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Breathtaking action, startling originality and polished story-telling combine in this futuristic Sci-Fi novella about a rough mercenary, a pampered daughter, and the lies they both believe.
Blue-blood Emmaline Gregson survived one of the most brutal mining accidents ever recorded in the Republic, but she’s never been in a firefight. So when unknown assailants circle the family estate, the only man she can rely on is Peirce Taggart. A former Lawman turned mercenary, Peirce has a simple job: protect Emmaline until her father can collect her and sell her to sex trafficker Richard Stone to pay off his debts. But when Arthur Gregson tries to cheat his way out of the contract, Emmaline seizes the opportunity to hire Peirce for herself, regardless of how crude, dangerous, or appealing he may be. Given the chance for redemption, he promises to help her escape both her father and Stone. But Peirce soon realises that hiding her in his apartment until the storm has passed may be more dangerous than looking down the barrel of a gun...
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Chapter 1
“Shit! Keep your head down!”
Emmaline Gregson immediately followed the barked command, ducking behind the low stone wall surrounding the garden. The next shot passed overhead where she had been half a second earlier. Her heart was hammering, her palms sweaty and she thought she may lose her nerve completely as the exchange of gunfire rang out through the crisp morning air. “Wh—what should we do?”
“Well, honey, at this point I’d be pretty damn pleased about not dying!”
Emmaline gritted her teeth against the presumptuous endearment. Peirce Taggart had been hired to protect her. Right now clearly wasn’t the time to fire him.
Instead she shot him a glare. Too bad the bullet-jockey was busy returning fire and didn’t even give her a sideways glance. Even now, with her life at risk and shots hammering the stone wall at her back, she couldn’t completely escape the fact that he was the most striking man she’d ever seen. For the past two weeks, he had been a welcoming distraction from her father’s controlling behaviour.
She’d been smitten since the mercenary had waltzed into her comfortable ancestral summer home, all confident swagger and heady sexuality, carrying his security orders from her father. A former corporal, Taggart moved with the restrictive grace of an ex-Lawman despite his broad shoulders and muscular thighs. His blonde hair remained buzzed, although he’d relaxed his training enough to allow the most interesting shadow of stubble grace his strong jaw and chiselled lips. Even now, face smudged with dirt, blood rising up where he’d been hit by the spray of rock shrapnel, she couldn’t look away from the intent focus in those blue eyes, currently narrowed and focused on the unseen enemy. He’d be the perfect man to help her solve her little problem, if not for—
“What the fuck are you doing sitting there?” he yelled at her as he ducked down behind the wall to reload. “I told you to get to the fucking house!”
If not for his filthy mouth.
Emmaline lifted her chin in defiance. “I can’t. They’re shooting at us—”
“That’s why I’m trying to shoot back at them,” he retorted. “It’s called cover fire, sweet tits.”
She slapped him.
She probably shouldn’t have, judging by the way the muscle in his jaw ticked. But he didn’t raise a hand toward her. Instead, he just glowered at her until she was quailing and told her in a very low, very calm voice, “You have exactly three seconds to get your ass up and moving toward that house.”
She swallowed. “I can’t.”
His huge hand, one she knew was rough with calluses under his leather mechanic’s gloves, gripped her chin, forcing her to look him eye to eye. Her breath caught.
“Kai and Douglass are moving in to cover us. We have to get inside before their positions are compromised. I’m going to tell you to go and you’re going to run. I’ll be right behind you.”
Something inside her broke, maybe from fear, maybe from the knowledge that denial was no longer an option. Tears spilled over and she finally admitted, “I’m scared.”
He looked at her for half a second and suddenly his mouth was on hers, harsh and unyielding. His tongue swept across the seam of her lips and she parted them on instinct, moaning against him when he deepened the kiss. He’d pulled away before she could fully come to her senses, leaving her dizzy and reeling, while he was returning fire again.
When he turned back, he ordered, “Go!”
And, to her brain’s surprise, her body obeyed.

Shit, he shouldn’t have done that.
He shouldn’t have kissed her. Felt her lips soften under his. Felt her body become pliant. Seen those dark eyes look at him with the confused haze of passion.
What a cluster.
But he didn’t have time to berate himself. Not now, not when he was popping up from behind that wall to shoot off a few more rounds in the direction of the mercs who’d surrounded the front half of the house. At least Emmaline wasn’t arguing with him.
Instead, she was sprinting up to the house, the light skin of her shapely calves flashing at him from underneath her prim and proper skirt. The woman was a helluva distraction. Had been since the moment he’d set eyes on her.
He was right behind her, shielding her as best he could with his body, firing blindly behind him, knowing Kai and Douglass were keeping the mercs off their asses until he and Emmaline were safe inside the ancestral stronghold of the Gregson family.
She tripped, her boot turning under just metres from the door. He immediately adjusted, holstering his gun and reaching down to scoop her up in his arms without pausing. Unfortunately, the burn in his shoulder told him he hadn’t pulled the move off unscathed.
Douglass was at the door, slamming it shut with a resounding thud behind them. Peirce didn’t have to look to know both his men were already moving furniture in front of the door.
He slowly came to a stop and looked down to realise he was still carrying Emmaline in his arms, pressing her against his armoured chest. She was blinking up at him with a strange expression on her face. “Thank you,” she whispered.
“Yeah, whatever.” He put her down a bit more roughly than she probably deserved, but his shoulder was aching like a bitch. There was no time to fix it. That would have to come later, once they were safe.
“We’ve got the east wing sealed off,” his engineer Kai informed.
“I’m guessing they still don’t know about the passage?”
“Nope,” chimed in Douglass, communications man, with a grin. “Good news for us.”
But he motioned Peirce off to the side and it wasn’t until Emmaline couldn’t see that his grin dropped. “I’ve been picking up some chatter, sir. The boys outside were sent by Gregson.”
“Aw, dammit.”
“They were mostly speaking Témocan. Talking shit about how it didn’t matter how expensive we were, we’d still die.”
He wasn’t sure what pissed him off more: Gregson’s assassination attempt or his using mercs who were probably former child-soldiers. “Nice move on his part. Kill us off before he finishes paying us.”
“He’s a pleasure to work with, right, sir?”
“Right,” Peirce deadpanned, “can’t you see how fucking ecstatic I am?”
He couldn’t avoid it forever. Emmaline was still standing there, watching him quietly. Hopefully she hadn’t overheard them. “Time to go, honey.”
She stiffened slightly. “I’m not your honey.”
He shrugged. “Suit yourself. We’re still going.”
“But what about the house?”
Peirce looked around. The place was dripping wealth, but he sure as hell wouldn’t want it to be his home. All he could see was blood money, a desperate attempt to create an illusion of grandeur. After the Republic was formed, warring countries united under a common flag to stop the bloodshed. Those with money earned from the wars’ gun-running, human trafficking and political sway had become the new aristocracy. Those without did the best they could—indentured servitude or enlisting with the Lawmen. Not that he was bitter. “You want to save any of it, you lug it yourself.”
Okay, maybe a little bitter.
She scowled at him and he was almost amused at the way her cute little nose wrinkled. Almost. But the burn in his shoulder was getting stronger and the sooner he got her out of here, the sooner he could take care of it.
“Move,” he ordered, motioning her to follow Kai.
“Gods, you’re such a jerk,” she muttered as she brushed past him.
He ignored her comment. It was his job to be a controlling asshole, especially if it meant he was able to keep her alive. He took up the rear position as they moved their way through the house. The servants’ tunnel waited for them beneath the floor of one of the many sitting rooms. Kai had already shifted the massive couch off the rug that covered the trapdoor.
Emmaline paused at the entrance and Peirce wondered if he’d actually seen a flicker of fear on her face before she took a deep breath and descended into the tunnel. He followed her, flipping the rug as best he could over the trapdoor before closing it behind them. A mine set by Kai would slow the progress of any merc who figured out where they’d gone, although Peirce hoped they’d be long gone before that happened.
They’d been moving for almost half an hour when Peirce felt the rumble behind them. The mine had gone off, which meant they’d have company very soon. “Shit,” he growled under his breath. “Douglass, how far are we from the river?”
The blue light of the holomap lit up the tunnel and disappeared moments later. “Less than three hundred metres,” Douglass said quietly back to him.
“Move,” Peirce said, making them pick up the pace.
He was surprised Emmaline was keeping up with them so well in the claustrophobic darkness where the only light came from the occasional checks of their holomaps. Her pretty clothes had to be getting in the way of her progress, yet she didn’t complain. Peirce snorted; just a matter of time until she really let him have it.
That was always the way it worked with the aristocracy. Frigging cry-babies.
Until then, all he was doing was appreciating the strawberry scent of her light brown hair and the warmth seeping through her thin jacket when he closed in on her, forcing her to move faster to avoid his proximity. After all, nothing would be happening between him and Her Primness.

Emmaline’s nerves were screaming at her, not because of the unexpected exercise or the threat of the pursuers behind them, but because Taggart was directly behind her. With the darkness of the tunnel, he kept running into her and it was getting old.
Every misstep let her feel the thick vest that covered his broad chest, his height and width enveloping her. He absolutely dwarfed her and it felt delicious. Each time he pressed against her, she found herself breathing in deeply, trying to capture that combination of dirt and sweat and sulphur and man.
This was crazy. There was no way she could be falling for a man like Peirce Taggart. As if he knew the thoughts running through her head, he bumped into her again. “Knock it off,” she snapped.
“So sorry, honey,” he said, although he didn’t move away from her.
“Get off,” she said again, stopping suddenly, hoping it would force him off her back.
Instead he ran into her and for a moment her body moulded to his. Goosebumps rose on her arms and a shiver of awareness shot through her. He felt good.
“Fuck,” he snarled under his breath, against her hair. His hand shot out, gripping her waist. His fingers tightened, pulling her back against him...
And then he pushed her forward, sending her stumbling toward Douglass.
“Whoa,” Douglass said, catching her before she hit the ground.
She spun back to Taggart, aware he couldn’t see her well in the darkness. But she was still able to make out the darkened outline of his hulking body. “What was that for?” she demanded.
He didn’t respond, so she closed the distance between them and pushed him in the chest. “Hey, I’m talking to you!”
Pushing against him was like pushing against a mountain: utterly futile. She prepared to push him again, planning to put more weight into it, but he caught her hand before it connected with his body armour. “You need to stop doing that,” he said conversationally.
“Let go!” She fought him, but his huge hand was gripping her tiny wrist lightly, just enough to prevent her from getting out of his grasp.
“River’s coming up,” he continued, as if she weren’t struggling. “That means we’re almost out of this hell hole. I’d prefer that those assholes who are following us don’t know where we’ve gone.”
Now he released her and she stumbled back a few steps. “Kai, leave a present for our friends. Make sure it throws them off.”
She could hear someone move past her in the dark and knew Kai was working his way back down the tunnel to lay the trap.
“Douglass, let’s see if the rafts are still there.”
Taggart brushed against her as he moved away. She shifted awkwardly in the dark. “What should I do?”
“You really want to help?”
“Well...yes.”
“Stay here until I yell for you, shut the hell up and stop being such a goddamn distraction.”
She listened to him move off in the darkness, toward the faint sound of water. She felt appropriately cowed, but was reeling even more from his unintentional admission. He thought she was a distraction.

“You shouldn’t be so hard on her,” Douglass admonished him.
Peirce muttered something foul under his breath. But Douglass didn’t let it go.
“It’s not her fault.”
“I know that,” Peirce agreed, pissed that he was so irrationally irritated. “It’s her old man’s fault but it’s our job to get her out and deliver her back to him. Besides, it’ll be nice to see his face when I tell him our price has gone up.”
The river was nearby. Peirce could hear the water lapping against the limestone, hoping that the emergency rafts he’d put down there would be enough to get them all out.
“Have you told her yet?”
He stiffened at Douglass’s question. Gritted his teeth. “No. I haven’t told her.”
“Why not?”
He unstrapped his light from its leg holster and took a quick look around the small cavern. The rafts were still there. He started to unpack them, prepare them for inflation, but Douglass hadn’t moved. He just stood there like a dark cloud with crossed arms, watching Peirce avoid the real issue.
Peirce sighed and focused on undoing the straps. “What’s the point in telling her that her old man sold her to some Traverian sex trader to pay off a debt?”
He heard Douglass’s low oath. Peirce’s back straightened and he closed his eyes. “She didn’t follow orders, did she?”
“No.” Emmaline’s voice was quavering but clear. “She didn’t.”



