the easiest person to get along with, yet this man seemed to enjoy sparring with her and was giving her a warning on what to expect from her formidable husband. Lucy’s heart began to warm toward him.

      She stepped toward him and stuck her hand out. “I’m Lucy.”

      He stared down at her and then gave her a broad, toothy grin. “Of course you are, pchela,” he agreed kindly, engulfing her hand in one of his own bucket-sized hands. “Welcome, Lucy Miller, it is good to have you here.”

      She was immediately disarmed by the terrifying Russian who released her hand and bent to pick up her plastic bag. He ushered the two women inside and tossed Jane’s car keys to another man, ordering him to park the vehicle in the massive garage she’d caught a glimpse of as they’d rounded the huge, curved driveway. Clearly her new brother-in-law didn’t do anything small when it came to his property.

      “You’d better go in and soothe the beast,” Boris said to Jane. “I will get your sister settled in her new bedroom and then bring her down to meet the Boss.”

      Jane grumbled something impolite, gave Lucy a quick pat on the shoulder and disappeared into the darkness of the mansion. Lucy gaped after her, staring around at the heavy furnishings with awe and the severe sense of being a fish out of water. She’d never seen anything like… well… any of it. She clutched her stiff blue smock and held on for dear life. It was the only thing familiar to her as she navigated a new world filled with things she was both terrified of and dying to see.

      Boris led her up the ornate staircase, down a long hallway and into a gorgeous, expensive room, unlike anything she’d ever seen before. Her heart beat faster as she moved into the room, her fingers automatically reaching for the plush duvet. Unable to resist after just one touch, she dropped down onto the bed heaving a sigh of sheer bliss as her butt sank into the mattress.

      “Wow…” she whispered.

      Boris’ chuckle drew her attention back to the doorframe and she felt the heat rise to her face to see him standing there waiting. “Uh, I just need a few minutes to change,” she glanced down at her outfit, a uniform smock dress of dark blue that covered her from neck to wrists to ankles. It had never bothered her before. She looked like some variation of every other woman in the Amish community she grew up in, but the further away she travelled, the more she noticed other women and the way they dressed. Nothing like her. Jane had provided her with a few items until she could go out and shop.

      Boris nodded. “I will be right outside when you’re ready to go back down to your sister.” He spoke in a quiet, kind voice as if sensing her fear of this new world.

      Lucy wanted to explain to him that she wasn’t a fearful person. Not normally. She was just out of her element. She needed to gather new experiences. Assimilate. She had no doubt she would be completely fine once she figured out how and where she fit into this new world.

      As soon as Boris closed the door behind him, Lucy began digging through the garbage bag. She pulled out the pair of jeans and sweater that Jane had brought for her. They would be slightly small since Jane was smaller, but she would manage. After she changed into the strange and uncomfortable clothes she wandered toward the window and peeked out at the magnificent manicured back lawn.

      “Wow,” she said again, for about the fiftieth time since leaving the farm. These people really didn’t do anything understated or small.

      As she stared out the window, Lucy’s thoughts drifted to Mack Hudson. For four months, she wrestled with banishing the man from her brain; banishing the kiss he forced on her in the shadows while her family had been at a gathering. The traditional Amish girl in her knew she should hate him for causing her to feel things she didn’t want, but he’d woken something in her. Maybe she would get to see Mack while she was in the city. See if reality lived up to memory. And if it didn’t… well… she was certain there were plenty of other kissable men willing to banish Mack Hudson’s image, more than willing to experiment with her.

      Something caught her eye. Lucy had good eyesight, so she knew she wasn’t seeing things when she spotted a man with nearly as many tattoos as Boris, stalking along the perimeter wall with a gun slung over his shoulder. She tilted her head and watched until he disappeared from sight behind a row of tall hedges.

      It was then that Lucy began to wonder who exactly her brother-in-law was and what kind of adventures she might have in the next year. She turned away from the window and headed for the door. “Welcome to Rumspringa, Lucy Miller,” she whispered to herself.
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      6 WEEKS LATER

      Hard to fucking concentrate. It was hot as motherfucking Hades in Rayong, Thailand and all Mack could see was a pair of gorgeous melted caramel eyes every time he tried to do his job. Those eyes, that perfectly curved body, the woman. She was like a ghost that hadn’t left him in four long months. It didn’t make any damn sense. The harder he tried to shake her, the more entrenched she became.

