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TALON

 

I surf.

I fuck.

I pretend to smile.

 

Two years ago my life was perfect, until it wasn’t. I scattered my wife’s ashes then walked away from the Marines. I didn’t think I had anything left to lose.

 

I was wrong.

 

The blonde showed up on my doorstep beaten and stabbed. I did what I was trained to do—I stitched her up. I didn’t have a clue who she was and I told myself I didn’t care. Until they came looking for her.

 

I swore I’d take my last breath before I let anyone else hurt her, except I didn’t know she was keeping a deadly secret. Now I had two choices, her life or mine.

 

Marriage and combat taught me the same thing—I was no one’s hero. And I was about to prove it.
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For my only child, my beloved son, Oliver.

You are and will always be my entire world.

I love you, Sweet Boy, and I miss you beyond measure.

 

Oliver Shane Bartel 2004–2020

 

◈ ◈ ◈

 

For my Mom and Dad, thank you for always being there.
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I SWIRLED THE ICE IN my glass. The moonlight glinted off the bride’s dark hair and the past two years disappeared. I was no longer watching my best friend dance with his new wife. I was remembering the silk of my wife’s hair as it slipped through my fingers and drowning in her deep brown gaze as she said two simple words.

“Another?”

I blinked and the image of my dead wife was gone. I looked up at the waitress. “Sorry, darlin’. Come again?”

Blonde, cute, she glanced at the bride and groom then looked back at me and smiled. “They make a beautiful couple.”

“No denyin’ that.” I tossed back the last of my whiskey.

“Would you like another drink?” she asked sweetly.

I dragged my eyes the length of her and smiled a smile that usually got me what I wanted. “That depends.”

Heat flushed her cheeks but she didn’t drop my gaze. “On what?”

I stared at her tits then her lips. “You.”

A small giggle escaped and she fluttered her eyelashes like she thought it’d make a difference. “You’re forward.”

“I’m single,” I stated, already irritated with the conversation. “What time you get off?”

“Half hour,” she said coyly.

I stood and placed my glass on her tray, then I leaned down to her ear. “Grab me another whiskey while I wait for you, darlin’.” This shit was getting too easy.

She shivered but she didn’t move.

“Now,” I commanded.

“Yes, sir.” She giggled, hightailing it back to the bar.

I watched her ass as André Luna walked up beside me.

Glancing over his shoulder at her, he chuckled. “Fifty bucks says you don’t know her name.”

I didn’t need to. I nicknamed them all anyway. “Hundred bucks says she’ll know mine in an hour.”

“I’m not stupid enough to take that bet.” He inclined his head toward Blaze and Layna on the dance floor. “Blaze asked me for a security detail while they’re on their honeymoon. Know what that’s about?”

I scanned the perimeter out of habit. “I thought we took care of it.” A few months ago Blaze and I had finally been able to neutralize a cartel lord who’d been stalking his wife for years.

“Me too.” André casually glanced across the lanai then looked up and down the beach.

I knew what he was thinking. Beyond the small lights strung up around the tables, it was dark as shit. Lots of places someone could hide. “What’d Blaze say?” André owned his own personal security firm. He’d taken everything he’d learned in the Marines and turned it into a profitable business with a reputation for being the best at what he did.

André scanned the beach once more before glancing at me. “He didn’t. Just that he wanted two of my men and he doesn’t want Layna to know about it.”

A memory of my wife on our honeymoon played in my mind like a cruel joke. No amount of security could’ve saved her life in the end. But if I’d paid better attention… I shook the thought away. “Can’t blame a man for bein’ cautious.”

The waitress came back. “Here you go.” Her smile was no longer shy.

I took the glass, letting my fingers purposely graze hers. “Thanks, butterfly.”

André grinned. “Yes, thank you, butterfly.”

She looked between us with a confused expression.

“Ignore him, darlin’. Hurry and finish up. Won’t take me a half hour to drink this.” I winked.

André laughed after she walked off. “Easiest fifty bucks I ever earned.”

“Fuck you.” I took a sip of the drink, feeling the burn.

He sobered. “Won’t help, you know.”

“What the hell are you talkin’ ’bout?”

He shrugged casually. “Tonight couldn’t have been easy, seeing them get married.”

The muscles in my shoulders went rigid as I swallowed a mouthful of whiskey. “You got somethin’ to say, say it.”

“Drinking, screwing random waitresses, it won’t make you forget her. Leigh didn’t want this for you. She wanted you to move on.”

My hand tightened around the glass.

He kept talking like I wanted to hear the shit that was coming out of his mouth. “I trust you with my life, brother, but this isn’t you. Respect her memory.”

“What the fuck do you know ’bout respect?” He’d never been married. He’d never scattered his wife’s ashes. I didn’t want to respect her memory. I wanted five goddamn minutes when I didn’t feel crushing grief.

André looked at me with pity and I wanted to slam his face into the tiled patio.

He shook his head. “I know you got no respect for the life you’ve been living.”

The waitress reappeared at my side and smiled. “I got off a little early.” Her hand feathered across my arm and settled in the crook of my elbow.

Fuming, my chest tight, I looked down and her features blurred into the sea of nameless women I’d fucked over the past two years. I shook her arm off. “Somethin’ came up.”

Her face twisted in confusion. “But I—”

“But nothin’.” Fuck her, fuck André, fuck the whole wedding party. I shoved my hand in my pocket and grabbed my keys as I strode toward the parking lot.

“Wait,” she called.

Already halfway to my car, I ignored her. I got in my Challenger and drove the seven-hour drive home.
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TIRED AS FUCK, I STARED out the front window of my surf shop at the blonde across the street.