Chapter 2
He steeled himself to turn around and see the shock and sadness on her face. But when he did, there was something worse there: resignation. Her reaction was a punch to the gut. “You knew?”
She managed a weak smile at him. “You didn’t know my father very well, did you Mr. Taggart? There weren’t a lot of reasons for him to want me safe.” She took a shuddering breath and crossed her arms over her chest. She continued to meet his gaze, her own eyes defiant. “I’m not stupid. I knew you were my best bet to get out of there.”
Douglass chuckled and Kai, who’d just joined them, asked, “What’s going on?”
Peirce couldn’t look away from her. In the two weeks he’d been around her, she’d driven him absolutely insane. She never thought ahead, she always acted on some kind of empathetic instinct that was someday going to get her killed and she was the most passive-aggressively stubborn person he’d ever had to interact with. This new knowledge that she’d played him like a fiddle wasn’t helping either.
Peirce stepped closer to Emmaline. She didn’t move, although he could see the way she was gnawing at her lower lip. “What do you propose we do about this then, Miss Gregson?”
“I have money. I can pay you—”
“You have ten thousand credits lying around?”
Her face blanched, but she stood firm. “I have seven thousand,” she said calmly, “and I’ll pay off the rest.” She reached down and began to lift the hem of her voluminous skirt. Douglass and Kai immediately began protesting and Peirce stepped forward to stop her. She glared daggers at them all and put her hands on her hips. “You thought that was how I was going to pay you off? Not in this lifetime!”
Her hands were trembling, but she reached back down and lifted the hem. Peirce was treated to quite a show of the lace of her white linen drawers and the delicate, scalloped edges of her petticoats as she worked at the seam of the blue fabric. Finally she let out a sound of success and motioned him closer. A quick flash of the light showed what she was so proud of.
The lady had sewn jewellery into the hem of her skirt. Admiration tugged at him, even as he tried to keep his voice even. No need to make her ego get any bigger. “Clever.”
“Suggested by one of the servants loyal to me,” she responded, dropping the skirt and raising back up. “Once I pawn them, you’ll get the rest of your money.”
Peirce looked past her at Douglass and Kai. Douglass nodded instantly. Damn bleeding heart.
Kai shrugged. “I don’t care as long as we get paid,” he said with his trademark devil-may-care grin. Peirce rolled his eyes.
“Fine,” he told Emmaline. “You have a deal. For now.”
And that solved the matter of whether to still hand her over to the man who attempted to kill him and his men.
He turned back to the rafts, motioning Douglass and Kai to join him.
Emmaline still stood there. “So what do we do now?”
Peirce pulled one of the rafts to the opposite end of the cavern and pulled the cord. It inflated with a whoosh, echoing the sound made by the other raft when Douglass followed suit. “We’re getting the hell out of here,” Peirce explained, dragging the raft toward the water.
“On a boat?”
Peirce looked at the cold, dark water. It was moving slowly here, perfect for putting in. “On a raft.” He gave her a smirk and gestured at the river. “Unless you’d prefer to swim.”
She swallowed but moved closer to the raft. Douglass and Kai were already sliding into the current. Peirce helped Emmaline up over the edge, trying to ignore the way his gut clenched when he again saw the flash of pale undergarments beneath her dark blue skirt. Once she was safely inside, he pushed the raft toward the water, grimacing as his shoulder argued with the movement. Two more steps and he hoisted himself aboard, letting the river’s strong flow whisk them away after Kai and Douglass.
Too bad his shoulder gave out mid-hoist, leaving him in a sprawled heap on top of Emmaline.

She couldn’t breathe. And not just because there was six feet and a couple hundred pounds of hot-blooded male on top of her. His body armour had knocked the air from her lungs and she couldn’t even gasp out the curse that was sitting on the tip of her tongue.
“Ah, hell,” Taggart growled, hauling himself off of her.
Air rushed back, leaving her coughing in relief. But as Taggart tried to settle into the makeshift stern of the raft, she noticed him wincing. “Are you okay?”
He wouldn’t look at her. “Fine.”
She sat up, trying to smooth the fabric of her dress. Her fingers brushed through wetness. She tentatively brought her fingers to her nose and drew back at the copper scent of blood. “You’re hurt,” she whispered.
“No.”
She was already moving toward him, keeping low to avoid rocking the raft. “Where?”
He shrugged off her hand as she reached out to touch his shoulder. “Sit down,” he said, but she ignored him.
“Why is your shoulder bleeding?”
Again, he shrugged and she stood in frustration. “Dammit, Mr. Taggart, how badly are you injured?”
He opened his mouth to say something, but a yell from the raft ahead only left him with enough time for a quick glance over his shoulder before he was shoving her down to the bottom of the raft.
She tried to argue but a moment later, the sound of the raft scraping against rock cut off her protests. They had made their way into some kind of tunnel, one where the rocks were crushing down on all sides. The water had picked up speed, so the raft kept moving, but Emmaline couldn’t prevent panic from rising up as she lay there pinned beneath Taggart.
The walls closing in. The darkness. The sensation that her chest was too small for her lungs.
“It’s like Plymouth all over,” she moaned, trying to focus on anything but the claustrophobia.
“Wait...Plymouth? That was you?” Taggart shifted slightly on top of her and heat pooled in her belly as she realised his hips were flush with hers. And either that was a gun, or he hadn’t been lying when he claimed she was a distraction.
If his question had had any pity in it, she knew the shame would have come. Instead, for some reason, pressed against him like this, his voice devoid of anything except clinical curiosity, she was actually able to respond, “Yes. That was me.”

Well, that was interesting. Who knew that Little Miss Prim and Proper had a backbone of steel?
Peirce tried to move a little off of her, but the harsh sound of the stone ceiling scraping against the assault rifle strapped to his back made him grimace and return to his original position. The one that left her sprawled out underneath him, her face tucked against his neck where the armour stopped. He could feel her gentle breath against his skin and was obscenely grateful his uniform was hiding his rising interest.
But if she was part of the Plymouth incident...
“Not to shit on this parade, but are you—”
“I’m fine,” she interrupted sharply.
She shifted, her hips rolling under his and he clenched his jaw to keep from groaning in pleasure. His body’s overreaction wasn’t because it was Emmaline Gregson; it was simply because there was a soft, sweetly-scented woman underneath him and that hadn’t happened in a long time.
He tried to focus. “Cuz you know, if you had a problem with tight, enclosed spaces...”
“Drop it, Mr. Taggart!”
He tried, swear to the gods, he tried. But his mind was whirling and he couldn’t seem to help himself. “How long were you trapped in there?”
She went perfectly still beneath him. For a time, the only sound was the raft rubbing against the stone ceiling. Finally she sighed and murmured, “Three days.”
Well, talk about walking through hell and back. He quickly searched his memory for anything else he could remember on the incident. The iron mine in Plymouth being visited by the aristocracy, an explosion from a pocket of methane, part of the aristocracy cut off from help. It was the fastest emergency crews had ever responded. But days later, only four survivors walked out of the mine.
And Emmaline was one of them.
He wasn’t sure why he said it, but the gruff “I’m sorry” that came from his mouth surprised them both.
“Thank you,” she said against his skin.
The sound of the water lapping against the raft echoed through the narrow stone passage. Gods only knew how much longer they’d be trapped like this. When Douglass had checked out the last surveys of the area, he was sure there’d be enough room to squeeze the rafts through. He’d told Peirce it’d be a “tight fit” but Peirce hadn’t expected this.
And if he was getting antsy, Emmaline had to be going nuts.
He was opening his mouth to ask her another question, hopefully to distract her from the thoughts that must have been running riot in her head, but she beat him to the punch. “Why’d you kiss me?” she asked quietly.
“Fuck if I know.”
Apparently it was the wrong thing to say. “Oh, thank you.” Her tone was positively frigid.
“Look, you asked. I answered.”
As she tried to move out from under him, one of her breasts brushed against his bare bicep. It may have been dark, but he could see in his mind’s eye the soft, thin, white cotton chemise with that silver and blue corset pushing her breasts up, her dark navy jacket doing nothing but framing them. Now he did groan out loud.
Her concern was immediate and altogether too comfortable. “Are you okay? Did I hurt your shoulder?”
“No, you didn’t hurt me.” The silence wasn’t totally uncomfortable, but she continued to stiffen under him and he knew that she was fighting down whatever she’d faced in Plymouth. So he did the only thing he could think of: piss her off.

“The only reason I kissed you was because I needed to distract you.”
Well-bred young ladies weren’t sarcastic. But something about Taggart brought out the worst in her. “You thought it would be a good idea to distract me in the middle of a fire fight?” she asked drily. “Wouldn’t it be easier to kill me by simply asking me to stand up?”
She could hear the irritation in his voice. “If I wanted you dead, I’d have left you back there in the tunnel.”
She shuddered. Trapped with those mercenaries, the men who would take her to Richard Stone—her father’s ill-advised business partner and internationally-known sex trader.
Taggart continued as if he hadn’t felt her full body reaction. “And, for your information honey, you’re so damn stubborn that unless I distract you, you’ll never follow a single order.”
“I’m not stubborn!” she argued, only to accept his point with chagrin a moment later as it sank in that she was still trying to argue with him.
“You’re a walking disaster and because I distracted you, you didn’t die.”
She mulled it over. Maybe he was right. Just because it was the best kiss—the only kiss—she’d ever had in her entire life didn’t mean it was anything important to him. He’d probably kissed tons of other women and she knew her lack of experience likely wasn’t an advantage with a man like him.
A change in the sound of the water caught her attention. “What’s happening with the river?”
A soft blue light emanated from the cuff around his wrist, highlighting his sardonic face. He would actually be handsome if he ever managed to smile. But doing that would probably break his face. “We’re coming out of the tunnel,” he told her, shutting down the map.
“That’s a good thing, right?”
“Better than being trapped on this fucking raft.”
“Do you always swear this much?”
She could feel his hand on her waist, felt him preparing to roll off her so he could pop up when the ceiling’s clearance allowed. “Babe, I usually swear a hell of a lot more than this.”
“Oh. Then thank you for being such a gentleman.”
“Do you ever get tired of being such a snob?”
That shut her up for a while. When the ceiling finally rose, Taggart was off of her, already looking ahead toward the other men’s raft. Satisfied that they were safe, he turned back to Emmaline and gave her a hand up. “We’re almost above ground,” he warned. “I don’t know if anyone will be waiting for us.”
“Did you plan for this?”
“We’re currently on plan B.”
“How are we going to get away? Stay on these rafts the entire time?”
“Fuck no. There’s a big ass waterfall coming up. As soon as we’re out in the open, we’re making shore and booking it to the Stallion.”
At least she recognised the declassified Lawman assault vehicle. Made for rough terrain and armoured within an inch of its life, it would provide the protection they might need to get out of the area. He really had planned for everything. “Then what?”
“Well, the plan’s changed and if we don’t deliver you to your father, he’s going to be pretty pissed.”
“I know.” She lowered her eyes, uncomfortable with the turn in conversation. “I’m sorry I put you in that situation.”
“It’s a job. It happens more than you think,” he threw back casually. “Just don’t count on your father making it out of this alive.”
At least that managed to get a grim smile from her. “You’d better not be teasing me, Mr. Taggart.”