      He’d done the right thing. He’d walked away from her. The woman was too young, the sister of his business partner, Jane. His crazy-ass married-to-the-mob business partner. He’d done the right thing by leaving Lucy Miller in her happy, innocent little world, with her puppy-like fiancé who would probably worship the ground she walked on for the rest of his life.

      Then why the fuck couldn’t he get her out of his head?

      He knew better than to let his thoughts dwell for too long on any single woman. He was letting his cock do the thinking. Hadn’t he learned this hard lesson with his cheating bitch of an ex-wife? After she left him more than ten years ago, he’d gone to a dark place, taking risks with his life on a regular basis. For years, his life had consisted of drinking, shooting and chasing bond jumpers. Mack had always been reckless, but after Daniella destroyed what little peace he’d found in life, she also took the remnants of his humanity. Mack lost himself in the bottle for years, until the births of his niece and nephew along with healing time started to pull him back out of the darkness. An innocent like Lucy would’ve been horrified if she’d met that Mack. Hell, she was terrified of the Mack she’d met a few months ago, probably never wanted to see him again.

      Even the beautiful and treacherous Daniella hadn’t held his thoughts or attention for this damn long. Seriously, what the fuck was wrong with him? Was Thailand getting to him? He hated this damn country. It was hot and humid as fuck. The few people that cared about him didn’t even know he was here. If his client double-crossed him, he could die in this shit-hole and no one would know – not his partner, not his sister, Tawny.

      Mack checked his watch and frowned. Thoughts of Lucy had distracted him enough. He forcibly shoved the beautiful, young Amish girl from his head, rolled onto his side and propped his rifle up on the notch he set up. He was on the fourth floor of a building across the street from an upscale apartment complex. Sweat trickled down the back of his neck, tickling him before soaking into the back of his T-shirt. He ignored the annoyance as he made slight adjustments to his scope, training his weapon on the sidewalk across the street where the politician’s car would pull up within the next half hour.

      Emptying his brain of everything but the kill, Mack did what he did best. He waited. And he hunted.

      He was glad this job was almost done. He needed to get home. Check in with his partner, see how business was going. The bounties would be piling up. These side jobs were fun and lucrative. Kept him sharp, but he needed to finish up and get his ass back on the home front. Make sure his sister was keeping out of trouble. And, if he were being completely honest, see if Lucy Miller was finally in the city. He was ready to admit he’d failed at keeping her out of his thoughts. He needed to see her again. See if reality lived up to the memory. He suspected reality was going to be worse. Because this time he wasn’t going to let her go. Now that she was on his turf, she wouldn’t be leaving to run back to her safe little life with her safe little boyfriend. And this was probably going to cause problems with the Russians, seeing as how she was protected by them.

      The mark chose that moment to appear, cautiously stepping from his building onto the sidewalk. Mack didn’t hesitate. The moment the guy’s head was in his sights, he pulled the trigger. As the man went down in a spray of blood, a boom echoed off the surrounding buildings. Mack rolled onto his back, his nimble fingers automatically pulling apart the pieces of his rifle.

      His brain drifted from this kill onto other, prettier prey. She’d been in his sights from the moment he set eyes on her. Like her older sister, yet softer, less resilient. He’d thought about letting her go. Letting her run. But that was the problem with the hunter inside him. He loved the chase too much. As soon as she tried to run, she’d become his.

      Fuck the Russians. Mack had been laughing in the face of death for years, he was up to the challenge.
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        * * *

      

      “Hmmm…” Lucy thought out loud surveying the scene in her tiny kitchen, hands on hips. Fresh-baked muffins, check. Pretty, homey-looking rugs covering every scarred surface of the floor, check. Inviting looking bed in the corner, check. She was all set for Mack to show up “out of the blue” and check on Jane’s apartment.