Kendall smirked. “She’s been out there since yesterday. You going to talk to her?”

I turned and took in my employee’s tight leather lace-up top. If I didn’t think she’d gut me in my sleep, I would’ve nailed her long ago. “Who you talkin’ ’bout?” I played dumb.

“Don’t pull that shit with me.” Kendall put her red-painted fingernail on the front window and tapped the glass. “She’s been parked in the same spot since yesterday afternoon and that…is not a purse.” She pointed at the small duffel next to Nicole’s feet. “That’s an I-left-my-man bag.”

Fuck. She was probably right. I’d met Nicole awhile back and her boyfriend Randy was an asshole. He worked at the shop where I took my bike. He was a decent mechanic but I’d seen him out at enough bars to know he was a fucking tool when he drank. If he wasn’t starting a fight, he was mouthing off to someone. I’d never figured how he’d scored someone as sweet as Nicole. “Maybe she’s just gettin’ a little sun. Nothin’ wrong with a beach day.”

“First of all, I know you’re not that stupid. And second, a beach day would entail a towel and a bikini and your feet actually hitting the sand, not parking your ass on the beach wall.” Kendall threw her hands up. “But if you want to be a dick and not help her…” She trailed off and sauntered back toward the register.

Goddamn it. I didn’t want to deal with this shit. I’d driven all night to get home and minus a quick stop at my house for a shower, I’d come straight to work. All I wanted to do was finish the surfboard I was working on, catch some waves, and get a decent night’s sleep. I needed to forget about women, all women, including the one with her back to me, sitting on the beach wall looking lost as hell. As if she’d heard me, Nicole wrapped her arms around her stomach and shivered.

“Shit. It’s eighty-five degrees out,” I muttered.

Kendall looked up from taking inventory. “It’s Florida. Your point?”

“Nothin’,” I snapped, walking back to my office. I grabbed my keys and my 9mm, tucking it into my back waistband and pulling my T-shirt over it. For once I was glad I was in jeans instead of board shorts.

“Expecting trouble?” Kendall smirked.

It was a stupid question. She knew Nicole’s boyfriend. If Randy was around, there was trouble. “Nothin’ I can’t handle.”

She crossed her arms. “That’s what everyone says—right before they take a bullet between the eyes.”

Anyone else saying those words, it would’ve been a warning. But Kendall followed it with a smile that was one hundred percent meant to rile.

I pushed past her. “Watch the shop.”

Her voice went sugary sweet. “Gee, Kendall, can you please look after my store while I run out and play hero? I know you’re here more than me but I really appreciate it. You’re such a good friend and employee to have.” Then she dropped the pretense and yelled, “You don’t pay me enough!”

She was probably right. “Buy yourself lunch. Take it out of the register.” Sunglasses on, I stepped out into the humid morning.

I crossed the street and five paces away, I knew something was wrong. Nicole wasn’t hugging herself, she was cradling her arm. Her hair disheveled, her T-shirt stained and ripped, there was mottling all over the back of her neck.

Goddamn it. If that fucker had hit her, I was gonna hit him back. My fists clenched and I slowed my pace. Making a wide arc, I approached from the side of her good arm and stopped three feet away. “Hey, Nic.”

Her back straightened but she kept her face hidden behind her hair and a huge pair of sunglasses. She didn’t say shit.

I looked out at the ocean. “Nice day for the beach.”

No response.

“You’re not workin’ today?” I couldn’t remember what she did but Randy, the prick, complained about her working all the time. When she didn’t answer, I hopped up on the wall next to her.

She flinched.

“Hey hey hey, darlin’. Nothin’ doin’, just sittin’ a spell. That all right?” I tried to look at her face but she ducked her head and shrugged one shoulder. I glanced at her arm. There was no blood or bone jutting out, but the way she was holding it, something was wrong. “Good day to catch some sun.” I scanned the beach for any sign of Randy.

She didn’t answer and I didn’t see him, so I started counting sets. The waves were shit and whatever the hell was wrong with her, I didn’t want to deal. I’d bet my bank account it was tied up around Randy. Veteran or not, he was an asshole.

I was starting to lose patience with the waiting game when she shifted slightly and I felt her eyes dart toward me.

“I think he’s dead,” she barely whispered.

I pushed my sunglasses up and turned. Motherfucker. “Take your sunglasses off,” I demanded.

She gingerly pulled them down her face.

Anger surged. “What the hell did he do to you?” The whole left side of her face was a mess—eye swollen, lip split, cheek bruised and purpling. She quickly hung her head but I caught her chin. “Oh, no you don’t.” I held her face in place, surveying the damage. “What the fuck did he use? A goddamn two-by-four?” No fist caused this.

“I fell,” she said nervously.

“Bullshit.” If he wasn’t dead already, I was going to kill him.

She pulled her chin free. “It’s true. I fell into the doorframe.”

“Fell or was pushed? And what do you mean, dead?”

She looked away. “I didn’t know where else to go.”

I rubbed my hand over my face. “Cops after you?”

“No… I don’t think so.”

I pushed off the wall then reached for her. “C’mon. First things first, let’s get you cleaned up.”

She leaned back, clutching her arm tight.

The look of fear in her eyes went straight to my gut. “I’m not gonna hurt you, darlin’, I promise.” I put my hands on her small waist. “C’mon, let me help you down.”

She didn’t fight me but when her feet hit the ground, her leg gave out and she fell into my chest. She let out a small cry of pain and my arms were around her in a nanosecond.

The scent of jasmine broadsided me.

“Shh, shh, I gotcha.” Jesus, she smelled incredible. Sunshine and innocence and sweet jasmine fucked around in my head.