Chapter 3
Gods, she was almost sexy when she was after blood. Peirce shook his head again and looked away from the rear-view mirror, convinced that some wires had gotten crossed in his brain. They’d made it off the river and to the Stallion without a problem; the thugs-for-hire hadn’t set up any kind of perimeter, so it was easy enough to slip away from the area and head back toward Monterrey. If he could just get her to the city, he’d be able to make her disappear until everything else was figured out.
“How are you going to fix this?” Douglass asked, eyes firmly on the road.
“Who cares?” Kai joked. “Money is money.”
Peirce couldn’t help his grin. Kai had a ton to learn if he intended to survive in the business. “We need to talk to Arthur Gregson.”
“And say what?” Now Emmaline was leaning forward, listening intently.
She didn’t need to know all the details.
“That I don’t appreciate having information withheld,” Peirce told her good-naturedly. “If we’d known that many men were coming to collect you, I’d have tripled my price.” He stretched lazily.
Douglass chuckled. “You smart SOB.”
“Why’s he smart?”
Since getting to the safety of the Stallion, Kai had been meticulously drying and checking his explosives’ charges, but now he grinned at Emmaline’s unintentional slight of Peirce. “Your old man hasn’t got any credits. Even if he still wants you back, he can’t afford to retain us.”
“And how is that a positive?”
“I just saved your ass and I’m already having every decision questioned?” Peirce asked, amused by her panicked tone.
Douglass shot him a look that screamed stop-being-such-an-asshole and said to Emmaline, “He’ll have to hire someone else to find you.”
“So they’ll still be looking for me.” Her withering glare was directed at Peirce. “I’m failing to see how that’s a good thing.”
“It’s not that complicated, sweets,” Peirce drawled. “We’re the best. As long as you’re paying us, news’ll get out that trying to find you isn’t the smartest plan.”
“At least, not for anyone who likes to live,” Kai added with a snicker.
She was quiet. Peirce thought that maybe she’d finally seen reason. But when she spoke again, her voice was surprisingly soft. “But doesn’t that mean my father will come after you three?”
Peirce almost believed that she was genuinely concerned. It was a shocking enough revelation that he didn’t respond. Douglass covered for him. The comforting smile he gave her through the rear-view mirror seemed to give her the strength she needed.
“Miss Gregson, please believe me when I say—and I’m speaking for all of us here—that after some of the shit we’ve seen, your father doesn’t even make it within throwing distance of our scary list.”
“Here, here,” Kai crowed.
Peirce grunted his agreement and went back to ignoring her and the strange things she did to his head.

They made it to Monterrey without incident. It was simple to slip the Stallion through the checkpoint once tattoos were shown, stories shared and credits slipped to the Lawmen on patrol; Peirce understood that part of any good business was keeping the right hands greased. A quick trip to the med-centre meant some staples but at least his shoulder was back together. It was going to take some time for the local anaesthetic to wear off, so Douglass and Kai stopped at the open-air market to pick up the essentials while Peirce and Emmaline stayed in the Stallion.
“Play nice,” Douglass teased as he closed his door.
Peirce was glad the man was finally finding his sense of humour again. The wars had been so bad that when he’d first met Douglass, he hadn’t uttered a single word. It had taken years, but Douglass was finally starting to interact like a real person again.
“Can you help me?”
Peirce rolled his eyes and turned back to Emmaline, mouth drying when he found himself looking at the stays on the back of her corset. She was holding up her hair, exposing the gentle, creamy curve of her neck. A strange, strangled noise escaped his throat.
She looked at him over her shoulder, unaware of just how sexy she looked. Fortunately, her sharp tone ruined any effect. “It won’t kill you to help!”
“And what am I supposed to do, your bossiness?”
“Can you help me loosen my corset?” She may have been flushed, but she hadn’t stuttered over the words.
Peirce eyed the complicated ties. “Umm...”
“It’s not that hard. Just undo the bottom and loosen it a little bit.”
“Why?”
She sighed. “Because I lined my corset with your seven thousand credits and figured you might want them.”
“Oh.” He tentatively reached out and undid the bottom bow. A few delicate tugs, and he’d begun to loosen it.
“For the love of the gods, Mr. Taggart, I’m not a porcelain doll. I won’t break if you yank on them,” she said.
Peirce obeyed, pulling at the laces, realising that the slow process was actually loosening the contraption. “I’ve defused bombs that were less complicated than this,” he muttered.
“I heard that.”
“Of course you did. You never fail to hear any of my flattering compliments.”
“Perhaps if you stopped saying them, I wouldn’t have to remind you that I can hear them.”
It was petty, but he made sure his last tug was a bit vicious. She ignored it and focused on reaching her hand down the corset to pull out handfuls of credits, depositing them carefully on the seat next to her.
“How should I divide it?”
Peirce tried not to watch that hand sneaking down between her breasts over and over. He looked outside, praying Douglass and Kai would return quickly. “Three thousand each. Pay Douglass and Kai first.”
She stilled. “That’s only nine thousand.” Her eyes narrowed. “Unless...”
“Unless what?”
“Unless you take the larger share for yourself.”
Her derisive tone rankled him. “Three thousand each. We use the other thousand to cover costs. It’s not easy to sneak a wanted woman into Monterrey.”
That shut her up.
Douglass and Kai returned shortly, pleasantly surprised to find their respective paydays waiting. “Just because we take the money now doesn’t mean we’ll ditch out on you,” Kai assured Emmaline.
“What’s the plan now, sir?” Douglass asked with a look at Peirce.
“Get her off the street and wait out Gregson until he figures out we got away. I don’t think those idiots are going to share that information any time soon.”
“Where are you taking her?”
“You have room at your place?”
“Hell no, sir,” Douglass said. Peirce could understand that. He didn’t know any man who liked having his nightmares paraded in front of a complete stranger. During the wars when a guy had night terrors, everyone else just rolled to their other side and pretended not to hear the whimpering.
“Kai?”
“Not unless she wants to join me and my lady friend tonight.” He waggled his eyebrows at Emmaline, but she laughed and shook her head no.
One option left. He didn’t want her to realise how many lines he was crossing, so he attempted to make it sound casual. “Fine. My place.”

Emmaline nearly choked on her own tongue. “Your place?”
“It’s clean,” Taggart said.
“Ish,” Douglass corrected.
“At least it was a few years ago,” Kai chimed in.
“I...I was just going to check into an inn.”
Taggart snorted and her temper flared. Again. “And why shouldn’t I do that?”
“Have you ever checked into an inn before?”
She hated his condescension. “No,” she responded primly. “But it can’t be that hard.”
“Oh, no, it’s not,” he agreed, but she could hear the biting sarcasm in his voice. “Too bad they require palm and retinal scans. An account chip on file in case of damages to the room. Not so useful for people who are trying not to be found.”
Douglass turned to her, worry in his dark eyes. “If Richard Stone is involved, you can be sure that he’s flagging any scan you show up in.”
“Isn’t worth the risk,” Kai said seriously.
She swallowed, realising she was still out of her element. Taggart looked at her lazily over his shoulder. “So...my place.”
Oh, the taste of defeat was bitter. “Fine.”
“Great.” He motioned for Douglass to start up the Stallion. “You can drop us off at the service elevator.”
“Service elevator?”
“No cameras.” He chuckled at the expression on her face. “The better half never wants to see how their servants live, Miss Gregson. I guess privacy is a benefit of being one of the mindless rabble.”
The service elevator was not at all what she’d expected. True, there was trash strewn on that lower level of the underground garage, but the elevator itself was somewhat clean. She and Taggart had exited the Stallion after he promised to update the men on any new developments. Standing beside him in the tiny metal box, especially now that she could fully appreciate how intimidating his body armour and small weapons cache made him, was comforting and maddening at the same time.
Taggart wasn’t looking at her. In fact, since they’d exited the Stallion, he’d made a concerted effort to pretend she didn’t exist. The numbers ticked slowly higher.
She asked, “Do you live at the top?”
His look was all amusement, but didn’t extend past his eyes. “The penthouse? Hell no. There are better things to spend money on.”
“Like what?”
“Guns. Toys.”
Her mind flashed to the neon advertisements they’d passed rolling through the red light district. He’d teased her about her naivety when she’d asked what they were for.
“Oh. I see.”
This time he actually threw his head back and laughed. The breath left her body at the same instant a wave of heat flashed through her. His laughter was rich, deep and rumbled in his broad chest. But when he was done, he looked her straight in the eye and smiled.
Books she’d read had claimed that a man’s smile could make one’s knees buckle, but it had never happened to her personally. At least, not until now. It softened all the harsh angles of his face and the dirt smudges only heightened the whiteness of his teeth.
“Not those kinds of toys,” he said in a lazily sensual tone.
Her cheeks were burning, but she was grateful for his tact. Coming from a blue-blooded family, she knew she was embarrassingly innocent on the subject of sex. Still, she expected him to take advantage of that and use the knowledge to put her in her place. Instead, he sidestepped the clear opportunity to shame.
She cleared her throat. “Um, what did you mean then?”
“Vehicles. Aircraft. You know, mechanical stuff.”
That made sense. He wore mechanic’s gloves, assorted tools had their places on his belt and, on more than one, occasion she’d seen him leaving the estate’s garage with his welding goggles resting comfortably atop his head; they were currently hanging from a belt loop.
“You like building things?”
“Building, fixing, whatever.”
The elevator dinged and halted twenty floors from the top. She couldn’t resist asking, “Why this floor?” He had money to burn, after all…
“Direct access to the express way,” he explained as they stepped out of the elevator. “Being an ex-Lawman has its privileges.”
“Most people in this section of town don’t have cars, do they?”
“Or private garages.” His eyes twinkled with barely contained glee. He looked younger and she couldn’t help trying to imagine the Taggart she knew—a war-hardened vet with a cynical streak ten metres wide—as a tow-headed child.
They passed down a narrow hallway. There wasn’t much noise behind most of the doors. “Is it always this quiet?”
“Usually. Lotta guys are either ex-Lawmen or are still enlisted.”
“You like their company?”
“I like their respect of boundaries.”
She fidgeted with the sleeve of her jacket as he stopped at a door and held his hand to the palm scanner. “I’m sorry about this,” she told him as he punched in a complex key code.
“Why?”
“I can understand why you like your privacy.”
“You’re paying me to protect you. This is what it requires.”
“So you normally bring employers here?”
He didn’t insult her intelligence by trying to supply an idiotic answer. Her respect for him grew a bit.
“Thank you,” she said into the silence.
He shook his head and moved in place for the retina scan. “You haven’t seen my place. I wouldn’t thank me yet.”