      Jane had warned her that Mack Hudson would likely stop by that evening when he noticed someone living up there. Apparently, he was dropping some work stuff off for Jane in the office below the tiny apartment and he had a key. Lucy had rushed home to set her plan in motion. She hadn’t been able to stop thinking about him and hoped that if she lured him in with baking and a few other tricks, she’d be able to get him to kiss her again.

      That kiss had occupied her thoughts long enough. She needed a do-over to see if her memory was playing tricks on her or if Mack Hudson was everything she thought he was. At the time, he’d told her he was teaching her a lesson about sneaking around in shadows with boys because he’d caught her kissing Matthew. Then he’d told her he would teach her what it was like to be kissed by a man. Boy, did he ever! She hadn’t thought about much else since.

      Now she wanted more of those kisses. Because Matthew’s arms and lips hadn’t been even close to satisfying since she’d experienced the hard rush that Mack had thrown at her. She closed her eyes and ran her hands down her body with a sigh. Nothing had come even close to what Mack had done to her that day. Did he even know how badly he rocked her world? Had she done the same for him?

      Lucy picked up a strand of her long, light brown hair and sniffed it. Did she need a shower? She’d been scrubbing her apartment and baking all day. She didn’t really want Mack kissing on her if she smelled bad.

      “Oh gosh, when will he be here?” she asked out loud, her eyes popping open in sudden panic. She began stripping off clothes as she ran for the bathroom.

      She scooped up her iPhone because she’d very rapidly learned how useful that device was in this modern world, and rarely showered without it. As she adjusted the temperature settings on her temperamental shower, she shot a quick text off to the super sweet Russian bodyguard that stayed outside her apartment to watch the building and asked him to let her know when Mackenzie Hudson showed up. Oddly he didn’t text right back. She hopped into the shower, a favourite Amish song on her lips as she scrubbed her hair.

      She didn’t hear the front door open, nor did she hear the big bounty hunter approach her small washroom as she showered. Despite her naïve attempts at seduction, she hadn’t planned on his seeing her naked as the day she was born pretty much the moment they were reunited. Yet, that was exactly what happened. Lucy set her phone on the back of the toilet lid, shut the shower off, shoved the shower curtain back and came face to face with a huge, grim, surprised Mack Hudson. Her mouth fell open for about a second and a half before her shocked brain caught up with her mouth and she started screaming bloody murder.

      Suddenly she found herself grabbed by the arm and pulled from the tub, then shaken until her screams stopped.

      “Lucy,” he growled. “It’s me, Mack Hudson. Your sister’s partner. Open your damn eyes and look at me. I’m not going to hurt you.”

      He shoved a towel into her hands and she clutched at it blindly while cowering against him for a moment before opening one eye to peek at him. She slowly wound the towel around herself while looking up at him. She found herself staring up into a pair of seriously annoyed bloodshot blue eyes. Gorgeous, beautiful, swoon-worthy blue, blue eyes! Her sopping wet hair was hanging in wild strands down her back. The way his big, rough hands held her against him, steadying and calming her at the same time. Now this had the makings of a seriously romantic moment. If only she could stop her teeth from chattering from the cold.

      “M-Mack?” she breathed his name, her wide eyes finally taking in the huge body that filled her tiny bathroom.

      He sighed heavily and tried to step back from her. She began to sway, suggesting her body was giving way to the rush of adrenaline and shock from finding him in her washroom. She reached out for him again, gripping his shirt weakly. She fluttered her eyelashes, hoping she was giving the correct combination of helpless and “kiss me.” Then a wave of dizziness actually swept over her from blinking too much and she was forced to stop. Darn, this was not at all going how she’d planned.

      She licked her lips and lifted her eyes to his, hoping he was picturing that kiss. “Wh… what are you doing in here Mack?” she asked huskily.

      He moved so suddenly she found herself getting dizzy again as he pulled them both out of the washroom and into her kitchen. Well that was a good space to be in! They could smell the blueberry muffins in there. She’d always heard that the way to a man’s heart was through his stomach. Although, at present, she was undecided about whether she wanted Mack’s heart. She mostly just wanted his lips, his muscular chest and… oh, she definitely wanted to run her fingers through his spiky blond hair.

      He watched, seemingly intent on her mouth, before answering. “I saw the light up here, thought someone broke in. You didn’t lock the door.”