“Sorry,” she breathed out, her voice laced with pain.

Her scent threatening to take hold, shit stirring in my chest, I shut everything down. Letting my former military training kick in, I went into medic mode. “Can you walk?”

“Mm-hm.” Her face strained, she cautiously put her foot down and her hand landed on my stomach for support.

The second she touched me, I forgot all my training.

I stared at her small, beaten body and anger ripped through my veins. “You lyin’?”

She panted through a few short breaths then shook her head.

“Nic?” I growled, two seconds away from picking her up.

Her hand slid to my side and trembling fingers dug into my waist. “Yeah?”

I vowed then and there that Randy fucking Carter was going to pay for this. Forcing my voice to a calm I didn’t feel, I gently wrapped my hand around her good arm. “Take a deep breath, sweetheart. If you don’t think anythin’ is broken, find your balance.”

“Nothing’s broken.” Determination in her voice, she inhaled and tested her weight on her leg. “I can walk.”

“Good girl.” Without thinking, I stroked her hair.

Startled, she looked up and big blue eyes full of mistrust met my gaze.

Everything went still. The bullshit chaos in my head, grief, anger, it all went quiet like the flip of a switch—a fucking jasmine switch.

Forcing myself to move back, I grabbed her duffel. “C’mon.”

She took an unsteady step.

“Nic?” It was everything I could do not to pick her up.

“I’m okay.”

Jesus. “No, you’re not. But I’m gonna see what I can do ’bout that.” I wrapped an arm around her for support and she instantly leaned into me.

I walked her across the street to the surf shop I owned and led her to my office in back. For once, Kendall kept her head down and her mouth shut.

When I set Nic in a chair, she winced and the leg she’d been favoring stayed straight out in front of her. “Thank you.”

Enough with this bullshit. “Where else are you hurt?” I demanded.

“My wrist.”

I stared at her. Blonde hair tossed by the wind, her clothes a mess, her face beaten to hell, she was still beautiful. I caved. “All right. I’ll play this your way.”

I squatted next to her and my training took over. I inspected the swelling on her cheek and gently pushed at the surrounding bone. She didn’t flinch but that didn’t mean it wasn’t fractured. I pulled her wrist toward me and turned her hand over in mine and she sucked in a stilted breath. “Tell me what happened.”

She gave me the one-shoulder shrug again.

I felt my way up the rest of her arm. “Where’s Randy?”

“At the apartment. I think.”

Nothing else seemed injured. “Was he breathing when you left?” I gently placed her wrist back in her lap. It was broken.

She slowly exhaled. “I don’t know.”

I stood and crossed my arms, leaning on my desk. “But you think he’s dead?”

“He didn’t really look like he was breathing.” Her voice was soft and breathy but the words were emotionally detached.

“Did you kill him?”

Her eyes met mine but her expression gave nothing away. “No.”

“What’s your end game?” If I was going to do anything beyond dumping her at the ER, I needed to know what I was getting myself into.

“What do you mean?”

I lost my patience. “C’mon, darlin’. I don’t have time for this shit. You show up on my doorstep half beaten to death, sayin’ you didn’t know where else to go. That tells me two things. One, you’re in deep shit and two, you think I can help. So, I ask again, what’s your plan? And don’t tell me it’s to go back when he calms the fuck down. Dead or alive, you’re done with that worthless prick. I ain’t a battered women’s shelter you can check in and out of.”

“Randy told me you were a doctor in the Navy,” she said in that quiet voice that was beginning to make me wonder if she ever got pissed off.

I sighed. “SARC, Marines.”

“What?”

“Not a doctor. Trauma medic. Answer my question.”

“I don’t want to go back there.” Nothing changed in her expression.

I pushed off the desk, hoping like hell she was telling the truth. “Okay. Let’s go.”

Her shoulder stiffened. “Where?”

“ER. X-rays. Your wrist’s broken and I want your cheek looked at. Not to mention the leg you’re favorin’ that you won’t tell me about.”

“It doesn’t hurt as much as my wrist.”

“Thank God for small favors. Up.” I held my hand out, gentleman that I am.

She stared at me for a moment.

Then she reached for my hand and her entire story fell to shit.
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I GRABBED HER HAND, LOOKED pointedly at her busted-up knuckles then at her. “Defensive wounds are a game changer.”

She tried to pull her hand back but I held firm.

“Let go.” No change in her tone, there was a surprising amount of force behind her words.

I dropped her hand but crossed my arms menacingly. “How ’bout we try this again. From the beginnin’.” Self-defense was one thing. Premeditated murder was a whole different animal. Anger, disappointment, pride that she’d hit him, I didn’t know what the fuck I was feeling but it didn’t matter. I wasn’t helping a cold-blooded murderer no matter how hot she was.

Her face, swollen parts and all, tensed up in anger. “I didn’t kill him.”

So she was capable of getting pissed off. “Good, because cops in my store are bad for business.”

“Forget it, I don’t need your help.” She pushed up with her good arm and rose out of the chair with effort.

“Save the drama. It doesn’t affect me.”

She took a step and her face twisted in pain. “All of you Marines are the same.”

My lips curved up in a vicious smile. “You think I’m like him?” I leaned in close and dropped my voice. “I don’t give a shit enough about women to beat them after I fuck them.”

She didn’t even flinch.

I laid it out. “Let’s get somethin’ straight. This once, I’m gonna give you the benefit of the doubt because you don’t know me. So listen up. I don’t get off on beatin’ women. I don’t drink till I piss myself. I don’t run my mouth when I can’t back it up and I sure as shit never left a woman lookin’ like you look now. I may be an asshole but I am nothing like Randy fucking Carter.”