The door’s locks clicked open.
Gods, he hoped she wouldn’t freak out when she saw his place. In the two weeks he’d gotten to know her, she hadn’t struck him as the type of woman who would put him down just because of where he lived. But he’d been surprised before.
Peirce held the door open and motioned Emmaline inside. The one benefit of working all the time: he was never home long enough to get the apartment dirty. Closing and locking the door behind them, he realised she’d stopped in the hallway, taking in the room before her.
Coming from the wealth she did, it probably didn’t look like much. Sterile, with bare floors and minimal furniture. The walls showed some water damage, but he’d never really cared since he wasn’t around long enough to notice. He waited behind her nervously, wishing he could see her face, gauge how she was feeling.
Which immediately led to the question, what kind of pansy-ass am I?
He was Peirce Taggart, former Lawmen commander, honourably discharged with medals of highest merit for his efforts during the wars. He had gone toe to gun with some of the worst scum, dragged them to interrogation and watched them crumble under his careful attentions.
So why the fuck was he growing a vagina and worrying about her feelings?
He pushed past her, refusing to alter his normal pattern just because she was watching. Telling himself he didn’t care if she followed him or not, he made his way to the bedroom.
Guns removed from their places, checked, reloaded and placed down one at a time on the bed before being moved to their respective pegs. Utility belts unclipped and laid out on the dresser, extra magazines left standing in perfect rows. Gloves removed and stacked on top of each other. Boot knife alongside the flashlight and goggles. Cuff and comm facing the bed in case he had to get to them fast.
The calming routine slowed his mind and let him focus on what was at hand. It allowed him to forget—no matter how briefly—the massive changes Emmaline’s rescue would cause to the next week or two of his life.
He unclasped his boots, stepping out of their heavy weight and placing them to the side of the shelves he used to store his armour. The cold floor felt good against his feet, helped him stay grounded. A real soldier didn’t need comforts like carpet.
His good arm undid one row of clasps holding his armour in place in no time, but as he raised his other hand he realised the problem. His shoulder felt better after visiting the med-centre, but he still didn’t have his regular range of motion. If he pushed his luck, he’d rip the staples. He wasn’t in the field right now; he could afford a day of downtime.
Even if it bugged the hell out of him to admit it.
He opened his mouth, about to ask for help, but the words stuck in his throat. He wasn’t asking for help from her. Not from a blue-blood.
Tomorrow. Tomorrow he’d take it easy.
He took a deep breath and kept stretching, knowing it was just a matter of time before he’d be able to hit the clasps. He could feel the skin straining around the staples, the warning signs that it was ripping a little. Sweat beaded on his brow.
Just a little farther—
The clasp suddenly went but he hadn’t reached it yet. He looked over his shoulder and saw Emmaline standing behind him, her slim, delicate fingers undoing the entire seam.
“Thanks,” he muttered.
She just nodded and focused on her task.
The familiar split in the armour is what told him he was finally home. With a sigh of pleasure, he took the chest piece off, making sure to wipe down the inside with a rag before storing it on the shelf. Emmaline had held onto the back plate and for a split second he wondered if he liked the silence that came when it didn’t fall to the floor.
The sign that he was no longer alone.
She handed it to him without a word, eyes lingering over the tight white tank that fit like a second skin. He ignored her reaction and repeated the wiping process. When it was finally stored, he took a breath and peeled off the tank, throwing it into a corner of the room.
Her shocked gasp hurt, but he didn’t try to hide as he dug a fresh tank out of his drawers. She was going to see the scars at some point.



Chapter 4
Today was full of new lessons.
Lesson one: Peirce Taggart had absolutely no sense of comfort or décor.
Lesson two: He was fastidious to the point of OCD.
Lesson three: Watching him unload the tools of his trade had done strange things to her, things that made her want to try some moves she was pretty sure were illegal in the Republic.
Lesson four: Taggart in a tank top had given her a hot flash.
Lesson five: Taggart without a tank top was even hotter.
Then she was distracted by the scars.
They crisscrossed his body, some so faded from time they were nearly gone, others so fresh they looked as though they’d just finished closing. The pockmarked indentations of bullet holes. The sweeping lines of knife wounds. Across the left side of his ribcage, three bite marks with such a radius she was sure some prehistoric creature had inflicted the damage.
The scars were so prominent, she almost didn’t notice the tattoo—the Lawmen’s crest—sitting on his hip, running parallel to the blonde hair that trailed down the muscular slabs of his abdominals into the top of his pants.
She would have ogled him longer, but he turned away from her to his drawers, dragging a clean white tank top out. He didn’t grimace when he put it on, even though she could see him favouring his injured shoulder.
That newest bullet wound fit into the canvas well, despite the blood weeping from his overexertion. She frowned at the sight, noting the growing stain on the white fabric. “Do you have a towel you don’t mind getting bloody?”
He raised an eyebrow at her, but motioned toward the bathroom. It was small, but all the basics were there. On the inset shelves near the sink were nearly all the trappings of a med-centre. Her gut pitched to see that many of the supplies were clearly used on a regular basis.
It’s all part of the job, she told herself firmly. He knows what he’s doing.
She found a washcloth and got it wet. Taggart had joined her by now, leaning his uninjured shoulder against the doorframe as he watched.
“Turn around,” she told him.
He did, but cautiously. She ignored his clear mistrust and began dabbing at the wound.
“What are you doing?” He sounded confused.
“It was bleeding again.” She dug out a large square of gauze from the shelf supplies and taped it down over the gunshot. “There.”
She didn’t like the look on his face. It was far too calculating and she wasn’t willing to dissect her motives. It was far easier to rationalise the care as part of her desire to have an effective protector. Admitting that she’d really wanted to do it because she hated the thought of him being in pain was far more complicated.
The fact that she’d also been itching to get her hands on his bare skin didn’t even factor into it.
“Do you mind if I shower?”
He reached past her and turned it on. “The water starts out cold. Give it a minute to heat up.”
“I will.”
He shifted awkwardly, finally hooking a thumb over his shoulder and blurting out, “I’ll be in the garage.”
He closed the door behind him as he went and Emmaline slumped against it. She was going to be stuck here with him—only the gods knew for how long—and even worse, he was actually being nice.
“Too bad he can’t stay such a pompous ass,” she mumbled to herself.

She felt far more human after her nearly hour-long shower, even if she did have to put on the same dress. It wasn’t filthy but she missed the sensation of clean fabric against her skin. The corset went on with a fight. Until she had different undergarments she didn’t intend to put on a show, but she did compromise and didn’t tie it as tightly as her father or his high-class friends would have wanted. This small act of rebellion thrilled her.
She emerged from the bedroom carefully, trying to get a feel for the layout of the apartment. The kitchen was small but practical and the living space was empty. Apparently, Taggart hadn’t been lying when he said his money was best spent on toys. That made the garage intriguing.
The door leading out of the kitchen took her into a small room with a sink and laundry tub. Several bottles of cleaners sat in neat rows above the sink. A pile of carefully folded rags sat nearby. The mirror above the sink was the only chaotic area, almost completely covered with pictures, most of them taped up haphazardly.
The one that caught her attention featured a younger looking Taggart with a pretty, blonde woman. They had their arms around each other and it was clear that the picture was taken while the woman was laughing. Emmaline’s heart constricted. Taggart wore a carefree smile that left strange butterflies in her stomach. A smudge, clearly grown over time, obscured the bottom right corner of the picture. She leaned in to take a closer look but a strange sound from the room beyond distracted her.
The adjoining door opened easily and she was assaulted by the scent of oil, dirt and hot metal. There was a flash of bright light but when she turned to look, it was gone. All she saw was Taggart, arms cording as he pulled at a hunk of metal on some rust bucket. Another grunt and tug and the plate came off. He tossed it to the side, picked up the torch and spotted her.
Gods, what a man.
The tank top she’d been trying to keep clean was already a mess, covered in rust, dirt and speckled with oil. He’d changed into thick canvas pants that were equally thrashed. The welding goggles were down, hiding his light blue eyes. A bemused grin was offset by a long smudge of something across his cheek.
He wiped his forehead with a forearm as he put down the torch and another smudge appeared. So that’s how it happens.
“You may not want to wear that out here,” he called to her while gesturing at her dress.
“Why not?”
“I’d hate for it to get ruined.”
The thought had never crossed her mind that this was her only dress. She felt horrible for her accidental indifference. Taggart’s suddenly shuttered expression said he’d figured her out. She’d grown up with money and dresses often were only worn once, but it pointed out yet again how different their lives had been.
“I needed to talk to you,” she said. Nervousness was starting to creep in.
He shut off the torch, peeled off his gloves and the goggles and strode toward her, business-like. “What?”
“How long am I going to be here?”
“Not sure.”
“Can I go out?”
“Nope.”
That rankled, even if she’d been expecting it. “Why not?”
“Because I said so.”
She frowned. “That’s a horrible answer.”
He slapped his gloves against his pants, sending up a small cloud of filth. “And I’m a horrible person. Next question?”
“How am I supposed to pawn the jewellery I brought with me?”
“Let me take a look at it later. I know a few different people, but it depends on what you grabbed.”
“Okay.”
His head tilted. “Anything else, or can I get back to my baby?”
She looked past him at the hulking pile of metal. “What is that?”
“She asks with disgust.” He sounded amused. “That is an Antonian cruiser. I bought it after the wars, but haven’t had a chance to work on it till now.”
Her father had never allowed her to wander to the garage; he claimed that it was no place for a woman. Still, Emmaline stepped closer, intrigued by the project. Not by Taggart, she reminded herself. But when she looked, all she saw was scrap metal. “So…is this supposed to look nice?”
He snorted. “You’ve never seen a cruiser before?”
“No.”
“What the fuck do they teach you blue-bloods in school?”
He moved toward the workbench, motioning for her to follow. A few quick flicks of his hand and the holoscreen lit up with some kind of beautiful.

Peirce couldn’t help but grin at the rapturous expression on Emmaline’s face. She may not know what a cruiser was, but at least she had good taste.
“It’s a beaut, isn’t it?” Pride coloured his words but he didn’t care if she understood or not.
“You’re going to make that,” A gesture at the piece of junk, “into that?”
“That’s kind of the point of a restoration.”
“Can I help?”
No one could have said no to a face that eager. He could probably just hand her a spanner and she’d be over Krait’s moon. “I guess so. But not wearing that.”
“I don’t care if it gets dirty,” she said as she reached for the plasma torch.
He bit down a smile and moved the torch out of her grasp. “It isn’t safe,” he explained. “I’d hate to set you on fire.”
“At least not until after I’ve paid you, right?”
The light clicked on a second later when he saw the corners of her mouth turning up shyly. “Was that a joke, Miss Gregson?”
“A feeble attempt at one,” she admitted.
Silence descended. To his surprise, it was comfortable. It was as if an invisible line had been crossed, but not in a bad way.
He made the decision. “Come on.”
“Where?”
“If you actually want to help, you’ll need different clothes.”
Her nose wrinkled. “We’re going shopping?”
“I’d sooner be castrated by a cleaning bot.”
“Good.”
He turned at that comment, surprised.
She shrugged. “I hate shopping. I always have.”
“I have some clothes for you to use.” He didn’t think Callie would mind. Besides, wasn’t there some saying about acting in haste and repenting at leisure?
Somehow Emmaline’s presence in his bedroom was less innocent this time. It had obviously been way too long since he’d gotten laid, because the thought of her spread out on his simple cotton sheets was ricocheting around his skull.
Lucky for him, she didn’t seem to pick up on his I’m horny-as-fuck vibe. In fact, she was still rattling on with questions about what he wanted to do to the cruiser, which he was only halfway tuning into.
At least, until she said, “I could run to the market.”
That broke through his sexual haze pretty damn fast. “Hell, no. The one advantage we’ve got is that your father wouldn’t dream of looking for you here.” He looked at her, eyes quickly assessing her figure.
He had to hand it to her: she was stubborn. “I need something new to wear outside the garage too. I mean, yes, this dress is nice, but it wasn’t exactly designed for cross-country travel.”
She looked too perfect standing there. Too beautiful. Too delicate.
Could he do this? Would it hurt too much? Mind racing, he looked over Emmaline once more. She was gentler than any of the other high class women he’d met. Maybe it would be okay.
“Hold on.”
He rummaged around in the bottom drawer and threw a pair of pants at her. “Try these.”

She looked down at the pants Taggart had tossed to her. They were small. Feminine. “Um, girlfriend’s?”
“Sister.”
“Oh, I didn’t know you—”
“Yeah, not many people do.”
Her mind flashed to the photo above the sink. They’d looked a little similar; maybe that was her…
“Will she mind?”
“No.”
“You’re sure? I don’t want to—”
“She’s dead.”
Suddenly, the smudge made sense. Marks left from placing fingertips against the photo. Like a girl reverently paying homage to her mother’s frozen smile each morning.
“I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. It wasn’t painful.”
“How old was she?”
“Two years younger than me.”
She fiddled with a button on the pants. She couldn’t imagine the swift loss of someone she loved. She’d been forced to watch her mother waste away from gamma poisoning. Three long years of hell. “How did she die?”
“Got caught in an explosion.” His voice was clipped, factual. “She enlisted as a mechanic the same year I did. There was a bombing on our base in Cordova. The garage was hit. I was already out working on a busted convoy. They told me when I got back.”
Emmaline recognised the hollowness of his words. He spoke with the same flippant familiarity with guilt and helplessness that she knew so well. That tiny realisation was the catalyst, sparking and setting ablaze all the thoughts she’d harboured about the man. Everything—her irritation, appreciation, awe, longing—coalesced, leaving her shaken to the core. Because under all the bluster, the swagger, the crude behaviour, the cruder speech, his existence was as empty as hers.