      Her eyes widened for a moment. “Oops,” she said guiltily. “Sometimes I forget. We never locked the door back home. Vlad would murder me if he knew I forgot something like that.”

      Mack raised an eyebrow and snorted. She assumed it was because her brother-in-law was a mobster and presumably killed people once in a while in his line of work. But so far Vlad seemed like a very nice mobster and she assumed he only killed the people that really deserved it.

      “You didn’t set the alarm either,” he pointed out gruffly.

      She grimaced and shrugged. “Uh… forgot?”

      His frown grew even more fierce. “Why the fuck are the Sitnikovs letting you live in this shithole? You clearly can’t take care of yourself. I could’ve raped and killed you just now and been out before anyone knew a thing.”

      She gasped and stood up straighter, pushing her full chest out against the towel. “I can so take care of myself,” she snapped. “Just because I forgot my door this once doesn’t make me a blithering idiot. And I have a bodyguard! He just… he’s just… well I’m not sure where he is actually.”

      She felt a small slice of concern and went to the window to peek out into the darkness. Her towel flirted with the edge of her bottom as she looked for her supposed bodyguard and she tugged at it with her hand. What if something had happened to him? She suspected the whole Russian mob thing was dangerous business. Perhaps she should be protecting her bodyguard, not the other way around. Maybe she should invite him to stay inside with her where it was safer.

      “You don't think anything happened to him?” she asked, worried, glancing back over her shoulder to get Mack’s opinion.

      Mack shook his head in disgust and shoved a hand over his head, spiking back his short blond hair. He ran a hand over the blond stubble on his cheeks. “I’ll look into it.”

      “Okay,” she said softly, turning around to look at him. She crossed her arms in front of her realizing exactly how little she was wearing. He shifted, crossing his arms over his broad chest and spreading his legs apart. His heavy combat boots looked huge on the delicate woven rugs. He wore a pair of faded jeans with a tear in one knee and an old grey T-shirt that moulded to his chest.

      “Why are you staying here?” he demanded after they surveyed each other for a minute. “No offence, but I don't see good ol’ Vladimir letting you out of his sight. He’s a controlling fuck, pardon my language, and you are an innocent in a lion’s den in a city like this. Seems a weird choice to let you live on your own in this area.”

      She smiled a little, flashing him some teeth. “He didn't have a choice,” Lucy explained softly. “Rumspringa is about choice and experience. Amish youth are meant to go out and experience independence, which I can’t do under the constant supervision of my indulgent brother-in-law. With Jane’s extremely convincing arguments, and threat to move out with me, he helped set me up here with a security system and a round the clock bodyguard.”

      “Both of which failed,” Mack growled in annoyance.

      “Yes… well,” she replied, glancing toward the window.

      A movement on her bed drew her gaze. Then she saw the exact last thing she expected would be in her apartment when she’d been hoping Mack would invite himself in. A stripy gray hell beast was curled up on her bed licking itself while gazing malevolently at her with its vicious gleaming eyes. She had zero choice but to scream bloody murder and launch herself at Mack.

      And like the hero he was, Mack grabbed her right up off the floor, pulled his gun and pointed it at the horrific animal while she whimpered in his arms.

      “Get it away from me!” she shrieked, clenching her fingers against his rock-hard abs. She stroked them a little just to make sure. Yes, they were very hard.

      His fingers brushed against her bare bottom and he groaned out loud while juggling both her and the gun. He frowned down at her. “The cat isn’t yours?”

      “No!” she cried in terror, hiding her face in his chest so she wouldn’t have to look at the awful creature. “I hate cats! The way they move… the way they look at you… ugh… oh, oh, is it coming over here!?”

      She peeked over her shoulder when she heard the springs on the mattress shift. The cat was indeed standing on the bed and stretching. It jumped off the bed and started to wander toward them. Lucy screamed again and began climbing Mack trying to get to higher ground. She knew cats had claws, maybe this one would try to climb him too!

      Mack chuckled in her ear and cupped her bare bottom in one large hand while she wrapped her legs around his waist and clung to him like a vine. Her wide, terrified eyes were glued to the furry beast that dared to intrude on her space and her breath constricted as her heart tried to claw its way out of her chest.