Something flashed across her features then her expression shut down. “Sorry.”

My dead wife’s face popped into my head—saying the same motherfucking thing to me. It pissed me off then, and Nic was pissing me off now. “You apologize to me one more time, you can walk outta my shop.”

She nodded once.

“I didn’t hear you.”

“Okay.”

I took three breaths to calm down and push the shit in my head back deep where it belonged. “What happened to your hand?”

“He wouldn’t let me go.” Her leg wavered and she grabbed the edge of my desk with her uninjured hand for support. “So I punched him.”

Fucker deserved it. “You need to sit?”

Her jaw clenched. “No.”

“You lyin’?” I saw the pain all over her face.

“No.”

Fuck, she was determined. I took the gun from my waistband, locked it in my desk and picked up my car keys. “Let’s go.” I headed for the door.

“Talon?”

Up until that very second, I didn’t realize I’d never heard my name cross her lips. Except she didn’t say it, she pleaded. Breathless, wounded, she said my name with gut-wrenching desperation and it was impossible to ignore.

“Goddamn siren,” I muttered, wishing like hell she hadn’t just earned the nickname. I turned. “What, darlin’?”

Her big blue eyes looked at me with alarm. “I can’t go to the hospital.”

“Why not?” Christ, she was pretty.

“I don’t have insurance.”

“Fine. I know a walk-in clinic.”

“I don’t have the money. Can you just wrap my wrist?”

I should’ve stayed in the Marines. At least I would’ve been getting paid to play doctor. “I can’t set that wrist if it’s broken,” I lied. “I’ll cover the cost of the clinic.” Her arm would heal, I wasn’t worried about that. I wanted her face and whatever she was hiding under her jeans looked at.

Her shoulders relaxed but she protested anyway. “I’ve got no way to pay you back.”

For some reason, I was feeling charitable. “You tell me everythin’ that happened and we’ll call it even.”

Resignation filtered into her expression and I knew I was losing ground.

I played hardball. “Your choice. Door’s that way.” I inclined my head.

She dropped her gaze. “You hate him.”

“You’re right. Still doesn’t change shit between you and me. You want my help, start talkin’.”

“You’re going to judge me for being with him. Everybody does.”

“I’m not judgin’ shit. I’m lookin’ at a woman beaten by a man, and I’m plottin’. Big difference.”

She snapped her gaze to mine and fear flashed across her features before she quickly hid it. “You’re wasting your effort.”

Un-fucking-believable. She was going to defend that asshole? “How so?” This ought to be good.

“You just are.”

Maybe, maybe not. “I’m tight with lost causes.”

Her back stiffened. “I’m not a cause.”

I studied her a moment, trying to figure out what the hell was going on. Something wasn’t adding up. She came to me for help, then defended the asshole and said she didn’t need help. Why the hell was she here? “Start talkin’,” I repeated.

She studied me a moment as if she were deciding how much to tell. “It was an accident. It wasn’t his fault. After his last deployment, things…changed.”

“Meanin’?”

“He wasn’t the same.”

“No one is.” Life, war, they changed people.

“I realize that.”

I couldn’t decipher a single emotion in her response. “So what happened?”

“I tried to walk,” she stated matter-of-factly.

“Tried?” I asked, but I knew I wasn’t going to like the answer.

“He had a knife, and he said he was going to kill himself. I tried to leave but he caught me.” She absently flexed the hand with bloodied knuckles. “I broke free but when I ran, I tripped on the rug and hit the doorframe. I must’ve blacked out. When I woke up, he’d…” She inhaled, but the tight rein she kept on her emotions started to crack. She shook her head, then rushed through her next sentence. “He’d already cut himself.” Her hand stilled but her voice wavered. “I left and came here but you weren’t working.”

My gut constricted at the thought of her beaten and alone all night. “Where’d you sleep last night?”

“On the beach,” she quietly admitted.

I fought not to react, but my words still came out clipped. “That wasn’t safe.”

She gave me the slight shrug again. “It was safer than going home.”

My hatred of Randy rose to a new level. “What happened to your leg?”

“He was behind me when I ran.” She shifted her weight to her good leg. “The knife was in his hand. It wasn’t intentional.”

Jesus Christ. “You’re cut?”

Her head down, her hand braced on the desk, she nodded.

“Show me,” I demanded.

She shrunk back a foot. “My pant leg won’t roll up that high.”

My nostrils flared and my hands fisted. “Take your pants off.”

She glanced at the closed door, then bit her bottom lip.

I forced my muscles to relax and dropped my shoulders, faking the appearance of calm. “I’ve seen it all before.”

“I know,” she said hesitantly.

“What the hell does that mean?”

Her striking blue gaze met mine. “You have a reputation.”

She was fucking stabbed, and she was worried about my goddamn reputation? “Then you know if I was tryin’ to get in your pants, I wouldn’t have to ask.”

I was half surprised when she gingerly pushed her pants down to her knees without further comment. Smooth, tan, beautiful thighs, I only had a second to look before my clinical side took over and I peeled back what looked like paper towels from a public restroom and a bunch of blood-soaked Band-Aids.

The cut ran up the outside of her right thigh from about six inches above her knee to just below her hip, where there was a slightly deeper incision about two inches in width. Intentional or not, the fucking bastard had stabbed her.

I put pressure on the outside of the puncture wound, looking for infection. “Did you clean this?” I barked, too angry to hold back my voice.

She jumped. “Sorta.”

Motherfucker. “You need stitches.”

