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        ABOUT WICKED AND BARE

      

      

      

      He’d give his life to protect her…but he’ll demand everything in return.

      

      Madison Archer once escaped her husband’s deadly grip. But when he discovers her forbidden affair with operative Matt Montgomery, he drags her back to his ruthless world of power, greed, and deception—where her every move is watched, and one mistake could be her last. Armed with secrets that could expose her husband’s corruption, Madison’s time is running out. Her only chance at survival lies with the man she’s never stopped wanting.

      

      Back in the halls of Washington’s elite, Matt doesn’t dare take his eyes off Madison—but he’s forbidden from touching her. As his need to claim her becomes a dangerous obsession, a chilling attempt on Madison's life proves her husband will stop at nothing to silence her. Then a shattering discovery rocks them both, threatening everything they hold dear.

      

      With enemies circling and death lurking, Matt faces an impossible choice—sacrifice his heart to keep the woman he loves safe…or risk unleashing hell to claim her forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dear Reader,

         

        If you have not read Wicked as Secrets please STOP.

         

        Wicked and Bare is the second half of a duet in the Wicked Lovers: Soldiers for Hire series about EM Security operative Matt Montgomery and the woman he’ll do anything to protect, Madison Archer-Pershing. In order to fully understand and enjoy this book, you should first read part one of this duet, Wicked as Secrets.

         

        I sincerely hope you enjoy the saga of these two characters I’ve come to love so deeply, which is why they required two full-length books to tell their whole story.

         

        Happy reading!

        Shayla

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Monday, July 16

        Atchafalaya Basin, LA

      

      

      Madison Archer-Pershing swallowed her horror. Her estranged husband stood ten feet away, arms crossed over his chest, staring at her with a grin somewhere between smug and malicious.

      Oh, god.

      She knew nothing about chess, and Todd had come to play the ruthless, four-D kind. The husband who had once tried to kill her was her worst nightmare, bursting the bubble of safety and passion she’d shared with Matt Montgomery for the last twelve achingly beautiful days and threatening to tear them apart.

      She didn’t dare let him. She refused to give Todd an inch.

      Madison had ducked and run for too long. The time to fight had come.

      “No.” She stepped out from behind Matt’s protective body, hands on her hips defiantly, and glared back.

      “What did you say?” Her husband’s narrowed eyes filled with threat, terrifyingly reminiscent of the night she’d fled his bloody knife and run straight to Matt, despite their agonizing three-year separation.

      Matt shoved her behind him again with a reprimanding scowl. “Madison…”

      The submissive inside her yearned to obey almost like a physical ache. Matt had taken on the role of her Dom and her lover. He had listened. He had cared. He had kept her safe. He had shown her a side of herself she’d never indulged and made so many of her fantasies come true. He had become her moon and stars. But the woman in her would not obey. Todd was her mistake. Matt shouldn’t be the one to pay for that. She had to meet the bastard she’d married head on.

      Madison wrenched away, burying the guilt for her disobedience, and sent Matt a silent apology. Todd only respected power, and if she gave hers to Matt, her husband would interpret her submission as weakness.

      “I said no,” Madison repeated, then faced Todd. “If I didn’t have any leverage, you wouldn’t be here negotiating our divorce in person. You would have sicced lawyers on me while you fucked strippers, snorted an average family’s annual salary up your nose, and engaged in whatever shady shit keeps you from kissing your grandfather’s ass. I’m not spending three months in DC with you.”

      “Listen, you little cunt…” Fury twisted his face as he stomped toward her like he intended to crush her with the fingers he’d balled into fists.

      Matt stepped between them, his demeanor a warning. “Don’t you ever call her that again.”

      “Stop embarrassing yourself, Romeo. You think Madison cares about you?” Todd scoffed. “You’re a stiff dick to her. I stopped giving it to her more than a year ago, so I’m not surprised she went looking for a chump with a hard-on. But her spread legs don’t mean anything. Do yourself a favor and bail. Her pussy is nothing special, and there’s plenty more out there.”

      “I’m going to fucking end you.” Matt lunged for him.

      Madison pushed him back with a silent entreaty.

      “Oh, try it. Please,” Todd drawled, looking almost gleeful. “What was it your pal said? You’d look pretty in prison?”

      “You’re disgusting,” she spit at her husband. “And transparent. Stop attacking Matt and deal with me. I’m the one you’re married to. I’m the one who captured you murdering your cousin on video. I’m the one threatening to blow up your house of cards.”

      To her left, Deke chuckled, enjoying Todd’s humiliation. When she glared at him, he disguised the sound by clearing his throat behind his fist. “Sorry.”

      Todd glowered at Matt. “See what happens when you give the girl some dick? She grows a set of balls. Given the dungeon equipment I saw through the open door at the end of the hall, I’m guessing you like her a lot more when she only opens her mouth to scream or suck cock.”

      Matt looked an instant from beating the hell out of Todd, and Madison had to stop him. His fury merely told Todd their weakness and gave him a cudgel to use.

      One-Mile stepped between the men, shooting his best friend a quelling stare before he addressed her husband. “How about less trash talk and more negotiation?”

      Todd acted like the proceedings were beneath him, but he relented with a roll of his eyes. “Let’s get this over with.”

      “Matt?” One-Mile prompted, asking indirectly if he’d gotten his temper under control.

      He cursed under his breath, then nodded. One-Mile turned to her, gesturing with a sweep of his big hand.

      The floor was all hers.

      “Like I said, I won’t spend three months with you,” she told Todd. “I need to be with my dad.”

      “Don’t act like his condition is life-or-death. He’s going to survive, for fuck’s sake.”

      “The doctors think so. But it’s cancer. It’s unpredictable. And he’s going through it alone.” Guilt for that was killing her. When her dad needed her most, it must seem as if she couldn’t be bothered to spare him even a phone call. If not for Todd, she would be by Daddy’s side, holding his hand through every test and procedure.