      “Easy, darling,” Mack breathed in her ear, taking four long strides to the bed and easing her down. “It must have followed me in.”

      “Take. It. Away!” she gasped, nearly hyperventilating while she scrambled away from the edge in case the cat decided to turn around and come back at her.

      Mack scooped up the cat and stepped away from the bed, valiantly protecting her from the giant creature that had started happy growling in his arms. He headed for the door with the offensive beast then turned to look back. “Lucy.” He waited for her to look at him. She shuddered, her eyes glued to the cat. “Lock the fucking door, or I’ll make a call to Sitnikov.”

      She nodded quickly. “Yes, Mack. Anything you want.”

      She licked her lips and ignoring the cat, looked imploringly into his eyes. She tried to tell him without words that he was more than welcome to come back and kiss her once he disposed of his burden. He grunted, clutched the hell beast to his chest and left.

      Well that hadn’t gone how she was hoping at all. Lucy shuddered when she thought about the vile demon contaminating her bed, clutched her towel around her chest and slid off the bed to get a muffin.
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      “So, do you work here for real or did management just hire you to hold the counter down and stare all day at that god-like blond with the mean scowl?”

      Lucy rolled her eyes to the side and contemplated Amber who had taken up a perch on the stool next to her, mimicking Lucy’s exact pose of elbow on counter and chin in hand, brow furrowed in concentration. Lucy laughed and straightened up on her stool, sending her elbow lightly into Amber’s side, pushing the woman sideways. Amber was seven years older than Lucy’s twenty-one, but the two women had become fast friends within hours of Lucy’s employment at the small, retro-style diner.

      “Obviously, I get paid to look this good,” Lucy said jokingly, tossing her wavy brown hair back and batting her eyelashes.

      Amber laughed. “The size of your tips sure makes it seem that way.”

      “Oh, shut up. As if you don’t make just as much.”

      “Yeah, but that’s due to the short skirt and maximum makeup effect,” Amber retorted as they settled back into their staring-at-Mack-Hudson poses.

      They contemplated the sexy-as-sin bounty hunter while he drank his coffee and glared down at his tablet, ignoring his audience of two. His daily trips to Lucy’s place of work had become a habit since he’d found out she started working at Dalton’s Diner. She’d expected a protest from him, given the way he’d reacted to news of her living in Jane’s old apartment, but so far, he hadn’t said anything about her job. Just came in every day, sat in her section and ordered a coffee. Nothing more, nothing less.

      “What we all looking at?” Another waitress, a little older than Amber, dropped heavily onto the stool on Lucy’s other side while tying on an apron that matched the cute dress uniforms Dalton asked them to wear. They weren’t sleazy or anything and they matched the old-school vibe of the diner so none of the waitresses objected.

      Lucy glanced over at Kendra briefly before returning her gaze to the gorgeous hunk of male exquisiteness in her sights.

      Kendra followed Lucy’s gaze and a slow grin curved her generous lips. “Ah, break me off a little piece of delicious cop,” she murmured, settling herself into a similar pose as the other two. Elbow on counter, chin in hand. She’d just come on shift, despite there only being two customers in the shop. The lunch rush would hit soon and the clientele would shift in a flash.

      “Bounty hunter,” Lucy corrected her in a distracted murmur.

      “Don’t care what kind of law enforcement he is so long as he keeps doing whatever it is that makes him look like that,” Kendra said with a purr. “Man like that looks like he knows what to do with a set of handcuffs, baby.”

      “Amen sister,” Amber agreed and the two women high-fived over Lucy’s head.

      They all turned back to focus on Mack Hudson, taking a chorus of breaths that slipped out in a sigh of unison as he unfolded his big, tall body from the booth. It was just so hard not to admire that kind of incredible masculine beauty. Every part of him was honed to muscular perfection, from his jean-clad thighs and ass as he bent to retrieve his leather jacket from the booth to the chiseled jaw, intense blue eyes and a face made for the big screen if it weren’t for his perpetual scowl.