He turned away, digging out another one of his tank tops. What the fuck was wrong with him? Why had he mentioned Callie?
Emmaline opened her mouth as if to speak, but he cut her off by handing over the shirt. “Here. Wear this.”
She didn’t ask but he answered the unspoken question anyway. “You’re a hell of a lot bigger up top than she was.”
“Oh.” She flushed a little. “I’ve never thought about it that way.”
“I know.” He grinned, taking a long, leisurely glance over her breasts. “Still, kind of hard to avoid noticing when you wear corsets.”
“Mr. Taggart!”
He held up his hands. “It’s the truth. Their only job is to push up and...”
He trailed off when she shook her head. She started to undo the top buttons of her skirt but froze when she figured out that he wasn’t leaving the room.
Half a turn and all she’d see was his back. “I won’t look,” he promised.
“I’m not worried about that.” But her tone suggested otherwise.
“No?”
“Should I be?”
He ran a hand over his buzzed hair. “Shit,” he grumbled, knowing he’d walked into that one.
“I’m sorry, Mr. Taggart, but I couldn’t hear you well.”
“No,” he growled at her, accepting defeat gracelessly, “you don’t have to worry about that.”
This woman brings out the worst in me.
She just stood there, holding the pants and tank top to her chest. He jerked his head toward the door. “I guess I’ll be out there,” he said lamely.
He sank down on his ratty couch, mind reeling as he went over their conversation about Callie again. When he’d talked about her, he’d seen a flash of kinship in Emmaline’s eyes. The bone-deep pain she’d exposed bitch-slapped him. She was nothing like the woman he’d expected her to be.
That made things infinitely more complicated.
He groaned and closed his eyes. He didn’t want to like the woman. His job was to complete each mission to the letter, ensure his men’s safety and financial welfare, avoiding extraneous complications. He’d had jobs turn into clusters before; adapt and overcome was the lesson drilled into him over the years.
He’d adapted to this situation, made the smart choice for his men and ensured them a sweet payday. Once he met with Arthur Gregson and explained that the terms of the contract had been broken by sending in additional crews, his conscience would be clear. There would be no niggling ethical shit storms about working for Emmaline.
“Emma,” he mumbled under his breath, feeling it fit her spunk better.
Oh, fuckity shit fuck. There was no way he’d crossed that line...had he?
“Mr. Taggart?”
He blinked slowly and looked over at the bedroom. His mouth dried and all he could croak out was, “Oh, gods.”
He hadn’t just crossed that line. He’d taken a flying leap over it and was sprinting forward without a glance back.
She looked like some kind of calendar pin-up girl. Callie’s cargo pants hung low on her full hips. His white tank top was too big on her but it clung across her breasts, dipping in the front. He tried to ignore her lack of a bra, although it required his greatest self-control. He might have peeked once—he was only human. She’d pulled her hair up and she was nibbling her lower lip and tugging to make sure the shirt was long enough.
He knew he was a goner when he saw her delicate toes curling on the concrete floor. That vulnerability was so damn wholesome, so unexpected after his years of service, he thought his cock would explode right then and there.
“I couldn’t find any shoes,” she said sheepishly, misreading his earlier oath.
He tried to recover. “I’ve got some extra. They’ll be huge on you though.” He tried to smile, but guessed it was probably more of a grimace. “You remembered to grab precious jewellery, but forgot practical shoes?”
She made a face at him. “People like me don’t get the luxury of practical shoes. Or making my own fashion decisions.”
“Boo hoo for you,” he snarked. “Come on, princess, let’s get you fixed up.”
Too bad that when she walked by all he could see was the way the cargo pants were moulded to her ass. Mentally chanting a prayer to whatever god watched over the perpetual dumb shits, Peirce headed after her.
Three hours later, he was either going to kill her or himself. She was driving him completely nuts. Worst of all, she had no idea she was doing it.
His garage was his sanctuary and having her in there, invading his space, moving things around, asking him questions he’d never tried to answer before, was infuriating and enthralling. She was an eager student, more than willing to get her pretty hands dirty. Her questions, while basic, were pointed and related directly to the task at hand. He ended up going into great detail about the cruiser: its systems, its history, even the ways to improve it from the stock model.
She’d been desperate to help, so he’d finally decided to teach her how to check the oil. It may have been a menial task, but she took it as seriously as a battlefield mechanic working on a disabled vehicle in the middle of a fire fight would.
The only downside of her working on the cruiser was the various ways she had to bend to even manage the work. It was a beast of a car, steel frame, strong and hard to destroy and she was tiny in comparison. To reach the dipstick, she had to place a knee on the bumper and hoist herself up to bend over the engine block. It gave him an all too-perfect view of her from behind.
He gave an inward sigh as he peeled his eyes away, stepping toward the side of the car. Her brow was furrowed in concentration and she was staring intently at the options before her.
Peirce leaned in, biting back a curse as he brushed against the frame. Crap, he was so hard he’d probably punch a hole through the rusted shell.
Emmaline tentatively pointed and glanced askance of him. He kept a poker face. Her mouth contorted in a moue of insecurity and she pointed at another. Again, he gave her no sign.
She sighed and looked at them both again. Her expression was so torn he couldn’t help but encourage, “You know this. Just breathe and choose.”
She scrunched her eyes, breathed in and out and correctly picked the dipstick. As soon as she realised she’d made the right choice, she let out a small whoop of triumph. A huge smile graced her face.
His heart stopped.
She didn’t seem to notice; she was too focused on checking the oil level exactly as he’d told her. When she was done, she crawled down the bumper and grinned up at him. “Can I do anything else?”
She was practically vibrating with excitement.
There weren’t any other jobs for her at this point.
“Want to learn to change a tire?” he asked hoarsely.

Emmaline’s arms ached, her fingers would be blistered tomorrow and she was covered in rust and sweat and oil and gods knew what else.
She’d never been happier in her entire life.
Taggart had given her job after job. Each time he explained the tasks, often going back and forth between holoscreen and the real vehicle. He’d let her ask questions, watched her become familiar with the tools and overseen her work. But what she appreciated most was his refusal to do the job for her, or tell her if she was doing it right.
She’d never, in twenty-four years of life, been trusted to use her own knowledge to accomplish a task. Even the charity work her father had assigned her to oversee had been double-checked by his financial advisor. A team of stylists oversaw her clothing choices, especially for community events.
She pushed hard on the wrench, planting her feet so the wheeled board she lay on wouldn’t move. The bolt screeched, but finally gave. It only took a few more turns to remove it and watch the damaged skid plate fall to her right.
“Nice job,” Taggart complimented. He was crouched beside the car, watching her as she worked under it. Without warning, he reached out, grabbed the board and pulled her to him.
She stared up at him, frozen, wrench still clutched to her chest, his arm between her legs, his hand on the board. This was a reminder of how much bigger he was, leaning over her, ice-chip blue eyes cataloguing every detail. The thought of him stretched out on top of her made her chest flush and her cheeks burn.
It wasn’t until his eyes darkened and stared at her mouth that she realised she was biting her lower lip again. She stopped.
“Well,” he began softly.
When he didn’t continue, Emmaline shifted uncomfortably. “Well what, Mr. Taggart?”
“Peirce,” he corrected, eyes flicking up to hers.
Oh, my. Would she be able to say his name without spontaneously combusting? She swallowed. Such familiarity was forbidden in the higher classes, unless a betrothal was imminent. Even then, it was frowned on when not behind closed doors. But for some reason, with this man, she couldn’t resist. She wet her lips.
“What were you going to say, Peirce?”

His name, her lips. Shit on a stick, he had to leave.
“That’s enough for today,” he said gruffly. “I’ll go grab us some food. You eat Berkwan?”
One of the family servants, a refuge from Berkwai and its violent cartel, had told Emmaline how much she missed the native meals. Her descriptions of the highly spiced food always left Emmaline’s mouth watering but her father had never allowed her to try it; he claimed it was beneath their breeding.
“I don’t know. I’ve never had it before.”
“It’ll be a new experience then.” He pulled away from her and headed for the door.
“Peirce?”
His head throbbed. Both of them.
He looked over his shoulder.
“Thank you for letting me help,” she said.
He grunted. “I’ll be home in half an hour,” he said. “Don’t leave the apartment.”
He could feel her eyes on him long after he’d closed the apartment door behind him. He wouldn’t be able to have Emma around for a week without losing it completely.
It was time to get his mind back in the game.



Chapter 5
An hour later, she had decided Taggart—Peirce, as he’d asked her to call him now—really didn’t understand the concept of home. Not like she had a great deal of experience in that area, but she’d always been careful to keep her room a place of safety and comfort. Peirce’s house was devoid of any comforts. Even his cupboards were bare.
She paced the length of the kitchen again, turning toward the door without conscious thought. Her mind was too busy racing through the possibilities. This wasn’t like Peirce; she knew from experience that he was always punctual.
Two days after Peirce had arrived on the Gregson property, she’d finally convinced her father to let her go for a walk on the outer edge of the grounds. He’d insisted Peirce go with her. Peirce had consented only when her father reminded him he was being paid to do what was ordered and a time had been set for the next day.
She’d been two minutes late to get downstairs. She’d nearly fallen down the stairs in her haste to catch him as he strode away.
“Mr. Taggart! Aren’t we still going?”
His eyes had been clear shards, his mouth an arrogant line. “You’re late.”
She’d been surprised. Outside of public appearances, all of which were run by her father’s assistants, she’d never been on a schedule before. “I’m sorry?”
“I have things to do,” he’d commented, turning his back yet again. “My life doesn’t revolve around you.”
“I didn’t realise it was such an issue! Please!”
He’d at least stopped when she’d said that.
“I didn’t mean to act as if I didn’t care about keeping to your schedule,” she explained, hating the way she had to grovel to this man in order to go outside. “It won’t happen again.”
A large hand had brushed over his buzz cut. “Damn right, it won’t happen again.”
They’d finally gone on the walk. It hadn’t been comfortable between them but at least she’d gotten to breathe in the fresh air. He’d followed through, just like she knew he would.
So there was no reason she could think of why Peirce wouldn’t be back already. Unless something had happened to him. She ran a wet rag over her skin distractedly one last time, deeply aware it wasn’t going to remove most of the filth she was covered in. Somehow, she couldn’t bring herself to care. She needed to know if he was okay.
She returned to the bedroom, digging through the clothes hanging from a plain rod until she found one of his welding jackets. Pulling it on and rolling up the cuffs so her hands were visible, she stepped back out into the living room.
The sound of tired footsteps approaching had her rushing eagerly to the door, pulling it open wide and stepping out into the hall.
The large, exhausted man didn’t even look up at her. He just grunted his acknowledgement and went into his own apartment a few doors down. Emmaline sighed with disappointment and turned to go back inside.
Only to run into the door.
“Ouch,” she grumbled, rubbing her shoulder where she’d rammed against the metal. She looked down at the key pad.
“Oh, gods...no!”
It required a palm scan. And a code. And a retinal scan.
And Peirce wasn’t here for any of those.
Emmaline bit her lower lip, wishing she had thought ahead, hadn’t just rushed out into the open. Gods, hadn’t Peirce always complained about her inability to plan ahead for situations while he was living at the estate?
Watching the sunset from the library window: Miss Gregson, a sniper could have just taken you out through that window and your blood would ruin that first edition of Dust to Dust: A History of Lailian Burial Rites.
Yelling as she went to greet another dog abandoned thanks to the wars: Miss Gregson, did you ever think that an enemy combatant could have attached explosives to that mangy dog you just ran to pet?
Watching her as she tried to chop carrots to give to the horses: Miss Gregson, please put down the knife. If I wanted you to kill yourself, I’d just hand you my gun.
She could hear him in her head right now. Miss Gregson, did you ever think that trying a palm scan you already know will fail might set off one of the flags Mr. Stone has set?
Her hand hovered above the pad, but she didn’t put it down to touch the glass. There had to be another option. She could figure this out.
What if she left the apartment? She closed her eyes and tried to run through her mental map of the neighbourhood. She couldn’t remember everything—it had gone by too fast as they’d driven to Peirce’s—but she was pretty sure there was a restaurant of some kind just down the street.
If she got there, maybe she could wait until she saw Peirce coming back up to the apartment. And if he wasn’t coming back, she’d be away if her father sent his men to find her there.
“Okay, Emmaline,” she muttered, “prove you aren’t worthless.”
What had Peirce told her over and over all afternoon in the garage? You know this. Just breathe and choose.
A slow, deep breath. She was terrified she’d make a mistake, but she couldn’t let fear keep her down anymore. Too much was at stake now. Her freedom was within reach.
She headed toward the elevator.