      “Stop being dramatic. And don’t use your father’s illness to avoid your obligations. If you want a divorce, come play the good little wife for the cameras until my grandfather’s reelection.”

      She wasn’t going to talk Todd out of this. He had no good side to appeal to, and—as he’d reminded her—his grandfather was a powerful senator who could buy off the press and threaten social media companies into suppressing the video of Brent’s murder.

      “All right. But I will visit my father before coming to DC.” When Todd opened his mouth to object, she held up a hand to shut him up. “The optics would be bad if I didn’t. Publicize my visit if you want. I don’t even care if your grandfather tries to get sympathy votes from my pain anymore. But you’re not stopping me.”

      Todd dissected her with a familiar, flat stare, as if he sought to identify a dead bug on the sole of his shoe. That expression used to hurt. Once, it had reminded her how badly their marriage was failing. Now it only assured her that she was getting to him.

      “One visit,” he snapped. “In the next week, we’ll coordinate a trip to your father’s hospital, complete with press. You’ll wave, be appropriately teary, and take someone along to support you. Not him.” Todd tossed another glare at Matt. “After that, you’ll come crawling to DC like the white trash you are, and you’ll be mine until after the election. That’s nonnegotiable.”

      She glared back, secretly relieved Todd hadn’t insisted on coming with her. “Press is fine for my walk into the hospital, but the actual visit and my father’s room both remain private.”

      Todd shrugged as if conceding that point meant nothing. “A sick, shriveled old man isn’t good for our image, anyway.”

      Madison gritted her teeth. How had she ever been vulnerable enough to be taken in by this snake? “After that, I’ll return to DC, but I want separate residences.”

      “No. If we don’t live together, the separation will be noticed. You’ll stay in our apartment.”

      She’d known the request was a long shot. And as much as she hated it, Todd was right. “I’ll pretend to play house, but I will not be alone with you—ever. I’ll be hiring round-the-clock bodyguards.”

      He laughed. “Do you think any muscle in DC would protect you against a Pershing?”

      If they ever wanted to work in the swamp again, no. She resisted the urge to lean on Matt and considered her options. But she was out of her element, and she needed protection guaranteed to put her safety first. “You’ll pay for two bodyguards of my choosing, not based in DC, to watch over me twenty-four seven.”

      “Why are you stupid enough to imagine I would do that?”

      “Spin it to your advantage to increase the family’s likability and win your grandfather more votes. Say Winston’s enemies have made political threats against me, and being the protective husband you are, you insisted on ensuring my safety. Since the rumors of your—how do I say this nicely?—leisure activities have been a part of Winston’s image problem, that might go a long way to quieting the rumors that our marriage is empty and you get your jollies by seducing too-young girls. By the way, how is Todd Junior?”

      He scowled. “You can’t prove he’s my kid.”

      “Please… He looks just like you, and your father writes that girl a check every month so you don’t have to submit to a DNA test.”

      Todd lunged at her. “If you don’t shut the fuck up, I’m done negotiating.”

      “You’re not,” Matt insisted, stepping between them. “She needs two bodyguards. I’ll be one of them.”

      Madison gaped. Did he understand that Todd would take every opportunity to humiliate him? And if that didn’t satisfy her husband’s twisted side… Well, he’d proven he wasn’t above murder.

      Todd hesitated, his shrewd stare volleying between her and Matt. “Okay, Romeo. This will be fun. I’ll pay whatever your going rate is. Who’s your other watchdog?”

      “I am,” Ethan Garrison piped up, settling his ball cap on backward before crossing his inked arms over his chest.

      Matt whirled with a narrow-eyed glower. “No.”

      Ethan shrugged. “Not your choice, sport. You don’t like it? Take it up with the bosses. They had the same idea about her protection, and this was their decision.”

      Madison tried not to wince. Matt and his youngest peer got along, as the old Southern saying went, like oil and water. They neither liked nor trusted each other. How the hell was this going to work?

      Deke nodded in confirmation. “Hunter, Logan, and I talked about it for nearly two hours last night. Nash was their first choice, but he needs more recovery time after dancing with the three tangos’ knives. So…Ethan it is.”

      One-Mile shrugged apologetically. “Sorry. My dance card is full, buddy. And Zy, Trees, and Kane are all on missions.”

      At the Texas border. Matt had mentioned something about a human smuggling ring they were tracking a few days ago… So that left Ethan.

      “Then it’s settled.” Todd gave a self-satisfied smirk. “If you want a divorce, the three of you will come to DC as soon as you’ve visited your father so I can get you ‘pregnant.’”

      She glared his way. “You’re not touching me.”

      “God, no. I’m working on a new pet. Even if I had the time to knock you up, I don’t have the inclination.”

      “Who’s the girl?” Madison asked without a drop of jealousy. “I already feel sorry for her.”

      “A French attaché’s daughter. She’s got the untouched heart of a child and the mouth of a whore.”

      Madison recoiled. “Is she legal?”

      “Where’s the fun in that?” Todd quipped.

      “You disgust me. Has she even had her first period?”

      “Now you’re just being a bitch. We’re done here.”

      “We’re not,” she insisted. “I need some time to myself each week.”

      “No, you don’t. Because I won’t be languishing at our place with you and your babysitters. Most of the time, you’ll have the whole apartment to yourselves. Do whatever you want.”

      She didn’t bother pointing out that, if he was supposedly getting her pregnant, he had to be home often enough to do the job. Instead, she repositioned her demand. “That’s a relief, but I meant away from that stifling cage.”

      Because he’d always had uncanny foresight into whatever she was up to, Madison deeply suspected he’d had the apartment surveilled. If she wanted any privacy, especially with Matt, she had to have the freedom to leave.

      When he looked like he was about to refuse, she cut in again. “If I’m trying to get pregnant, won’t it look good if I’m exercising? Seeing my doctor? And if I’ll be photographed more, won’t I need to have my hair fixed? My nails done?”

      Todd clenched his jaw tight. “Fine. One day a week.”