      He strode straight toward the three waitresses, shoving his leather coat over his broad shoulders as he walked. Kendra and Amber scrabbled off their stools and pretended to busy themselves with nothing in particular in the near vicinity while Lucy remained helplessly rooted to her seat, staring at him as he approached. Wordlessly he handed her a ten-dollar bill, folded into three, same thing he did every day. Lucy reached out and took it, allowing their fingers to touch for those few seconds. Sparks ignited. Warmth suffused every part of her, turning her face a bright shade of pink. She shifted uncomfortably on the stool, aware of the gathering moisture in her panties.

      Without a single word he turned away and left the diner. Lucy swiveled on her stool and watched him leave, a sigh of longing escaping her lips.

      “I think my ovaries just exploded,” Amber groaned perching a hip on the counter next to Lucy. “That man is hotter than men have any right to be and he only has eyes for you, sweetie.”

      Lucy shook her head, her lips forming a small pout. “He’s been coming in here every day for three weeks and he won’t make a move. Besides, there are too many obstacles in our way for any kind of relationship to work between us.”

      Kendra laughed, stacking napkin holders on the counter. “Okay, girl. Stop thinking long term. You’re only twenty-one. Believe me, you have plenty of time for fun and games before you go settling yourself on just one man.”

      Amber snorted and waved Kendra’s assessment away. “What obstacles, sweetie?”

      “Well, besides my Russian babysitter,” Lucy said with a jerk of her head toward the Lincoln Continental complete with a bored looking, tattooed gangster that perpetually took up space in the parking lot on Lucy’s shifts. “I’m pretty sure Mack thinks he’s too old for me.”

      Amber nodded thoughtfully. “I have zero doubts Mack Hudson can take care of your bodyguard in a heartbeat if he wanted to. Next issue, how much older is he?”

      “Fifteen years.” But who’s counting?

      Kendra whistled. “Stay away from that one, he’ll have history! A man that good looking with no woman at home? No way, no how there isn’t a story there.”

      “Jesus Ken, go fill the damn napkins and leave the poor girl alone,” Amber growled in exasperation, giving the other woman a small shove. Kendra grabbed an armload of holders and strode away. Amber turned back to Lucy. “Okay, yes, fifteen years is definitely a gap at your age, but it doesn’t have to be the end of something awesome before it even starts! Sometimes you act very mature for your age, and… and maybe he’s very immature for his.”

      They eyed each other for a second and then burst out laughing. “Gee thanks,” Lucy said with a roll of her eyes, pushing off her stool. “I’ll hope for an immature bounty hunter, who, at a guess, given his forever frown, has some anger issues.”

      “Okay, scratch that,” Amber agreed, blowing hair out of her face and reaching for her notepad to rip off the top page, covered in scrawls from the day before. “I still think you’ll be fine. We just need to teach you how to loosen up and make some moves. The way he looks at you… well, we can’t just let that go to waste, sweetie.”

      Lucy gave Amber a small smile, appreciating the other woman’s attempt to make her feel better. “Thanks, Amber, but we both know I’m hopelessly naïve. I don’t think I’m a match for someone that’s probably seen and done the things Mack Hudson has seen and done in his life. I mean, look at him!”

      “Oh, I have!” Amber laughed. “Again, and again, and again.”

      “Shut up!” Lucy giggled, bumping her friend with a hip. She reached for her apron and wrapped it around her waist.

      Miraculously, she put the object of her fascination out of her mind for the next several hours and finished her shift. She really enjoyed the diner. She’d tried working with Jane in the office below her little apartment, but the two sisters quickly determined that, though they were awesome sisters, they were not good co-workers. Lucy wasn’t used to being idle though and had set out to find work, which wasn’t easy in a big city when her only experience was farm work. Dalton had taken a chance on her and she was happily working at the diner now for almost a month.

      She was packing her stuff up at the end of her shift when Amber approached her again. “You know what you need?”

      “What’s that?” Lucy asked, pulling her short blue-jean jacket over her uniform and buttoning it down the front.

      “A night on the town!” she announced, her eyes lighting up. “Come on, Luce! It’s Friday night and you don’t have to work tomorrow!”

      Lucy was torn. She really wanted to go out with her new friend and see what the big city was all about, but at the same time she knew Vladimir wouldn’t approve. She bit her lip, should she call Vlad and ask for permission? Then she shook her head, of course she shouldn’t! Rumspringa was not about asking! It was about new experiences. And she was going to have a new one.