“No insurance.” She reached to pull her pants up, and the deepest part of the wound oozed.

“Wait.” Goddamn it. I weighed my options. “Alright, you’ve got two choices. I can deal with your leg here and we can let the walk-in handle your face and arm or you can have the clinic take care of everythin’.”

She didn’t hesitate. “Leg here.”

I nodded. “Be right back.” I went out to my car and grabbed my medical kit. I was almost back to the office when Kendall stopped me.

“She okay?” Occasionally Kendall had a heart. The other ninety-nine point nine percent of the time she was a pain in the ass.

“She’s gonna be. What do you know about Randy Carter?” I hated even saying the fucker’s name.

Kendall shrugged. “Works at Candle’s garage, is a shit mechanic, drinks his life away and gambles on pool games he loses. Why?”

Kendall knew most of the guys at the garage, because she was tight with the owner, Candle. “Can you find out if he’s been at work?”

A rare, slow smile spread across her face and she grabbed her purse from behind the counter. “Can and will. You going to teach him a lesson?”

“Find out discreetly,” I warned, purposely not answering her question.

“What do you think this is? Amateur hour?”

I had no fucking idea. I knew next to nothing about Kendall except that everyone who knew her was as tight-lipped as if she were in the witness protection program. I didn’t even know where she lived because I paid her in cash.

“And don’t say shit to Candle either,” I warned. Candle was with the Lone Coasters MC. He was cool to me, but I also wasn’t stupid enough to fuck with him. I didn’t know his real name or how he’d gotten the street name Candle, but rumor had it he’d killed a man with a candle. I didn’t want to know how.

“Oh, please.” Kendall rolled her eyes.

“I mean it.” I didn’t need her running her mouth. “I’m not ready to let the cat out of the bag yet that Nic’s here.”

Kendal raised her eyebrows. “Just Nic? No pet name yet? What, she’s not pretty enough for you?”

I locked down my expression.

“I knew it.” Kendall gloated, making a come-here gesture with her hand. “’Fess up.”

“Siren.” I didn’t know why I fucking told her.

Kendall laughed. She actually laughed. “How telling.”

Not amused, I silently cursed Candle. After fixing my bike for free a while back, he’d not-so-gently told me I was hiring Kendall to work in my shop. She’d been busting my balls ever since. “I’ve never seen you laugh,” I accused.

“I’ve never seen you fall for a woman,” she said smugly.

Ignoring the twist in my gut, I pasted on a fake smile. “Lotta things I like to do with a woman, but fallin’ ain’t one of ’em.”

“Hundred bucks says you eat those words and her cunt.”

“Jealous?” I taunted, deflecting.

Kendall leaned forward and got in my face, as her finger trailed down my stomach. “I’d have to want to fuck you to be jealous. But those?” She pointed at my balls. “Aren’t big enough for me, hero.” She waltzed out of my shop.

“Fuckin’ hell,” I muttered, turning to go back to my office.

Nic stood in the doorway. “Is that your girlfriend?”
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GODDAMN IT. “I DON’T HAVE a girlfriend.” I hated Kendall and her big mouth. “How much did you hear?”

Nic stared after Kendall, then her eyes traveled to mine and despite her best efforts to hide what she was going through, all the shit of the last twenty-four hours showed on her face. Pain, exhaustion, anxiety—she looked vulnerable as hell. “Why did you nickname me Siren?”

I felt like an asshole. “Just so you know, I’m no fuckin’ hero.” I glanced at the pants she’d pulled back up over the open wound and silently cursed. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”

I didn’t wait for her to follow. I walked into the small kitchenette, grabbed one of the towels I kept for the beach and dropped it on the floor.

“Take your pants off and stand on the towel,” I ordered. “What’s your pain tolerance like?”

“What?” Her voice squeaked.

I spared her a glance. “I’m gonna throw some stitches in. I don’t have Novocain but I have topical cream and I’ll be fast.” It was the best I could do.

Looking nervous, she nodded. “Okay.”

I pulled out supplies while she stepped out of her pants. Once I had everything I needed, I allowed myself to take in the sight of her.

Jesus.

She looked so damn fragile as she tried to hold a brave face. The ripped T-shirt with bloodstains stood out against the pink satin of her underwear and all I wanted to do was pull her into my arms.

Knowing I shouldn’t, I cupped her good cheek. “I’ll be quick but I gotta stitch that wound before it gets infected. You with me?”

Her eyes closed but she didn’t say anything.

“C’mon, Siren,” I coaxed. “Open those baby blues and talk to me.”

She looked up at me with trust I didn’t deserve. “Okay.” She breathed out.

The thought of hurting her sucked. Add the misplaced trust in her expression and I had to give her an out. “The walk-in can numb you up. We could have them do this.”

“No,” she said forcibly.

I raised an eyebrow.

She softened her tone. “Can you please do it?” She pulled her injured arm closer to her body.

Standing there, holding her face, it felt good. Too good. I released her, grabbed a bottle of water and started talking her through what I was going to do. “I’m flushin’ the wound out.” I poured the water over her leg then picked up the hydrogen peroxide. “This may sting a little.” I followed with the disinfectant and her face twisted in pain. “It goes away in a few seconds,” I reassured, patting the surrounding skin dry. “But the topical will only help a little,” I warned, pulling on gloves. “You sure ’bout this?”

She steeled herself. “Yes.”

I smeared on a heavy dose of topical. She flinched but she didn’t complain.

“I gotta give it a few minutes.” Not wanting to look at her and see the pain in her eyes, I got the stitches ready. I messed around in my kit, then pulled out a chair and put another towel over it. When I had no reason to stall anymore, I nodded at the chair. “Sit.”