      Madison wanted to push for more, but his limits and patience were clearly at their end. Besides, time away wasn’t her biggest battle. “I won’t be telling you where I’m going.”

      “You will.”

      “Only if you share wherever you are every moment you’re away…” She stared expectantly, knowing damn well he wouldn’t.

      “That’s not fucking happening.” He snorted. “Your day away is during the week, and you’re always home by nine p.m. Nothing can interfere with scheduled campaign stops, most of which are on weekends. Sunday family dinners are sacred.”

      Those parameters weren’t perfect, but she’d won a major concession from Todd. That was enough for now. And since she was about to be under a microscope, she would have to choose her “public” outings wisely if she didn’t want Todd and the world knowing her business.

      “I’ll make that work. When are we announcing my ‘pregnancy’?”

      Todd didn’t scramble for the calendar on his phone, which told her that the Pershings had preplanned everything. “There’s a community event in a key suburban center on the last Saturday of September. We’ll announce there that we’re expecting. At that point, you’ll be six weeks pregnant, not enough to show…but enough to know. Roughly five weeks later, days before the midterms, we’ll give Grandpa’s constituents the sad news of your miscarriage.”

      “How am I doing appearances if I’m supposed to be recovering?”

      “You’re a trooper. It’s far more important for you to help your beloved family spread the message of democracy for all than to cry in your bed. But since you’ll be bereft, I’ll do the talking. The morning after the midterms, you can leave quietly to ‘visit home.’ A few weeks after that, I’ll announce that I’ve filed for divorce. I’ll break down in mourning over the loss of our child and the devastating news that you’ve begun fucking your former lover since returning to this godforsaken bayou. I’ll use nicer words, but that’s what the public will hear.”

      What a bastard, and Todd’s snickering proved he not only knew it, he took pride in his deception.

      “I love how you managed to make yourself the victim in this scenario. Wouldn’t all those same constituents be shocked to know the last girl I caught you in bed with was a full two years from being legal.”

      “You can’t prove that ever happened. If you said that publicly, I’d bury you in the press.”

      Exactly the reason she’d never bothered to tell anyone. “Todd, I don’t care what or who you do anymore. Just…get out of my sight. I don’t want to deal with you again until I have to.”

      Her husband looked her up and down, his stare lingering on her tender nipples prodding the front of Matt’s oversized T-shirt, making her want to cover herself. “I’ve seen more than enough here. Who’s getting me out of this shit hole?”

      Jack Cole, the cabin’s owner, looked at Todd expressionlessly, despite the fact her husband had derided the place the Cajun’s beloved late grandfather had built with his own two hands. Clearly, Jack didn’t give a crap about Todd’s opinion.

      Madison related.

      Jack motioned to the door. “You’re coming with me. Pierce and I will make sure you find your way back to your hotel.”

      “That hillbilly hovel?” Todd sneered like dealing with his lessers and their trappings exhausted him. “No, I’m going back to civilization.” With a last dismissive glance, her husband looked her over, his eyes narrowing when Matt stepped between them again to protect her from his raking gaze. “It’s fitting that my backwater bride is getting railed in the swamp by her cowboy lover. You two deserve each other.”

      Then he was gone. Madison didn’t even bother being offended. She was too relieved to see him go. But she had no illusions. She’d negotiated a few concessions and a temporary reprieve. Todd would have her under his thumb for the better part of three months. And she had no doubt the experience would be hell. She just hoped that she and Matt got out of it alive—and still together.
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        * * *

      

      The second the door shut, Matt spit some choice curses and paced. He had to get his shit together. If he didn’t, he’d punch the wall since he couldn’t demolish Todd’s face. As his footsteps ate up the floor, he did his best to swallow down anger—good practice for the next three months—then faced Madison, who looked apprehensive as hell. She was his biggest concern. Though her husband hadn’t touched her, the son of a bitch had gone straight for her emotional jugular.

      “You all right, honey?”

      “Fine.”

      Matt didn’t believe her subdued murmur, but he gave her credit. She’d defended herself well, despite having zero time to brace for the asshole’s cruelty. He wished he could have protected her more, but anything he could have done would have made her a bigger target.

      Todd was playing a long game. He’d been willing to make a minor concession or two in today’s battle, but he’d been awfully fucking confident he would eventually win the war. What did the cockbag have up his sleeve?

      “You sure?” Matt asked her.

      “Yeah. The good news is, Todd is usually more vile, but knowing he had four highly trained operatives willing and eager to kick his ass and throw him to the gators constrained him. The bad news? Once we’re in DC, Todd will do everything possible to discredit and torment me. And he’ll try to pit us against each other. You watch.”

      That had already occurred to Matt. “If we refuse to take his bait, he can’t cause us strife.”

      Deke approached, shaking his head. “He won’t make it that simple, kids. He ignored you for so long, Madison, because you were his. He didn’t question that. No one did, so losing you never concerned him.”

      “It shouldn’t now. He doesn’t want me.”

      “But he doesn’t want to lose you to any other man, either. Seeing you with someone else, looking so obviously well pleasured… That rankled his pride. Over the next few days, the possibility of his ‘backwater bride’ slipping through his fingers will gnaw at him. Over the next three months, he’ll do whatever necessary to chain you to his side. Since he grew up in DC, he only knows the dirty way to play the game. From what I observed, he’s shrewd, and he has no qualms about using coercion or deceit. Most of all, he refuses to lose to someone he thinks is beneath him. His ego won’t tolerate it.”

      “You’re right. Todd was livid when he lost a sous chef to a junior congresswoman from the other side of the aisle last year. So he found some of her college classmates willing to say she liked group sex, the kinkier the better. She’s currently down five points in her reelection bid.”

      “That was Todd’s doing?” Deke looked reluctantly impressed. “Damn…”

      Matt scowled. “Is it true?”

      “Does it matter? The damage is in the accusation. No one waits for the truth before they judge.” Madison wrung her hands. “I can only imagine what Todd will do to me. And to you.”