      A slow grin spread across her lips. “Count me in!”
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      “I think Alexandr might have told on me,” Lucy yelled at Amber over the pounding music as she pointed at her bodyguard. She eyed the stoic looking Russian who had been trailing her around since her last bodyguard mysteriously disappeared after leaving his post that one time Mack had let himself into her apartment and almost kissed her.

      The guy whose name she couldn’t remember right at the moment - because tequila seemed to be an incredible memory eraser - was looking down at his phone with a concentrated frown as he furiously typed. Damn. She probably shouldn’t have told her bodyguard where she was going for the evening. She was sure the man intended to ruin her good time. But she also knew that Vladimir would have her back at the mansion and out of a job in the snap of his autocratic fingers if she stepped too far out of line. He considered her to be his responsibility; the little sister that needed looking after now that his own little sister was all grown up and married off.

      Lucy decided she loved dance clubs if this one was the standard. It was dark and seductive, with bright colourful lights that flashed only across the dance floor and lit up the bar area. She thought she looked unusually cool tonight. At first, she’d been hesitant when Amber’d helped her get dressed in a short black skirt with no stockings, lace up boots and a short cleavage baring top that showed flashes of her belly, but she fit in perfectly with the dancing bodies all around them. To Lucy’s eyes, Amber looked amazing in a short black T-shirt dress draped over her curves clinging to her breasts and around her hips. Her lips were painted bright red and her eyes were heavily made up with black wings in a way that made her blue eyes look mysterious.

      Lucy lifted her hand and snapped her fingers in front of her face then giggled. Amber, who had been dancing behind her, laughed and grabbed her hand. “What are you doing, weirdo?”

      “He can take my freedom, but he can’t take my life!” Lucy yelled and snapped her fingers again. “I watched Braveheart. Can we have another shot? They taste disgusting, but I like the way they feel!”

      Amber laughed hysterically. “The quote is, ‘they can take our lives, but they can’t take our freedom’.” She grabbed Lucy’s hand and dragged her toward the bar. “I think I’ve corrupted you baby girl!” she shouted above the music. “But why not, tomorrow’s already going to hurt like a bitch!”

      Amber flashed two fingers at the bartender and mouthed ‘tequila’. He nodded his head and made a show of spinning the bottle for their delight. She paid for the drinks and downed hers quickly after sucking the lime wedge and licking salt. Lucy was about to follow suit when her bodyguard intervened with a heavy hand on her shoulder and a shake of his head.

      Lucy looked crushed, like her new toy had been taken away. Amber sighed. “Don’t say I never did anything for you, sweetie.” She took the man’s face in her hands, slid her body seductively against his and smashed her lips against his mouth.

      Lucy watched in wide-eyed amazement for about three-seconds as Amber stuck her tongue down Alexandr’s throat before she remembered her drink and immediately set about downing it. Once the drink was in, she winked at the amused bartender and twirled back onto the dance floor while her bodyguard disengaged from Amber, a dazed expression on his usually unyielding face. Amber sauntered away from him as though she hadn’t just sucked the soul out of a Russian gangster.

      “That was seriously badass!” Lucy laughed as they danced together when Amber rejoined her.

      “Take notes, little girl. That’s how the big girls command a situation.” She nodded toward the big man now pacing the edge of the dance floor, his eyes hot on Amber with something between lust and vengeance in their depths. “Look at him! I think I just broke that bad boy!”

      Lucy laughed hysterically, taking Amber’s advice to heart and indeed making some serious mental notes. Amber was turning out to be a real heroine and role model all rolled into one. She knew how to single it up in the big city! She was sexy, fun and full of wicked, delicious ideas.

      “Uh, speaking of men…” Amber yelped. “What’s Bounty Hunter doing here?”

      Lucy whirled on her heels and stared frantically around the flashing lights of the club until she spotted Mack’s big, tall form cutting a path through the crowds straight toward her. She immediately stopped bouncing and contemplated whether she should turn and run or fling herself toward him. Her fuzzy mind was telling her it was the alcohol making her want to run toward him and she should definitely run away because the severely annoyed expression on his face didn’t bode well for her, but her stupid feet seemed to want to carry her toward him.