She eased down.

I dropped to my knees and held her gaze. “You ready?”

Her throat moved with a swallow. “Yes.”

I lifted her foot and tucked it under my arm. Holding it tight in case she jumped, I did the first stitch.

She jerked back and gasped in pain.

Fuck. “Sorry.” I tightened my hold, and quickly followed with the second stitch, wishing like hell I didn’t have to do this to her.

Sucking in a huge breath, she went white as fuck. “It’s okay.”

“You gonna faint on me?” I stuck her for the third suture, hating every second of it.

“No,” she panted.

“Good, ’cause I’d hate to have to catch ya,” I joked, forcing half a smile. “Never had a woman faint on me yet.” I quickly pulled the needle through two more times but I didn’t tell her I’d never stitched a woman. I’d seen more shit than I ever could’ve imagined, blown-off limbs, gaping wounds, grown men begging me to not let them die. I even treated a few wounded female Marines. But I’d never stitched one of them. “Usually it’s the big Marines who faint. They see a needle and it’s lights out.” I finished and grabbed a clean dressing. “Press this against the stitches for a few minutes.”

“Why?” Her voice was thready and weak.

“It stops the bleedin’ and keeps the stitches clean.” I pulled my gloves off. “You got a clean pair of pants?”

Hair falling in her face, her hand shaking, she pressed on her leg while she held her wrist against her chest. “In my bag.”

Watching her from the corner of my eye, I opened her duffel and a handful of loose pictures scattered. Not wanting to bend them, I gathered them up, but two fell out. One was a black-and-white photo of Nic as baby with an almost toothless grin. The other had an older couple with Nic standing between them. Her face fuller, her hair all sunshine and light, her smile was bigger than life. She was stunning.

I glanced at the woman in front of me and my chest tightened. “This your folks?” I found a pair of those pants women use to work out in.

Her face pinched, she breathed out of her nose. “Mm hm.”

I hated seeing her in pain. “I can give you somethin’ to take the edge off.”

She shook her head. “Can I stop pressing on this now?”

“Yeah. Let me cover that up.” I threw the pants over my shoulder, and covered a fresh dressing with antibiotic cream. Then I placed it over the stitches, and wrapped her thigh twice with gauze. “Here.” I held out one of the legs of the clean pants so she could step in.

“I can do that myself.”

“One-handed?”

“I did it yesterday.” With stubborn determination she tugged her shirt down in front of her underwear but otherwise she didn’t budge.

I sighed. “Occasionally the proper Southern manners my mama taught me slip out, and I’m the gentleman she raised me to be.” I maintained eye contact. “This is one of those times.”

Despite half her face looking like shit, and the fact that I’d just put five stitches in her without Novocain, she self-consciously stepped into her pants.

I eased them up past her knees. “Where you from, Siren?”

She pushed my hands away and took over. “Ocala.”

“Your family still there?” I told myself she needed somewhere to go, but the thought of her leaving while injured gnawed at my gut.

She didn’t answer.

“Only a couple hours’ drive from here,” I commented casually.

She still didn’t respond.

“Once we get you patched up, you can go home.”

Before I’d even finished my sentence, her entire demeanor changed. Her body went tight, her lips thinned out, and she got a determined look on her face. With short, jerky movements, she grabbed her bag, and zipped it close. “I can get myself to the clinic. Thanks for the stitches.” She turned toward the door, barely able to put weight on her leg.

“You got a car?” If she did, I doubted she would’ve been on my doorstep.

“I’ll manage.” She hobbled in to the store and I followed.

Instead of seeing her departure for the blessing it was, I was suddenly pissed she was walking out. “Clinic’s miles from here.”

“I’ll get a cab.”

I leaned a hip against the front counter and crossed my arms. “Ain’t New York City, darlin’. Cabs don’t wait outside.”

“I’ll figure it out.”

“You got any money?” No purse, no wallet in her bag, I didn’t even see a phone when I searched through her shit.

“Thanks for your help.” She’d made it almost to the front door of the shop when Kendall strode in.

“Hey, Nicole.”

I gave Kendall credit, she didn’t even do a double take when she saw Nic’s face.

“Hi,” Nic said wearily.

“Where are you going?” Kendall blocked the door.

Nic’s shoulders slumped. “Can you let me by?”

Kendall didn’t let up. “Are you going home?”

I’d be lying if I said I didn’t get off on the thought of seeing Kendall square off with someone, but Nic? No fucking way. “Kendall,” I warned.

She glared at me. “If you can’t handle this, I will.”

I shrugged like I didn’t give a shit, but in truth I was never going to let Nic get past the front door. “Nic’s a big girl. She can make her own decisions.”

Kendall flipped the closed sign, locked the shop’s door, and zeroed in on Nic. “He has a guest room.”

Shit. “Kendall. My office, now.”

With about as much mothering instinct as a black widow, Kendall pointed Nic to the stool behind the counter. “Sit,” she commanded before waltzing toward my office.

I barely got the door closed and Kendall let loose.

“You can save your friend’s wife from a murderer but you can’t save that girl from a piece of shit like Randy? What’s wrong, hero? Losing your touch?”

Seriously? She was going to compare the two? When Blaze met Layna, she’d been running scared from a cartel prick who’d killed her parents. That fucker had been stalking her for years. Having a drug cartel lord after you was a little different than domestic abuse. I wasn’t discounting Nic’s plight, but if Blaze and I hadn’t stepped in and taken the asshole out, Layna would be dead. I knew Blaze asking André for a security detail for his honeymoon wasn’t a good sign, but I pushed the thought away, and glared at Kendall. “Fuck off.”