      Matt wished like hell he could erase her anxiety. Impotent fury beat at him.

      “She’s right,” Deke added. “Start thinking underhanded and put countermeasures in place, or you two will never defeat Todd. He’ll be ruthless. And he won’t stop coming at you until he succeeds…or he’s forced to relent. You have to be smart every moment of every day. Don’t give him any ammunition, for fuck’s sake,” Deke warned before he addressed Madison. “Don’t wear your emotions on your sleeve.” Then he turned to Matt. “Don’t be all caveman and let your protective instinct flatten your self-control. When you’re there, you’re her bodyguard, not her lover. You can’t shield her from every snide stare and degrading comment, so learn to let them roll off your back.”

      Rage roiled in Matt’s gut. “I’m supposed to do nothing while he hurts her?”

      But he knew the answer.

      Deke raised a brow. “If you were bodyguarding someone you weren’t fucking, how much would you do to stop a nonthreatening verbal punch?”

      Grinding his teeth, Matt resisted the urge to argue that Deke was incredibly protective of his wife. But he and Kimber weren’t about to be holed up for three torturous months with a vindictive sociopath. Oracle’s co-owner was dispensing valuable advice. Matt swallowed down his yeah-buts and listened.

      “I’ll keep my shit wired tight.” Even if he would hate every minute of it.

      “And I’ll do my best to hide my feelings.” Madison clasped her hands in front of her nervously.

      “I got your backs,” Ethan swore.

      Matt wiped the knee-jerk scowl from his face. If the punk was willing to circle the wagons when it counted, he needed to bury his annoyance. “Thanks.”

      The tatted-up operative nodded, for once sidelining his snark.

      “You know that by the time you reach DC, the apartment you share with Todd will be wired for visuals and sound in every room,” Deke said.

      “I think it always has been—except his bedroom.” Which was also key-fob restricted. “That would explain a lot.”

      Matt whirled. “He’s been spying on you since you married him?”

      “He always seemed to be one step ahead of me if I ever thought about going against his wishes. Thank goodness I was in public when I talked to Sadie about my go-bag. Do you know if she’s okay?”

      “Does anyone suspect her?” Matt asked Deke. If the coed had helped Madison escape, he owed the housekeeper’s daughter to keep her safe.

      “We contacted her shortly after Madison arrived in town,” Deke said. “She thanked us for letting her know you’re okay. At that point, she said no one suspected her of lending you a hand. We told her to contact us if she ran into a problem, but she’s been radio silent.”

      “Sadie is smart. A lot smarter than I was when I first got to DC.”

      “She was raised in the shadow of the figurative swamp. You growing up in a literal one didn’t prepare you for their perfidious shit.” Deke turned to Matt. “Same with you. Stay suspicious. Err on the side of caution. Assume that anything you say or do in that apartment will be recorded and used against you.”

      If he couldn’t touch Madison—or even talk to her—how was he supposed to take care of her? Thank fuck she had negotiated one day a week away from the apartment. The rest of the time? Goddamn Todd. Already, the asswipe had outmaneuvered them, forcing them to live in the prison of his making. “We’ll need a place to…decompress. Someplace beyond private.”

      That would be the only time he and Madison could drop their facades. Knowing he couldn’t lay a single finger on her otherwise, even to reassure her, chafed Matt raw. Fuck, how would he resist her for six days when he could barely stand not touching her for six hours?

      “Decompress, huh?” Deke grinned. “Yeah, don’t do that—or anything you don’t want made public during the divorce proceedings—at the apartment. Todd will plaster it all over the tabloids.”

      “And brand me a whore.” Madison looked overwhelmed, as if the scope of their separation in all but name was hitting her like a ton of bricks.

      “Exactly,” Deke concurred. “Let me put out a few feelers, figure out where you can ‘decompress’ each week. I’m sure your vehicle is bugged and tracked, too.”

      “No doubt.”

      “I’ll get you some wheels, too,” Deke vowed. “Just give me a few days.”

      “Anything else we need to know?” Matt focused on facts—and forcing down his fury.

      “Apparently, Winston Pershing is not thrilled with this divorce.” Deke faced Madison. “He hand-picked you for Todd.”

      “And he doesn’t like to lose.” Her acid smile told him she’d run into the brick wall of the senator in the past.

      “So before giving you up, he’ll try to make you heel.”

      “Good luck. I’m not a dog.”

      “What about the rest of the family?” Matt inquired. “Any potential allies at all?”

      “His wife, Agatha, will be somewhere between chilly and hostile. She was friendly early on, but when I wouldn’t blindly overlook Todd’s faults the way she pretended not to notice Winston’s, she turned cold. She smugly thinks she’s ‘won’ because she outlasted five decades of mistresses and is still his wife. All she did was swallow her humiliation until age overcame the senator’s ability to sustain an erection.”

      That sounded bent as fuck. Matt shook his head. “Cynthia and Roger?”

      She scoffed. “Todd’s parents are completely dependent on Winston, so they’ll toe the line. If Cynthia inadvertently expresses empathy, they’ll supply her with more valium.”

      “What about your Uncle Martin?” Matt remembered Madison mentioning the man. “Could he help?”

      She shook her head. “It was a bitter pill when I realized he was in Winston’s back pocket. I stopped talking to him.”

      Jesus, from the moment she’d been duped into saying ‘I do,’ she’d been surrounded by vipers. “I’m sorry.”

      “Thanks. I was so shocked and disillusioned. Growing up, he was my favorite uncle…and he sold me out for a better job and a little pile of green. For months, I prayed karma would strike him down.” She sighed. “Then I worried I was becoming as jaded as everyone around me.”

      She wasn’t morally bankrupt, but Matt didn’t reassure her. Madison wouldn’t hear him, and holding back was good practice for the next three months.

      “In the DC swamp, scruples are a weakness. Thinking with yours is like wielding a butter knife to take down a firing squad,” Deke warned Madison. “Todd knows you. He’ll use every bit of that knowledge to twist you until you capitulate.”