      Then, before she knew what was happening to her, she was in front of him, her head tilted back looking up into a face so handsome it should be outlawed for ruining women’s panties everywhere. She wasn’t as short as her sister, but she still had to crane her neck to look at him. He was way taller, like probably 6’4” and big all over. He was wearing that mouth-watering leather jacket over a pair of dark blue jeans and heavy combat boots. His spiky hair was wilder than usual, sort of all over the place.

      Her lips quirked happily. Even though she thought he was mad at her for some reason, she was just so giddy with excitement at seeing him. She leaned in close, so he could hear her, but also to get a sniff of his deliciously masculine scent. Leather combined with masculine soap and a hint of something else that always seemed to cling to him.

      “You mad at me, Mack?” she asked, staring intently up at him.

      He stared right back, his flinty eyes holding hers with a power that rooted her to the floor. She didn’t know what it was about this man, but each time she saw him, each tiny little interaction, he wove his spell tighter and tighter until she knew she would do just about anything he commanded. With or without reason. He was that damn sexy.

      Then his expression softened just the tiniest bit and she knew she had him. The tough bounty hunter had a soft spot for her. “I should be angry, Lucy,” he said in his impossibly deep voice.

      “But you’re not.” She grinned up at him, relief tinging her voice.

      He shook his head slightly. “You’re fucking cute when you’re drunk. How much have you had, baby?”

      Warmth flooded right through her body and especially to the part of her that seemed to want him most and loved the way he called her baby. Lucy lifted a hand and tried to think, ticking her fingers one at a time. “We had a margarita at the restaurant. Amber said we had to eat before we started in on the heavy stuff…”

      “She’s smarter than she looks,” he grunted casting a scathing look toward Lucy’s friend who was writhing on the dance floor, trying to catch the attention of Alexandr the Bodyguard. Alexandr the Bodyguard looked as though he both wanted to murder and kiss Amber.

      Lucy opened her mouth to defend the other woman when someone bumped into her, sending her careening into Mack’s chest. He caught her and held her against him, not loosening his arms. She could feel his fingers spreading slowly, soothingly across the bottom of her back. She tilted her head up, melted chocolate gaze memorizing his face as she swayed to the music in his arms. Though he didn’t move he seemed perfectly content to allow her to do whatever she wanted so long as she didn’t attempt to break free.

      For a timeless moment she got exactly what she wanted; she got to touch Mack Hudson to her heart’s content, free of all her usual inhibitions. The room around them, the press of bodies, the pounding music, all disappeared as she moved against him. She lifted her arms, pressed her palms flat against his shoulders and moved to the rhythm of the music, the beat of their hearts, the quickening of their breaths. She twisted her hips and bent her knees, dancing in his arms, sliding her hands down his chest, her eyes locked on his, watching the blue fever in his eyes as it erupted into flames.

      “How many drinks?” he demanded, his voice a husky growl.

      She shrugged, still dancing. “Maybe five or six?”

      He nodded, his face turning grim. “You had much to drink since coming to town or is this your first time?”

      Lucy clung to him, sliding her arms around his neck and pressing her breasts against his chest until she was flush against his body. He stiffened for just a second and then his arms tightened to steel bands around her back crushing her against him and holding her in place. He dropped his head, his lips caressing the tip of her ear. In spite of her alcohol fueled haze, she felt his every touch with a blazing clarity that set fire to the blood in her veins. She moaned and squirmed against him.

      “You need to answer the question, baby,” he groaned against her ear, his warm breath feathering down her neck.

      Lucy shivered in delight and turned her face to the side, tilting it up, her lips brushing against his. She hadn’t meant to kiss him, if the barest touch of their lips could actually be called a kiss. Especially after what he’d done to her five months earlier. But the instant rigidity of his body, the desperate longing on his face told her that, yes, he was considering that slight caress a kiss. A sense of power, along with an answering need pinged through Lucy, turning her legs to liquid. She was very glad he had such a tight hold on her.

      “I don’t remember the question, Mack,” she admitted.

      He chuckled, his body relaxing
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