“No, you fuck off. Randy called in sick yesterday and today. Candle told him he’d better show tomorrow or he’s out of a job. If you think he won’t come after her, you’re wrong.” She spun toward the door.

All of a sudden, this wasn’t about Nic. “Who was he?”

Her hand froze on the handle.

“Only one thing makes a woman as hard as you.” And it sure as shit wasn’t balls of steel.

Kendall faced me and spoke in a deadly whisper. “You think you know me?”

“Not at all.” And that was the way she kept it. She was secretive as hell about anything personal.

“Good.”

Fucking perfect. “And I was gonna let it stay that way—until you got in my shit.”

“I got in your shit?” she practically spat.

“A woman comes to me, asks for my help, then wants to leave and you lock the door? Offer my house?” I got in her face. “You better believe you’re gonna explain yourself.” My life was my business, she didn’t get to interfere.

“Oh, come on. You really think she was going to leave?” Kendall deflected. “Where’s she going to go?”

“You better hope it’s nowhere because if she ain’t perched on that stool when I walk outta here, I’m holdin’ you personally responsible.”

Her glare turned up a notch. “She came to the best, right? Talon the Marine. Talon the Savior. Talon the hero.” She spit the words out bitterly. “You think I’m blind? You think I don’t see what you’re trying to do?”

“Look around, sweetheart.” I stretched my arms wide. “I own a fuckin’ surf shop. Nothin’ more, nothin’ less.”

She smirked. “Is that what you tell yourself?”

“I don’t have to tell myself shit because I’m not the one confused.”

“Well, neither am I.” Her face went smug as hell and she dropped her bomb. “You couldn’t save your wife, so now you try to save everyone else.”

Ruthless hate washed over me like a drug. Air burning my lungs, anger coursing through my veins, I couldn’t speak.

“That’s what I thought,” Kendall taunted. “Mr. Rough Edges and Brass Balls has nothing flirty to say to that.”

“You’d fuckin’ like that, wouldn’t you?” My voice off, I leaned toward her. “Rough and hard get you off?”

Eyes burning with disgust, she glared at me. “You couldn’t get me off if you tried.”

“You have no idea what I’m capable of.” My voice went low and threatening. “You ever mention my wife again, don’t step foot in my shop.” I walked out, slamming the door behind me.

Nic glanced up at me with uncertainty.

“Let’s go, Siren.”
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UNLOCKING THE PASSENGER DOOR OF my Challenger, I held it open.

Siren stared at the car.

My hand went to my hip. “Need help?”

“No, thank you.” She awkwardly lowered her leg to get in and stumbled.

I grasped her good arm and she sucked in a breath like she was afraid of me. Goddamn it. “I’m not gonna hurt you.”

“I know, I’m good,” she said in an almost mechanical voice.

I waited till she was settled, then I got behind the wheel. Staring straight ahead, I did something I never do. I explained myself. “Kendall likes to push my buttons. I let her because she’s the most reliable employee I’ve ever had. She’s not my girlfriend, she’s not even my friend. I got pissed because she was interferin’.” I looked at her. “Not because she offered my guest room.”

“You don’t have to explain.”

I did anyway. “I’m not mad at you.”

She nodded. “Thank you for clarifying.”

There was zero emotion in her tone and I wanted to know if it was real. “You always this even?”

Her eyebrows drew together. “I’m sorry?”

“Calm, mild mannered, even tempered,” I explained, describing everything I wasn’t.

“Would you prefer something else?”

“It’s got nothin’ to do with what I prefer. I’m just wonderin’ who the real woman is behind that emotionless front.”

She sighed. “I’m not putting up a front. I’m tired and hurt. Can we please go and get this over with?”

“Yep.” I let out a breath and pulled into traffic. Irritation I could deal with. But that emotionless shit? I’d seen it too many times and it was usually a ticking time bomb. “What story we gonna use?”

“Excuse me?”

“When they ask you at the clinic what happened?”

She thought a moment. “Surfing accident?”

No one would ever buy it. “You look like you’ve been beaten with a two-by-four, not a surfboard.”

Determination filtered into her tone. “I don’t care what anyone thinks.”

I almost smiled. I could tell she wasn’t bullshitting, and I admired the fuck out of her for it. “Good for you. Makes life easier.”

She shrugged one shoulder. “The stitches feel tight.”

I glanced at her to see if she was accusing me of something but she was just staring out the window. “Wait till they start itchin’.”

“When does that happen?”

“Coupla days.”

She didn’t respond.

For some reason, her silence bugged me. “What’s goin’ on in that pretty little head of yours?”

“You don’t have to flirt with me.”

Her honesty was disarming. “Statin’ fact is all, Siren.”

“I’m not a siren.”

“You’re definitely a siren, in every sense of the word.” I couldn’t leave her alone. I didn’t even want to. If that didn’t spell trouble, I don’t know what the fuck did.

She turned toward the window.

“You done talkin’ to me?”

“Thank you for taking care of my leg.”

The quiet humility in her voice made me feel like an asshole. “Welcome,” I muttered, pulling into the walk-in clinic. “Wait for me. I’ll help you out.”

“Okay,” she said without an ounce of animosity.

I got out of the car and took a second to feel the hot sun on my shoulders and center myself. I didn’t know what to make of Siren. Not that I was trying to impress her, but I’d also never had to work at conversation with a woman before. If I was smart, I’d get her patched up and on her way, then find the nearest piece of ass and fuck myself into oblivion.

The thought leaving a bitter taste in my mouth, I opened her door. Sweeping an arm under her knees, another behind her back, I lifted the nothing weight of her and got slammed with the scent of jasmine.