      “I know.”

      “Ethan and I should go,” Deke said. “You two figure how you’ll communicate without words or your usual…um, nonverbal strategy. While you’re at it, strengthen your connection so you function as one unit. Your lives may depend on it.”

      Fuck. He was right.

      Matt nodded Deke’s way. “Anything else?”

      “Jack will be in touch when it’s time to go. For now, Ethan, bring in the cooler of groceries.”

      Garrison grumbled but headed out to grab a giant red container from the boat.

      “Thank you for everything,” Madison murmured. “You didn’t have to help me—any of you.”

      “None of us like bullies, and after seeing that video of your husband straight-up murdering his own cousin, he deserves to go down. Besides, my badass brothers-in-law value Matt more than they’re willing to let on. Keeping you safe keeps him happy.” Deke shrugged and his gravelly voice turned rueful. “Not to mention the fact both Hunter and Logan are married to ladies who would skin their balls if they threw an innocent woman to the wolves.”

      Despite the grim situation, Matt smirked. “I don’t know Bailey well since she’s quieter than Kata and Tara, but she’s no less likely to string Joaquin up for not helping a lady in need.” He turned to Madison. “The bosses are protective like that.”

      “Everyone at EM and Oracle is.” Deke’s expression said he had zero fucks to give anyone who called them overbearing or sexist. Then he glanced out the window at Ethan wrangling the cooler from the boat. “Well, the verdict is out on the kid.”

      Knowing the little bastard would be his backup on this mission chapped Matt’s ass. “And there’s no one else available? From what I’ve seen, he’s only interested in getting laid and isn’t above trying to poach.”

      “I was a punk at twenty-one, too. But you and Ethan need to hash out your shit and bury whatever hatchet is butchering your cohesion. Or Todd will cleave a wedge between you. And Madison will be the one to suffer.”

      “Then Ethan needs to stop being an asshole and leave her the fuck alone.”

      “It takes two to tango,” Deke reminded as he headed to the front door to hold it open as Ethan stumbled in with the cooler. “Figure out whether you’re leading or following, then fix it.”

      Once Garrison plopped the insulated container on the counter with a grunt, Deke clapped him on the back. “Ready?”

      “Yeah.” He turned to Madison. “You good, sweet pea? Need anything?”

      “I’m fine. Thanks.”

      “Positive? A hug, maybe? A shoulder to cry on? A full-body massage?” He grinned. “A real man?”

      “Shut the fuck up.” Matt batted the backward ball cap off his head.

      The kid caught it, sputtering.

      Madison sent him a quelling glance, but she didn’t hand him his ass and tell him to shut the fuck up. Matt wished she would, but she seemed to think Ethan’s hardcore flirting was harmless. He needed his ass kicked, and Matt itched to do the job.

      “What I need is some time to figure out how I’ll deal with Todd.” She sighed.

      “You married a real tool.” Ethan shoved his ball cap on again and slanted an annoyed glance at Matt. “Maybe you should reconsider your taste in men.”

      Deke pivoted to Ethan, wagging his finger like a parent would a child. “If you can’t shut your trap, I’ll talk Hunter and Logan out of sending you on this mission.”

      Matt doubted Deke had that kind of sway, but if Ethan believed he did…that might be enough to shut the jerk-off’s big mouth. “Is your dick really that hard for my woman or do you just get your jollies by pissing me off?”

      Ethan’s expression soured. “You’re EM Security’s golden boy. You figure it out.” He turned back to Deke. “I’m ready.”

      Deke gestured him toward the door. “Let’s leave before the swamp gets hotter or you say something stupider.”

      Then the former CIA agent all but shoved the mafia killer’s kid in the boat and sped off with a wave.

      Trying to turn off his temper, Matt lifted the lid on the cooler and peeked inside, glad to see enough food for another few days. But the boxes of condoms nearly made him weak-kneed with relief. If these were truly his last days alone with Madison, he needed to make her feel closer to him while proving that she could rely on him. To Deke’s point, he needed to strengthen their connection and make sure their trust was as close to unbreakable as possible.

      Then he cast a glance at Madison. Given their messy-ass history, he couldn’t help but wonder if it would be enough.
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        * * *

      

      After Deke and Ethan’s departure, the horror of their situation washed over Madison. She and Matt would be stuck under her husband’s roof—under his thumb—for three excruciating months.

      Matt approached her with a stare full of gravity. “We have to talk.”

      “We do. Have you lost your mind? Or do you just have a death wish? If you come to DC with me, you’ll be an even bigger target for Todd. More accessible, too.”

      “You’re his prey of choice. If he tries to make me his whipping boy and I take some of his attention off you, that’s a win.”

      Madison gaped. “You don’t know what you’re inviting. Did you forget he’s capable of murder?”

      “No. That’s why I won’t leave you alone with him.”

      His protectiveness melted her heart, but he wasn’t hearing her. “He’ll use you to get to me.”

      “So you think I should just save myself and let you suffer alone with punk-ass Ethan and some unnamed muscle who doesn’t give a shit what happens to you?” Matt’s eyes narrowed. “Or did you just assume I’d cut out when things got tough? That I’d just leave you, like every other guy?”

      Once, she’d thought precisely that. She’d never questioned Matt’s bravery in the face of danger, but in the past, he’d found their budding relationship too emotional and too unsettling. And she’d never had good luck with guys hanging around once the pleasure had faded. Somewhere in the rubble of her broken heart, she’d figured she hadn’t been worth the hardship. Since coming to the swamp, she was questioning that. Matt had made her feel like the center of his universe. He’d opened up about his fears and accepted his needs while embracing hers. Still, that niggling part of her, where her insecurities lived, wouldn’t stop worrying that the price he paid for being with her would become too high.

      “I don’t know what to think. I never expected Todd to show up this morning or that I’d be going back to DC. Everything is happening so fast.”