Peirce ended the comm and stepped out of the booth. The fresh air was more than welcome and he tried to unwrinkle his nose, wishing he could scour the scent of days-old urine and sweat and other bodily fluids from his memory.
“What’d he say?” Douglass asked.
“He was scared shitless,” Peirce reported. “Said he’d meet me in a few days.”
“Didn’t think we’d survive the mercs? Too bad for him the price went up.” Kai grinned.
“Always read the fine print,” Peirce confirmed with a smirk.
Arthur Gregson, the arrogant prick, hadn’t read the contract when he’d hired them. He was greedy and short-sighted and—judging by the vein that had been jumping in his forehead during the conversation—short-tempered as well. The funny thing wasn’t that the insults launched at Peirce and his men hadn’t been upsetting, but it was the man’s absolute lack of concern about his daughter’s whereabouts or welfare which had riled Peirce unexpectedly.
“How long are you going to keep her at your place?”
Douglass looked a little concerned and, to Peirce’s surprise, Kai dropped his jokey act and waited with equal gravity for an answer.
“I’m not sure,” Peirce said slowly, not liking the change in his men. He counted on his ability to read them, both in battle and out, but they weren’t giving him any signs to go off of now.
“Why not?”
Peirce shrugged, wishing he wasn’t in civilian clothes. He felt naked, totally exposed with his armour off. Years of surviving bombings and guerrilla attacks had left him wary of having his back exposed and with the way Douglass and Kai were acting, if he answered wrong he wouldn’t have either of them around to watch his back.
“Look, Emma and I get along just fine. I taught her how to work on the cruiser today.”
Douglass was giving him a strange look. Kai was chortling.
“What?” Peirce asked, exasperated.
“Emma?” Douglass raised an eyebrow.
Shit. “Easier than saying Miss Gregson all the time,” Peirce mumbled.
“Sure.” Kai shrugged. “I prefer keeping the names to just a few syllables too. Easier to remember what to call them when I kick them out the next morning.”
It made no sense, but one second Peirce was standing there, talking with his men and the next, his knee was pushing down on Kai’s chest and his knife was out and to his throat. Fortunately, Douglass was already pulling him off.
“What the fuck is wrong with you?” Kai coughed as he picked himself off the ground.
Peirce knew he was being irrational, but didn’t care. He pointed the knife at Kai with a steady hand. “Don’t talk about her like that.”
“Geez, sir, what crawled up your ass?” Douglass patted his shoulder and looked back at Kai. “He was just joking.”
Peirce shrugged off Douglass’s hand and turned. “I’ve got to go,” he said and split before they could ask him any more awkward questions.
The Berkwan order he’d put in would be ready to pick up any time. It was about time to head back to Emma—shit, Emmaline...FUCK! Miss Gregson—but on his way to the restaurant, a window display with a simple dress caught his attention. She’d said she’d need new clothes. Hell, he knew her size for the most part…
The store was small, but clean. Obviously new, since turnover in this section of town was high. Peirce wandered the display racks, not sure what he was searching for.
“Can I help you?”
A small woman beamed up at him from behind her glasses. Her hair was nearly silver and she was so bent and arthritic that Peirce knew he’d never live with himself if he didn’t buy something and justify her getting off her stool to help him.
“No thank you, ma’am. I can find it myself.”
Finding the right women’s clothes was more difficult than locating the scrap for most of the engines he’d ever rebuilt. He settled on two dresses, another pair of pants, some shirts, a pair of practical boots and finally deigned to let the old woman pick out appropriate undergarments. Bag in hand and realising how late he was running, he ducked quickly into the restaurant to pick up the food.
The crowds of people heading home from work were slowing as night crept closer, the twin moons climbing into the sky. Each step around another person left Peirce more and more anxious. He should have been home almost an hour ago. He knew that the apartment was secure and Emmaline would be safe there, but something just felt…off.
Skin crawling from unease, Peirce shouldered his way into the apartment building. He was nearly to the elevator. Soon he’d be upstairs, safe and eating decent food and watching Emmaline’s face when she got a load of her new clothes.
He heard the brush of fabric and dropped the bags to his sides, hitting a knee and steadying himself on it, drawing his knife in a fluid motion and pulling back for a swift throw, before he saw who it was.
“Peirce?” Emmaline squeaked from the darkened corner where she’d been sitting.
The air left his lungs in a whoosh and he immediately sheathed the weapon. He’d almost let go. Old habits were hard to break. Worse, he hadn’t hit her. A few years ago, he wouldn’t have hesitated. Kill first, ask questions later. Hesitation like that meant he was getting old, weak, less than capable.
He buried those thoughts and found himself focusing on Emmaline’s wan face. Fear and rage warred for superiority within him. Eventually, with tempered irritation, he was able to find his voice. “Miss Gregson, what the fuck are you doing down here? Didn’t you think Stone might have the ability to hack security feeds?”
She managed a tremulous smile at his statement, which confused the hell out of him.
“I knew you’d say something like that,” she finally said. “It’s why I was waiting over there instead of down at the restaurant. I didn’t see any cameras pointing that way.”
She’d found a blind spot. Smart girl. But it was no time for weakness.
“You didn’t listen to my orders.”
She looked up at him, mouth a tight line. “I got locked out of the apartment.”
Peirce sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose, already feeling a tension headache coming on, tightening his neck and shoulders, making his eyes throb. “Grab the food.”
She did so without argument, taking up the bag and checking that the containers were all still sealed. Peirce picked up the bag of clothes, not sure how he’d explain their purchase and punched the call button for the elevator.
At least she waited until they were safely inside the metal box before continuing, “You’re never late. I wasn’t sure if something had gone wrong. So when I heard steps in the hall, I went out because I thought it was you.”
“It wasn’t,” he deadpanned but a tiny part of him was flattered to know she had been worried.
She scowled. “I know that now. But once I got stuck outside I figured I shouldn’t try to use the scanner. I didn’t know if it would flag me.”
Begrudgingly, Peirce nodded. “At least you’re not stupid.”
She didn’t take it as a compliment, judging by the way she tilted her head and crossed her arms.
“What I mean is that you did good.” The headache was growing. He rubbed the back of his head, wishing it would loosen him up. “And so you know next time, I keep my security off the grid.”
“Oh.”
The elevator door opened with a ding and they stepped out into the hall. Peirce led the way, making sure to shield her as best he could until he was sure no one was around. After clearing his security measures, he ushered her inside, taking extra time to recheck the locks.
By the time he turned back, she’d already set out the Berkwan and had settled onto his couch, tucking her feet up underneath her and perching delicately. He shook his head. She looked a helluva lot younger that way and the way her fingers nervously fluttered over everything to double-check it was in the right place only solidified his observation.
“Thanks for getting it ready,” he said.
“Um…do you want me to get the dishes?”
He grabbed the container of dreelin noodles and one of the cheap forks thrown in with the take-out, picking out the vegetable chunks and throwing them onto the container’s lid. “Don’t bother with dishes. What’s the point of buying food if you’ve still got to wash a ton of crap?”
She contemplated that for a moment, then tentatively looked through the different boxes. “What’s good?” she finally asked.
“Want something sweet or something spicy?”
He could have sworn her eyes hadn’t been on the boxes, but if she’d run them down his body like he thought, it was too fast to catch. “Spicy,” she said.
He pointed at the container of carmak beef. She took it and looked at the food tentatively.
“What?” he asked. “Is the princess afraid of eating a commoner’s food?”
If looks could kill, he’d be rotting in the grave. She took out a piece of beef and took a tentative nibble. As surprise registered on her face, he couldn’t help chuckling.
“Yeah, even we poor idiots know what we’re doing occasionally.”
“I don’t think that,” she said quietly.
“What?”
“I don’t think you’re an idiot.”
He froze, fork mid-way to his mouth. She wouldn’t look at him, but continued, “And I don’t think that not having money makes a person less worthy than someone else.”
Shit. He’d offended her. Big time.
Now she looked up at him and, for some reason, meeting her gaze made him feel more than a little uncomfortable. “Why do you hate the aristocracy so much?”
I don’t want to answer this.
“I don’t give a shit about the aristocracy. Most of them are the reason I’m still in business.”
She continued to watch him as he ate the noodles. Damn things were like live worms going down now.
“I’m not stupid,” she said with quiet ferocity. “I know that’s not the reason.”
“Look…I don’t want to talk about it.”
He put the noodles down and collected the clothing bag while she continued to eat and watch him.
“Here.” He tossed the bag on the seat next to her, hoping it would distract her from her current line of questioning.
She put down her beef and he went back to eating his noodles and standing around like a lame-ass.
As soon as she pulled out the first dress, he knew he was forgiven for being late back home. And that she’d forgotten to grill him about his blatant dislike of all things blue-blood.
“Oh, Peirce,” she whispered, running a hand over the simple fabric. He’d worried that all the clothes would be too plain for her taste, but the moisture rising in her eyes said otherwise. “This is why you were late? You did this for me?”
“I didn’t want you going out on your own.” His embarrassment was a surprise.
“Thank you,” she said in that same low tone, but her voice was throatier.
“Sure.”
Tension broken, they finished dinner together in mutual silence. She helped him clean up—a misnomer, since all they had to do was throw the leftovers in the fridge and trash the empty containers. She stood awkwardly in the kitchen for a moment before Peirce realised she was waiting to ask him something.
“Need anything?”
“Do you have an extra blanket? A pillow?”
“Yeah.”
“If you don’t mind, I was going to sleep on the couch.”
“Well, that’s a problem.”
Her eyes widened. “It is?”
“Yeah. See, I was planning on sleeping on the couch.”
“I—”
“You get the bed tonight, honey.”
She didn’t seem quite sure how to respond to the courtesy, so he did the only thing he could think of to move the conversation along.
“It’s been a long day for me, so you should know now that tonight I need my beauty rest. It’ll break your heart, but I can’t be between the sheets with you until tomorrow.”
She rolled her eyes and went past him to the bedroom.
No reason for her to know that the thought of being under the sheets with her was making him hard. Again.
“Good night, Peirce,” she said.
“Right. Good luck.”
Good luck? With what? Crashing and getting a few hours of shut eye?
“And Peirce?”
He looked at her. She was undoing her hair and the soft tendrils falling around her face made her look like too damn much of a temptation.
“I’m sorry you can’t make it to bed tonight,” she said with a shy smile. The door closed softly behind her.
Dammit.