Trusting and innocent, she curled her arm around my neck. “Thank you.” Her soft voice touched a place in my heart I kept locked down as her sweet breath sent a shot of awareness up my spine.

“Welcome,” I rumbled. “Watch your head.” I pulled her out of the car and set her on her feet, but when her injured foot touched the ground, she swayed. “Whoa, darlin’.” My arms wrapped around her and for a split second, I felt like I was home.

“No, no.” Sucking in a breath, she put her hands on my chest. “I can do it.”

Thrown, I let her go. “You hate people helpin’ you?”

“I’m just not used to it,” she answered frankly.

Not wanting to think about that, or the feel of her soft innocence in my arms, I led her inside and had her take a seat. I knew before I’d brought her what I’d be up against, but the hard stare from the elderly receptionist made me grit my teeth.

Eyeing Siren’s face, she handed over a clipboard with paperwork. “Insurance?” she asked briskly.

I smiled my million-dollar smile. “I’m payin’ the good ol’-fashioned way.” I slapped a credit card on the counter.

She rang the card up and handed it back. “Fill out the paperwork and have a seat. We’ll call you when the doctor is ready.”

“Much obliged.” I took my card back and sat down next to Nic. “You right-handed?” I asked quietly.

“Yes.” She glanced at the paperwork, but nothing in her expression gave away what she was thinking.

“I’ll fill it out. What’s your full name?”

“Nicole Marie Archer.”

I was right. She was a siren. Her voice was soft and pretty and fuck if I wasn’t thinking about what she’d sound like in my bed. “Date of birth? Social?”

She gave me the numbers.

“You allergic to any meds?”

“No.”

“You currently takin’ anythin’? Any history you want mentioned on here?”

“No,” she said firmly.

I looked up at her, my bullshit detector going off. “Everyone’s got a history.”

“No medications,” she said just as firmly, ignoring me.

Surprised she wasn’t on birth control, I didn’t say shit about the other. I didn’t want to think about her life with that asshole. I filled out the rest of the paperwork, putting my address and phone number. If she noticed, she didn’t mention it.

I got up and handed the info back to the receptionist, who was still glaring at me like I was the one who’d busted up Nic’s face. “You should see what happened to the surfboard,” I joked.

All I got was a nod.

I sat back down and smiled at the receptionist as I draped an arm over Siren’s good shoulder. She stiffened but I brought my lips to her ear. “Lean into me,” I quietly commanded.

Two heartbeats later, she relented.

I gently rubbed her shoulder and tried to ignore how she felt like she belonged under my arm. “How ya doin’?”

“Tired.”

I doubt she got any sleep last night. Neither did I, but I’d been trained to handle it. “Close your eyes, darlin’.” I pulled her closer, rested my head against the wall and shut my own eyes. Jesus, that felt good.

“You smell nice,” she said quietly.

She smelled like everything I shouldn’t want. “You comin’ on to me?”

She ignored me. “It’s like coconuts and the beach.”

Plenty of women had paid me the same compliment over the years but coming from this Siren who didn’t flirt or waste words, it meant more than it should. “Surf wax and shampoo. I can’t take the credit.”

“I like it.”

Pretending she didn’t just give me a rush, I looked down at her and lazy smiled. “I’m glad.”

Her head on my shoulder, she studied me. “How come you don’t have a girlfriend?”

I couldn’t help myself, I fingered a strand of her hair. The soft waves fell across my hand like silk. “I thought you said I had a reputation?”

“You do. Is that why you don’t have a girlfriend?”

The question, coming from her, especially while she was curled up against me, wasn’t one I wanted to answer. I leaned my head back and closed my eyes again. “I’m not a one-woman kinda guy.”

“How long were you in the Marines?”

I glanced at her. “We playin’ twenty questions?”

“No.”

I nodded and closed my eyes again. “Six years. My turn. Why didn’t you go home to Ocala?”

“It’s not my home anymore. Why did you leave the Marines?”

Because my wife died and I had a mental fucking breakdown. “Wasn’t into it anymore.”

“Hm.” But it wasn’t an acknowledgement hm, it was an I-know-you’re-lying hm.

“Nicole Archer?”

I stood and pulled Nic up, but when I saw the nurse, I silently cursed.

“Oh.” The nurse faltered. “Hi, Talon.”

Shit. I couldn’t even remember her name. But I remembered what she could do with her tongue. “Hey,” I said warily as Nic looked between us.

Thank God Tongue Nurse turned her attention to Nic. With a sympathetic expression, she looked at her face. “That looks painful.”

“Surfing accident,” Nic lied casually.

“It happens.” Tongue Nurse politely nodded and led us into a room, but not before giving me the stare of death over her shoulder.

Normally I didn’t give a shit about this type of thing, but with Nic there I felt like a fucking tool. “She’s got a possible scaphoid fracture on her right wrist,” I said, “and I’m concerned about a zygomatic fracture. She needs X-rays.” Holding Nic’s waist, I lifted her onto the exam table.

Tongue Nurse eyed me suspiciously. “You seem familiar with medical terms.”

“He was a medic in the Marines,” Nic supplied.

“Really?” Tongue Nurse stepped forward and started examining Nic. “I’m sure you saw a lot of fractures then.” She turned Nic’s head to the side. “Did you lose consciousness when you hit your head?”

Nic said “No” the same time I said “Yes.”

I glared at her and she caved.

“Maybe for a few seconds,” Nic admitted.

“And this was…” She checked the paperwork. “Yesterday?”

The tone in Tongue Nurse’s voice and the fact that she directed the question at me said
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