      Matt wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close. “I told you that I won’t walk away just because you’re afraid for me. That’s still true. Besides, you might be married to Todd, but as long as I protect you, you’re mine. That lush mouth. That sweet pussy. That pretty ass. Every thought, every wish, every ache, every heartbeat? Mine.”

      He made that clear each day when he pressed her body beneath his and bent her to his filthy-minded will, wrenching pleas from her while he reduced her to a shaking, shuddering mess. But possessing her was easy when she didn’t push back and no one challenged him. What would happen when Todd stood between them? Or when Matt had to suffer consequences for wanting her? Even if he stuck it out, would he have endured too much once her divorce was final and the danger had passed? Would he leave her then for good?

      “Matt…”

      “Don’t ‘Matt’ me. I mean it. Every inch of you is mine. Are we clear?”

      “Fine, but⁠—”

      “No buts. You didn’t put any conditions on my claim.”

      “I can’t be yours when we’re under his roof.”

      He raised a brow, oozing displeasure as he grabbed her chin. “That’s where you’re wrong, honey. You’re always mine. Just because I may not be touching you, that doesn’t change.”

      Madison swallowed. On so many levels, she felt like his—every day, every night, every moment. But their past still loomed like a shadow. So did their future. Sometimes, she swore he must be in love with her. His face said it. His body said it. The way he cared for her, so often putting her needs first, said it. But he never spoke the words out loud.

      “Why does me being yours matter?”

      “If it’s not clear how much I want you, I’ll demonstrate again.” He peered down at her, his words an overtly sexual thrill.

      Excitement buzzed through Madison. She’d obviously gone insane. They had so many other problems beyond their relationship, and that’s where she should be focused. But under his sizzling stare, all that melted away. Her breath caught. The familiar ache for him gripped her belly.

      In the past twelve days, he’d dismantled her will to resist. It never mattered if everything between her legs was tender or that she’d come for him so many times her thighs felt like rubber and her womb cramped. Apparently, her body didn’t care that her husband planned to torment them for months. Even the suggestion that Matt wanted to touch her sent her pulse racing.

      He shifted closer, his body heat burning her from the inside out. “Do you need me to, honey?”

      As much as she wanted to say yes, she couldn’t. He hadn’t answered her question, merely skirted the truth. And sex would solve nothing. “We should put the groceries away.”

      Matt shoved the cooler aside and jerked her against his body. “They’ll keep. Are you regretting that you agreed to be mine?”

      Didn’t he know how she felt? “No.”

      “Since that morning in the motel, have you once wanted to undo it?”

      “No.”

      “Then you’re still mine.”

      Madison should balk, but why fight something she craved to her very bones? “I am, but⁠—”

      “I’m not walking away, and I won’t let Todd come between us again. We’re going to do our damnedest to come out of this together.”

      Emotion lumped in her throat. “I want that. More than anything.”

      But after years of assuming she’d been nothing to Matt but a weekend fling and the seemingly endless pleasure he’d given her since coming to the swamp, it was hard not to question whether he wanted her for more than sex. On the other hand, he’d been a different man lately, more relaxed, more open and communicative. And his possessiveness seemed to be growing.

      If he doesn’t love you, why?

      Her hopeful heart kept asking that question. She had to stop fantasizing that, if not for everything he’d been through with his father, Matt would confess his feelings. Rationalizing that he simply needed more time to know how he felt wasn’t helpful, either. The ugly truth was, thinking about their future shouldn’t be her first priority. She stood a better chance of surviving Todd with Matt protecting her, period. When this ordeal was over, she would worry about whether he still wanted her.

      Matt kissed her forehead. “Then that’s what we’ll do.”

      Madison hoped their determination would be enough but swallowed her worries for now. Wordlessly, they worked together to empty the cooler. Matt grabbed the boxes of condoms, taking one into the bedroom, then dropping the rest in the dungeon.

      She disappeared into the bathroom, her thoughts awhirl as she washed her hair. After twenty fruitless minutes of trying not to let Todd’s threats buckle her composure, she stepped into the hall with damp tresses braided, her towel wrapped around her, and her thoughts more confused than ever.

      Matt waited in the bedroom, hair tamed, shirtless and motionless. He drilled her with his stare. At first glance, he looked something close to normal, but he was too still. Then she saw his eyes. They raged like a storm. His turbulence stirred the air.

      “Is something wro⁠—”

      “Are you hungry?” he demanded.

      “I’m okay. You?”

      “I ate while you showered. Are you thirsty? Have a headache? Need the bathroom?”

      In other words, did she have anything to address before he unpacked whatever was on his mind. “No.”

      On slow footsteps, Matt closed in. “I don’t want you worrying about me. You’re my focus. So we’re going to get straight, you and I. If you think I’m being overprotective or controlling, I probably am. No apologies. I don’t like your husband near you, and I’m more concerned with your safety than stepping on your toes.”

      Madison understood. “I don’t want to be around Todd, either. But he’s made sure we can’t avoid him. He knows we’re together, but like Deke pointed out, we can’t flaunt it and give him ammunition to use during the divorce.”

      “We need to game plan how to handle the next three months. I’m already working on a strategy.”

      “Like what? How do we function under his roof? Or even communicate? One of the best things about being here with you is the fact we’ve talked more. I don’t feel like you’re putting up emotional walls between us anymore.” She took a risk and grabbed his hand. “I feel closer to you.”

      He squeezed her fingers in return. “Since coming here, I’m more comfortable with who I am and what we have. I’ll have to thank Jack in a big way when I’m able, but a huge part of the reason I’m in a better place is you.”

      But once they left the swamp, she would have to do without the succor of Matt’s touch and pretend they didn’t have any connection. That had her reeling. “When we’re at Todd’s place, I know we can’t talk, but I don’t even think it’s safe to write notes or text. Surveillance will capture everything we say and do. So what are our options?”

      “We’ll figure out something. We’ll devise hand gestures, or rely on the placement of items. Hell, maybe we’ll use smoke signals,” he tried to joke.

      The last thing Madison felt like doing was laughing.