Chapter 6
Callie shook her head. “Don’t you trust me?” she challenged.
“Sure, I do. I just don’t trust those dumbasses to help you move the Crawler without doing more damage to it,” he shot back.
“Fine!” She threw up her hands, exasperated. “I’ll wait until you drag your sorry butt back here to help me.”
“Deal.”
Mock-argument over, Callie couldn’t help giving in to the smile that was tugging at the corner of her mouth. It was infectious and once it was there on her face, he couldn’t help grinning back.
“Good to know we still hate each other,” she joked.
“All brothers hate their little sisters,” Peirce said. “Always getting in the way, messing with our shit.”
“Stopping you from hooking up with Sergeant Bailey?”
Peirce shrugged. “It didn’t work out.”
“You dumped her because she talked bad about me at mess.”
“She was a bitch.”
“She didn’t know you were related to me.”
He shrugged again. “No skin off my ass. She’d have been a lousy lay anyway.”
Callie grimaced. “There are some things I should never know about my brother. Your sex life is definitely on that list.”
He was really going to make her squeamish when the radio crackled to life. Two minutes later, he was avoiding the rotating blades of an Eagle and scrambling in beside the rest of his assault team and two medics.
“See you tonight!” he hollered to Callie over the downdraft of the propellers.
“Love you, brother!”
It always irked him how she’d call that to him every time he took off. Made him feel like he was seven or something and she was chasing after him on his way to school, stopping at the corner of the sidewalk that she wasn’t allowed to go beyond, a tiny blonde thing in mismatched clothes calling how much she loved him to the world.
He was on the battlefield, ignoring the bullets ricocheting off the metal as he worked to get the Stallions back up and running. The medics and he had their hands full; IEDs had stopped the convoy dead in its tracks. At least eight men down, one Stallion unfit for anything but parts.
He got the other two back in order, running back and forth from the dead vehicle with stripped parts, maps, data chips, anything that could be used by the enemy, while the medics loaded up the wounded in the Eagle and the backs of the other two Stallions. Finally, they took off back toward Cordova.
He could remember the conversation. Jacob Miller’s wisecrack about how long it took Peirce to get the Stallions back in order. His retort that most gods had days to do what he’d done in seven minutes. Jacob’s next joke was cut off by the rumble that shook the entire Stallion.
The fireball in the distance.
He could hear her screaming.

Peirce jolted awake, lost in the fog of the nightmare. Normally he didn’t wake until he was thrown to the ground by his commanding officer while trying to run into the burning rubble of the garage to find Callie. Until he felt the hot metal and burning wood searing his hands, blistering them, leaving him to wake up with phantom pain from wounds long since healed.
But this time was different because someone was actually screaming.
He ran to the bedroom, adrenaline surging, and shook Emmaline as she scissored on the bed.
“Emma! Emma, wake up!”
She stopped once his hands were on her, his fingers digging into her shoulders with enough force he worried she’d be bruised. She stared up at him blankly.
He didn’t know why, but it felt right to press his forehead to hers, stroke her hair, run a hand up and down the column of her throat as he whispered promises that she’d be okay, that the nightmare would fade. Gradually, she stopped whimpering with every breath she took in. Her pulse stopped fluttering in her neck like a bird flinging itself against cage bars. She rolled to her side and buried herself against him, wrapping his huge body over her tiny one like he was some kind of blanket.
Even though his mind told him he should move once he felt her body relaxing again into sleep, he couldn’t pull himself away from her.
In fact, he was almost asleep when she asked tremulously, “I woke you up?”
“Yeah.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. You stopped the worst part.”
“Cordova?”
“Every time.” He pressed his face down into her hair, grateful for her warmth and scent and softness. “Plymouth?”
She shuddered against him and he tightened his grip on her. “I can’t forget it,” she admitted.
“It’s okay to accept that.”
“Have you?”
“I’ve accepted she’s gone.”
Silence.
Finally, “Do you acknowledge that you couldn’t have done anything else?”
She had him there. He shifted uncomfortably. “No.”
She didn’t let him pull away. Instead, she nuzzled in closer. When she sighed, he could feel her body loosening even more, the pull of sleep winning her over. “You’ll keep me safe from them?” she asked.
Mercenaries or nightmares, his answer was the same. “Of course.”

Emmaline blinked slowly, trying to shrug off the remnants of the dream. There was darkness, the sensation of weight across her chest, uncertainty of where she was. There was a low grumble next to her and the weight on her chest disappeared.
She turned her head and saw Peirce stretched out beside her. His blonde hair was plastered down unevenly from his fitful sleep. She took in his long eyelashes, the narrow scar across an eyebrow, the sign of a formerly broken nose.
It was his mouth that really fascinated her. Even in his sleep, Peirce scowled. Before she’d seen him smile, she’d wondered if he didn’t know how to move his face into any expression other than a scowl, a smirk or a leer. Now she knew that he only smiled on rare occasions.
She couldn’t help herself. She traced his lips with a finger, still unable to comprehend this mouth had been on hers. She’d never tell him since it was far too embarrassing, but his kiss had been better than she’d ever imagined.
Her fingertip had just brushed the other corner of his mouth when those blue eyes snapped open and stared right at her. She was frozen, finger still on his lips, nervous and guilty about getting caught.
To her surprise, he just blinked at her and closed his eyes again.
“I—” she began.
“Give me ten more minutes and I’ll get up to shower,” he interrupted, settling in deeper to his pillow.
“Oh. Okay.”
She was getting out of the bed when his arm snaked out and pulled her back to him. He made a noise of appreciation and mumbled, “You smell good.”
“Thank you?”
But he was out again. Probably a military trick…He must have been used to getting sleep whenever and however he could.
Still, it wouldn’t hurt to doze for a little bit.
She didn’t wake until the shower turned off. Peirce emerged wearing nothing but a towel and some lucky water droplets. One slid down his shoulder, over his pec, down to the scars, tripping over the uneven skin and vanished as it soaked into the towel.
She swallowed when she saw the scars, but they didn’t upset her like they had the first time. They were reminders of what he’d been through, that was all. She had a few scars of her own, so who was she to cast the first stone?
“I’ve got to go meet your dad,” he said casually as he pulled clothes out of his drawers.
Panic squeezed at her chest. “Why?”
“To let him know he broke contract.”
“I thought he didn’t want to meet you for a few days.”
“True. But I’ve decided I don’t give a shit what he wants.” He looked back at her, taking her in slowly. “I want you to be able to have a life again.”
She managed a weak smile. “No more being trapped in an ivory tower?”
“Not unless you want to be there.”
She had to stall him somehow. “Would you take my jewellery with you? See what you can get for it?”
He nodded his assent. “Kai’s better at it than I am. I’ll hand it off and bring back what he gets for it.”
“Okay.”
He sat on the edge of the bed and waited patiently while she tugged at the hem of her skirt. But after a few minutes, he wasn’t so patient. Heaving a sigh, he finally passed her his knife, which made the process far easier. She handed over all the jewels and his knife, which he placed on the dresser.
“Okay?” he asked.
“Mm-hmm.”
But she couldn’t stop the dread that was seeping into her bones. She blurted out, “Do you have to meet him face to face?”
Peirce gave her an inscrutable look. “Yes.”
“Are you sure?”
She saw his jaw tighten. He grabbed his clothes and went back to the bathroom, closing the door behind him. She waited anxiously as he got dressed, wishing she could explain what was running through her mind.
Rationally, she knew Peirce could handle himself, but the irrational Emmaline was afraid that something would happen to him.
Peirce stepped back into the bedroom. His canvas pants were worn but clean, his t-shirt tight across his chest. He ignored her as he put on his belt, cuff, comm and gloves. The knife was slipped into a boot sheath. The jewellery tucked into one of the many pant pockets. He took a slim armoured vest from one of the hooks in the closet and strapped it on, wincing just a little as he pulled on his shoulder. His jacket covered the vest but allowed access to the gun he strapped at the small of his back.
It wasn’t until he was at the doorway to the main room that he paused and said, “I’m not afraid to face him.”
“I know you aren’t,” Emmaline promised as she scrambled from the bed and followed him.
He was pulling on his lighter boots by the front door.
“But he’s such a hateful man…how do you know he hasn’t set a trap for you?”
Peirce’s expression was one of amusement. “Douglass has been monitoring all his communications since we got back to Monterrey. Your father’s taken special care to avoid anyone who could let Stone know what’s actually going on.”
“So they aren’t working together?”
“At this point I’d have to say no. Your father lost his only bargaining chip. He’s desperate.” His eyes darkened and she realised he was giving a slow perusal of her legs, bare since she was wearing one of his shirts. “It’s easier to tell what men want when they’re desperate.”
He turned away from her, started to open the door.
It must have been split-second insanity, because she was across the room and had her face pressed against his chest a moment later, stretched up as high as she could on her tiptoes so she could lock her arms around his neck. “Please be careful,” she whispered, strangely emotional from watching him gear up and leave.
One of his large hands spanned her shoulder blades and she felt his awkward patting turn into slow circles on her back. Then he was holding her close, almost tenderly.
“I’ll be okay,” he told her quietly, calmly. “I’ll be back this afternoon. Go play in the garage. Just don’t use the torch.”
She still didn’t let him go.
He pulled back from her, his hands cradling her face, making her feel even tinier than she was. “Emma, trust me. I’ll be safe.”
The door closed behind him, locks clicking into place with unnerving finality.
He’d called her Emma. Not Miss Gregson.
Emma.