      “And we’ll have our day away from his prying eyes each week,” Matt said reassuringly. “I’ll handle the rest.”

      Though Louisiana sweltered in July, the thought of only being her real self with him once a week had her shivering. “I’m worried.”

      “I am, too. It won’t be easy to hold myself back from comforting you after Todd has done his best to tear you down. And I have no idea how I’ll stop myself from wringing his worthless neck.”

      “He’ll bait you and try to make you lose your temper so he can have you arrested and make a spectacle of you.”

      “While he isolates you. Honey, I know.” He sidled closer. “But that’s not my biggest worry. It shouldn’t be yours, either.”

      “What is, then?”

      He smiled faintly. “Figuring out how I’m going to keep my hands off you.”

      That really wasn’t a concern…but it was. Madison could only imagine how terribly her body would ache without him. After their very first weekend together, her withdrawals had lasted forever. Now that they’d spent nearly two inseparable weeks? Her unfulfilled need for him might do her in. “I wish you didn’t have to, but⁠—”

      “I know.” Matt closed the last of the distance between them. “Anytime I do this to myself”—he thumbed her swollen lip—“just know that I want to kiss you. If I brush my temple, that means I’m thinking of you.”

      “A secret language?” She smiled. “I like it. And if I lick my lips, what do you think I’m saying?”

      “Whatever it is, I’m hoping it’s as dirty as it looks.”

      She dropped her voice, wanting to live in this moment with him forever. “I want to wrap my mouth around you.”

      He smiled in that brash, dirty way that never failed to turn her on. “Yeah? If I lick my lips, honey, consider that a promise. Next time we’re alone, I’ll get my mouth on your cunt and make you scream until you can’t anymore.”

      Heat scorched her. She needed to focus…but she couldn’t resist pushing aside reality for a few stolen instants before Todd’s coercion overtook her every waking moment.

      “I’d like that,” she breathed.

      He bent to her ear. “We’ll have to think of some way for me to communicate how badly I want to fuck you. I’m pretty sure grabbing my hard cock and crooking my finger to make you come take care of it would be too overt.”

      “You think?” she teased.

      “While effective”—he nipped at her lobe—“sadly, yes.”

      With a sigh of regret, Matt backed away, studying her. Silence fell. Clearly, he still had something on his mind.

      “What else do we need to talk about?” she asked.

      “I don’t want to upset you, but⁠—”

      “We have to be serious. After Todd’s bomb, we don’t have the luxury of joking around.”

      Face grim, Matt nodded. “The first—and the most important—thing we need to work on is your trust. You’re still questioning my dedication.”

      “I’m not. I just…” But she couldn’t finish that sentence without proving his point. Deep down, she was wondering how long he’d stick it out.

      “See? You are.”

      She flushed guiltily. “I don’t mean to. I trust you in a lot of ways.”

      “With your physical safety, sure. If you didn’t, you would never have knocked on my window the night you returned to Lafayette. But you have to trust me—with everything—if you’re going to survive Todd. And I’ll have to repair the damage I did after turning you over to Nash the following morning.”

      “You did what you thought was safest.”

      “It was also easiest. If you weren’t mere feet away, I wouldn’t have to admit I still wanted you or think about the way you made me feel.”

      Madison’s heart caught. “And now?”

      “The minute you went missing from Nash’s place, I had to face the hard truth that I’d left you twice, and I couldn’t do it again.” He dragged her body closer. “But words are cheap, and you have a history of being ghosted by guys. Believing me will take time.”

      “We don’t have the luxury of indulging my feelings.”

      “But if they affect your trust, they matter. Todd will try to manipulate them the second you walk through his door. If our connection isn’t strong enough, he’ll erode everything between us. Then, not only will he have the means to drive us apart, you’ll be less likely to listen to me if you’re in actual danger.”

      He was right. “What should we do?”

      “I could repeat that I hope we leave DC together, but words don’t mean much until we establish the trust to back them up. Meet me in the dungeon in five minutes. Naked. Am I clear?”

      Madison’s heart lurched. She swallowed. Todd had put them in a precarious, life-or-death situation; she shouldn’t be this eager to feel Matt’s touch. But why lie? Of course, growing their connection naturally would be better, but they couldn’t indulge in feel-good crap or waste time. They had to jump into the fire. If her need for Matt wasn’t so bone-deep, maybe she could stop herself from falling more in love with him. But she didn’t see that happening, even if he broke her heart again in the end.

      Solemnly, she nodded. “Yes, Matt.”
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      Anticipation pinged through Matt as Madison disappeared down the hall, her footsteps fading toward the dungeon. Her trust in them wasn’t solid, and he needed to shore that up and cement them into an unbreakable pair for the trial to come ASAP.

      But that wasn’t all. He wanted her forever.

      Madison had a hold on his heart. She understood him in a way he doubted any other woman could. He didn’t foresee ever willingly letting her go. But if he confessed that he loved her, would she assume he’d dropped the L-bomb as a shortcut to trust? If she did, that would fuck up the very faith he needed to strengthen. Nor could he use pleasure to communicate his feelings. She’d think all he wanted was sex. And he couldn’t run the risk of her treating him like more than a bodyguard once they reached DC. Todd would use that to wreak havoc.

      After the asshole’s visit, it was clear Matt had to prove she could trust him beyond her safety. Whatever they built together would not only help them through the ordeal with her soon-to-be ex, but restore their connection after Todd did his best to gut it. Until then, he couldn’t take Madison in his arms like a man in love. He had to challenge her like the Dom who feared for her life.

      He also needed a fallback plan. An insurance policy. Leverage. If he could dig up whatever dirt Todd had killed his cousin and best friend to bury, maybe he could devise an irrefutable way to expose the asshole to the public and free Madison for good.

      Matt dashed into the bathroom and grabbed a few necessities, then deposited them in the great room. He set up the coffee table to suit his purposes. After that, he dragged a chair to the middle of the kitchen, withdrew some food from the fridge, and blew out a deep breath. In an hour, he’d know exactly how much confidence she had in his ability to care for her and precisely where their trust needed to grow.

      Squaring his shoulders, he headed to the dungeon. As he’d instructed, she’d removed every stitch and stood in the middle of the room blissfully bare, head bowed.

      Every time he found her waiting naked for him, he felt humbled and damn near speechless—not to mention aroused as fuck. “Madison?”

      “Yes, Matt.”

      Her breathless reply thrilled him. He flipped on the lights and headed for her. She trembled with every step he took in her direction, her cheeks pinkening, her nipples peaking, her pussy plumping. The Dom in him loved seeing her body prepare itself for pleasure. The operative in him worried the telltale signs wouldn’t go unnoticed by the Pershing family, the public, or the media.

      When she risked a glance at him, the adulation in her eyes stopped him. “I love your submission and the way your body responds when we’re alone, honey. You have no idea. But in DC, you can’t react to me or give anyone any indication that I’m more than your bodyguard. It could be the difference between life and death.”

      “I know, but how?”

      “We’re going to work on that.” He would make her practice looking through him, as if he were an inanimate fixture in the room, until it became second nature. “Close your eyes and focus on my voice.”

      Since those commands were easy, she did so without hesitation. She’d complied with similar requests for the past twelve days, and he’d always rewarded her with bliss. Now, his demands would get unfamiliar and difficult. And unless she improved by leaps and bounds, the rewards would be few and far between.

      “Don’t react to anything I say or do unless I demand a response.”

      “Yes, Matt.”

      “What’s your safe word?”

      “Library.”

      As he plucked a blindfold from a hook along the wall, he dissected her body language. She was trying to hide his effect on her, but as he approached, her respiration ticked up. He breathed on her nape, and a shudder wriggled down her spine. As he circled her with slow steps, her pulse hammered at her neck. And when he eased so close their body heat mingled, she leaned in, erasing what little distance he’d left between them.

      “I’ll tell you when you have permission to touch me.” Matt eased away, ignoring the ache behind his fly, and slid the blindfold over her eyes. “Until then, you don’t.”

      Madison stiffened. He loved looking into her eyes as he unraveled her, so they hadn’t played with sensory deprivation since their first day at Jack’s cabin. But to expand her trust, he had to force her to rely totally on him, to comply now and shelve her questions for later.

      “Do you understand?” he prompted.

      “Yes, Matt.”

      “Green, yellow, or red?”

      “Green.”

      He caressed his way down her side, his knuckles skimming dangerously close to her pussy. Her body jerked. Her hips jolted toward his touch.

      “Hold still,” he commanded.

      “I’m trying.”

      “Trying isn’t enough.”

      “Every time you come near me, I get aroused.”

      Her words were gasoline on his sparking libido. “I told you not to react. And I didn’t give you permission to speak.”

      She curled her hands into fists and swallowed her reply. “Yes, Matt.”

      “When I come close?” he murmured into her ear. “Do. Not. Move. A. Single. Muscle. Are we clear?”

      “Yes, Matt.”

      Her shaky reply blew her facade of indifference to hell. Her little quivering voice turned him on. “Relax.” When she arranged her body into a reasonable facsimile of a casual pose, he nodded. “Stay like that.”

      On the far side of the room, he retrieved a pair of headphones. To Madison’s credit, she didn’t turn her head or give any indication she’d heard him.

      “Excellent.” When he circled behind her, he flipped the little switch to turn on the noise-canceling feature and slid the headphones over her ears, adjusting them to fit her.

      Once he settled them in place, he catalogued her reaction. She’d tensed slightly, apprehension tightening her mouth.

      Matt lifted one padded piece from her ear. “Breathe. As you exhale, drop your shoulders.” He waited as she complied, almost looking as if she didn’t have a single care. “Good. Green, yellow, or red?”

      “Green.”

      She wasn’t afraid to rely on him. Then again, she trusted him with her physical safety. It was other forms of trust they needed to grow.

      “Come with me,” he commanded, then settled the earpiece back in place and took her hand. He led her to the kitchen and eased her into the empty chair before sliding the headphones aside again. “Wait here. Don’t move.”

      Madison obeyed, but cold purpose muted his thrill. Quickly, he whipped together her breakfast. After all, for what he had planned, she would need her strength.

      Soon, he shoveled steaming eggs onto a plate, along with Greek yogurt, a peeled tangerine, and a surprise or two. He lifted her earpiece one more time. “Open your mouth.”

      Madison hesitated, then parted her lips. He settled a forkful of fluffy eggs on her tongue. He followed that with a tangerine wedge.

      “Hmm,” she moaned.

      Matt glowered. He’d warned her not to react… Since Todd was never going to be predictable, he couldn’t afford to be, either.

      He tapped her lip. She opened without pause, and he slid something she wouldn’t expect into her mouth, watching intently as she bit down.

      When he’d first moved to Louisiana, One-Mile had taken him to a gumbo place that had damn near burned off his tongue, so he knew Cajun peppers were sweet…but they also packed heat. Idly, he wondered how long it would take her to balk at the one he’d just fed her.

      Matt saw the exact moment the spice lit Madison up. Her whole body tensed. Something like panic crept across her face.

      When she tried to spit the pepper into her hands, he shoved them to her lap and clamped her wrists together with one big hand. With the other, he lifted the headphones and snapped his next command into her ear. “Swallow.”

      “It’s too spicy!”

      “Your punishment.”

      “For what?” she choked out.

      “I said not a word.”

      She stuck out her tongue. “I just moaned.”

      Adhering to the letter, rather than the spirit, of his command wouldn’t cut it. “You reacted.”

      “Water!”

      “Swallow,” he reiterated implacably.

      Grimacing, Madison forced down the pepper.

      Matt handed her a glass of water and watched her gulp it. “Listen, adapt, and comply the first time I say something. That’s the point of this exercise. Food won’t hurt you. Your husband will. Now, I don’t want any other reactions. Am I clear?”

      She looked
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must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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