Peirce knew he would strongly dislike Arthur Gregson. He’d known that from the few times they’d met to discuss the contract, from the rare interactions at the Gregson estate, the attempted assassination and, more recently, from the comm call when the man had shown his true colours. But seeing the louse in person was different.
Worse.
Peirce clenched his fist under the table, refusing to let his face show any obvious sign of his disgust.
“You can’t do this to me,” Gregson sputtered for the third time.
“You broke the contract,” Peirce said calmly, more than aware of the lack of personal guards.
If he came to this meeting unprotected, Gregson must have been haemorrhaging money. Peirce knew he hadn’t come unprotected out of trust.
“I didn’t realise that hiring additional security would render our agreement null and void!”
“How about hiring those mercs to kill me and my men before you had to pay us the full amount?”
Gregson’s mouth dropped open. When he recovered enough, he pleaded his innocence. When he realised Peirce wasn’t buying it, he grew agitated.
Peirce sighed. The man was stuck on defending himself, even if all he was doing was repeating blatant lies over and over. At least he hadn’t asked about Emma.
Peirce didn’t want to have to shoot Gregson this early in the game. Better to leave that to Richard Stone. That way the loose ends would be tied up and Emma’s hands wouldn’t be dirty.
“You can’t blame me for trying to protect that little bitch! She was my way out!”
Gregson swallowed at the look on Peirce’s face, belatedly realising his mistake.
“Listen closely,” Peirce said, tone soft and dangerous. “You will not look for Emmaline. You will not hire anyone to find her, nor will you place any security flags on her for the rest of your miserable life.”
“She’s my daughter,” Gregson snarled, vein pulsating. “I can do whatever I damn well please with her. You aren’t a Lawman anymore.”
“True. But I have friends who are still in the service. They tend to frown on human trafficking, Mr. Gregson.” Peirce smiled, knowing it was more a baring of the teeth. “Come to think of it, I don’t think highly of men who engage in such activities.”
“You’re nothing but a goddamn merc! You aren’t paid to think!”
Gregson was trembling. Peirce knew it wasn’t from anger—the man was scared shitless—but he had nothing to lose from a confrontation with Peirce. Richard Stone was the real threat and Gregson knew it. This was just transference.
That didn’t mean that Peirce couldn’t add to Gregson’s stress level. In a smooth motion, he removed the gun from the holster at the small of his back and pressed it gently against Gregson’s temple.
“Speaking of thinking,” Peirce said as he leaned in, pressing the barrel harder to the flesh, “you are no longer permitted to even think about Emmaline.”
He leaned back as shock set in on the man’s face. “If you do, I will make it my personal mission to find you and introduce you to some of the persuasive techniques I learned in the wars.”
Peirce got up from the small table in the pub and turned to leave, holstering his weapon. Gregson didn’t have the balls to try to attack him.
“Don’t you know who I am? You can’t threaten me!” Gregson protested.
Peirce looked over his shoulder and smiled at the man, mind already wandering to all the wonderful things he could do to make Gregson swallow his holier-than-thou, aristocratic bullshit. “I don’t make threats. Only promises.”
He was leaving as Gregson screamed after him, “I’ll kill you for this, Taggart! I’ll hunt you down!”
And Douglass said negotiations were never fun, Peirce thought to himself.
He was a few blocks away when his cuff lit up. He pressed the comm in his ear, adrenaline levelling out at the familiar crackle.
“Boss?”
“What, Kai?”
Quietly, “Found a fence. Where do you want the credits sent?”
“Can you avoid a transfer?”
The comm went quiet for a moment and Peirce knew Kai was there negotiating with the buyer. A quick burst of static and Kai reported, “Yeah.”
“Drop them by my apartment later tonight.”
“Sure thing, boss.”
Another thing off his list. With credits and no father on her back, Emma would be able to start that new life of hers soon. Which was good because all he could think about was watching her face as she rode him into oblivion.
“Dammit all to hell,” Peirce growled under his breath.
The walk back to his apartment should have cleared his head. Instead, his mind was twisting on itself, obsessing over the tiny details of Emmaline’s face, her body, her voice. He was losing it.
Too many years fighting in the wars. Too many missions behind enemy lines, leading the assaults, being knee-deep in shit that stank to high heaven. Too many years trying to repent for Callie’s loss. Too long spent hiding from the fact that he was getting old and sentimental and that he had no life waiting for him outside his work. His bloody, fucked-up work.
He’d never wash his hands of it all.
The elevator dinged open. The hallway was quiet as ever, but there was a strange scent in the air. He sniffed, memories stirring deep below the surface. It was coming from his apartment.
The moment the door opened, the past surged up and sucker punched him.
Callie and he sitting at the kitchen table while their mother served dinner. Another blue-blood meal, the kind that resulted in leftovers his friends would mock him for. But it didn’t matter because she was there and his broke-as-sin, welder father was smiling like his face would split open and Callie was giggling and he was so happy even though they all knew his mother would leave again after they’d finished eating—
Douglass waved to him from the couch. “Welcome home, sir. Kai suggested I come over until you got back.”
He didn’t add the obvious reason why: in case Gregson sent someone to the apartment.
“Miss Gregson asked for some things,” Douglass continued.
Peirce couldn’t respond. He was transfixed by the sight in his kitchen.
Emma was there, wearing one of the dresses he had bought her, and that silver and blue corset pushing her breasts up to there, her hair up and her face flushed in excitement as she set the small table. She looked up and their eyes met and he couldn’t breathe.
His mother in her pale blue walking dress, a delicate confection of a hat perched atop her head, handkerchief in her hand, tears in her eyes. She wasn’t coming back. Couldn’t. A kiss for Callie, a pat on his head, a tearful shake of her head at his father who was still pleading with her. Who was falling to his knees and begging. She was walking out the door—
“Get the fuck out,” he ordered to Douglass.
The man was a good soldier. The only noise in the silent apartment was the sound of the door closing behind him.
“Hi,” Emmaline said, hands wringing nervously. “I wanted to thank you for everything you’ve done and lunch seemed like a good idea—”

Emmaline gestured at the spread, but stopped when she saw the way his lip had curled in revulsion. And the look he was giving her...
Dread blossomed in the pit of her stomach.
“Um...” She picked up a premade plate, one she’d carefully arranged for him.
He was still watching her and she didn’t like the distance in his eyes.
“My mother taught me to make this,” she continued with false bravado. “It’s a traditional dish.”
“I know.”
Gods, his tone was cold.
“You do?”
That definitely wasn’t a smile. It probably couldn’t even be classified as a smirk. A smirk at least had humour behind it.
“My mother used to make it for us.”
“She knew the recipe too?”
“Of course. Every blue-blood knows it.”
Even if she’d wanted to, she couldn’t have moved. His words and tone were brutal, but he hadn’t been looking at her when he’d said them and if they didn’t refer to her... His hatred of the upper-class suddenly made sense. His mother must have been one of them—
“Don’t.”
She wasn’t sure what he meant by that. “Don’t?”
“You don’t need to know about her. It’s none of your damn business.”
This wasn’t what she’d planned for the afternoon. All she could manage was to ask, “Did I do something wrong?”
“No.”
He was lying.
“You hate her.”
His fists clenched. When he saw her looking at them, he crossed his arms over his chest, hiding his hands. “I don’t care about her.”
Either this was the bravest thing she’d ever done, or the stupidest. Seeing him standing there with so much raw pain in his eyes, even though he was trying to hide it, pain put there unintentionally from her actions. It forced her hand. She took a small step toward him, holding onto the plate like it was a talisman.
“Don’t lie to me, Peirce.”
The muscle in his jaw was ticking. “I’m not talking about this.”
Another tentative step. “I don’t know what she did to you, but whatever it was, it helped you become who you are today.”
A sharp laugh. “A bastard merc who’s willing to take on any job as long as it’s good pay?” His eyes flicked to hers. “Even if it means selling someone into the sex trade?”
Life with her father had taught her when a man was out to pick a fight. She didn’t rise to the bait, didn’t let him distract her from the real issue.
“You’re brave and strong and loyal. You protected your men during the wars and still do. You find loopholes in bad contracts so you don’t have to fulfil the services. You open up your home to those in need.”
He shifted uncomfortably, eyes now focused solely on the plate that was still moving towards him. “You don’t know shit about the world.”
“You’re right,” she agreed, trying to keep her voice even. “I’m naïve and I’ll get into trouble all the time and I’ll make tons of mistakes. I’ll—”
“Leave.”
His voice was flat. She was two steps from him.
She’d never imagined he’d say that. “What?”
“You’ll leave.” He wouldn’t look at her. His body was coiled tensely on itself, radiating violence. “You always leave.”
“I’m not leaving.”
“You’ll leave.” His voice was bleak. “We’re never good enough for you.”
He couldn’t be talking to her. He was caught in the past, stuck on some memory she couldn’t see, didn’t know. She tried again. “I’m not leaving.”
He looked up and she couldn’t recognise him.
“I’m not leaving, Peirce.”
“Yeah, she said that too.” He shrugged, a slight inclination of his shoulders. “Loved money and her real husband more, I guess. Society over substance.”
She had to make him understand. “I’m not leaving.”
He snorted.
Ladies always controlled their anger. Ladies accepted the cards fate dealt and played their hands to the best of their ability. Ladies always stayed polite, no matter how bad the circumstances.
Ladies did not hurl plates full of food at frustrating men. They did not behave like angry fishwives. They most definitely did not use profanities.
She’d learned so much in so little time.
“You arrogant son of a bitch!”
The plate hit him square in the chest, spattering his arms with food, smearing gravy down his vest, before clattering to the floor and coming to a stop by his boot. The shock on his face was almost worth the pain and hurt she was feeling.
“I spend hours preparing the perfect lunch for us, get dressed up in this fucking torture device, deal with all your past bullshit and all you can do is snort at me?”
She reached behind her to the table and its carefully organised settings. He dodged the first glass as it shattered against the wall behind him. The spoon she launched hit his arm.
“I HATE you!”
She reached for her plate of food, not caring if she destroyed the entire meal and had no leftovers for tomorrow. He’d already ruined her overture. This outburst was his damn fault.
She managed to grab the plate but he’d crossed the distance between them and stopped her from raising it up off the table. She struggled against his grip, trying to rip herself free. He didn’t let go. She held onto her righteous indignation even though his eyes had cleared, even though he was looking at her in wonderment. He began laughing and wrapped his arms around her, pressed his forehead to hers, holding her up against him, her feet dangling off the floor. “You’re something else,” he murmured.
“Put me down!”
Or, she would have said that if he hadn’t chosen that moment to kiss her so deeply she felt her toes curling in her shoes.
Then he set her down.
“You understand what you’ve just done, right?” he asked, picking up a napkin and attempting to wipe some of the food off his vest.
She couldn’t speak yet.
“I’m pushy, stubborn and mean. I yell a lot and swear too damn much. I’m irrational about stupid shit. I will beat a man to death for acknowledging you’re attractive.”
He’d backed her into the edge of the table. She stared up at him, mute, taking in every movement of his eyes, every change to the line of his mouth. He was watching her with the intensity of a predator.
“I will worship you for as long as I live and sometimes you will hate me for it.”
Now she opened her mouth to respond but he laid a finger gently over her lips, stopping her before she could say anything. “And despite all of that, I don’t care if you walk out tomorrow and leave me here,” he said hoarsely, “as long as you’re mine tonight.”



Chapter 7
His heart was trying to beat its way out of his chest after that admission. He tried to ignore that he’d actually meant every word he’d said. He’d analyse his emotions later. And the way she flung her arms around him and kissed him meant that later was going to be a ways off.
He somehow got her back to his room, set her down on his bed and knelt beside it, finally pulling his lips away from her mouth. She looked so tiny sitting there, even though he was on his knees. A part of him hoped that this was some kind of joke, a twisted prank, one he’d get over and move on from. But the way she was biting her lower lip, the anxiety and anticipation in her eyes, was sending another surge of adrenaline through his body.
If this was real, he’d never be able to forget her. If she did walk out, he’d go out on every mission with a death wish.
“Please.” Her voice was husky. She reached out and put a hand on his forearm.
He stood up, not bothering to hide his base lust, the aggressive lines of his body, his overwhelming size in comparison to her slight frame. She’d weighed nothing in his arms and still she looked at him like he was the only thing in the world.
Equipment was thrown hastily in its various places. He stripped off the vest, letting it hit the floor beside him with a dull thud. The tank followed.
Her eyes widened again and he knew she was looking over his scars. Most women he’d been with had been simultaneously turned on and disgusted by them. But Emma was looking at them with a familiarity she shouldn’t have.
You were hoping she’d be scared by them. You’re trying to get her to back down, he told himself.
To an extent, this was true but it was easier to rationalise it as his need to make sure she knew exactly what she’d be getting from him.
He slid out of his boots, flung them carelessly to the side and popped the top button of his pants. She had a dazed expression on her face. He knew how she felt.
He was sure he was going to wake up any second.
“Are you a—” he started, but gentled his voice when he saw the flush of embarrassment rising in her cheeks. “Have you ever—”
“No.”
He shook his head, the civilised part of him reining in the little control he had left. “Your first time...it shouldn’t be like this. It shouldn’t be with me.”
She gave him an undecipherable look. “Why not?”
“I’m not pretty about it.”
She stood up, closing the distance between their bodies. He fought down the urge to step back, to put space between them.
“You’d never hurt me,” she told him, reaching out nervously to place her hand softly against his ribs, right over the worst of the scars. His muscles spasmed under her touch.
“No,” he agreed.
“And...” She swallowed, but looked up at him with all kinds of hope written on her face. “I think you like me back.”
His throat tightened. If only she knew. “Yeah,” he admitted.
“What more could I want?”
Then she was pulling his face down and kissing him and he forgot all the reasons he’d hate himself after. She was all he could breathe in, taste, feel. He groaned against her mouth.
He was outside his body, still unable to fully comprehend what was happening. His fingers were scrabbling against the ties of the damn corset and he couldn’t get it undone to save his life.
“Turn around,” he ordered.
She did, without hesitation. He used his knife, sharp blade slicing up through the ties, destroying the corset in the process. He loved the way she shivered when he leaned in and whispered in her ear, “One fucking torture device neutralised.”
She was solely responsible for undressing herself from that point. Not because he didn’t want to help, but because he couldn’t get his mind to kick back in. Watching her peel off layer after layer of delicate white underclothes was the most excruciating form of foreplay he’d ever gone through. She didn’t turn back to him until she was in a thin shift.
He finished stripping his own clothes, grateful when he saw her admiration and wonder. But he had to touch her. He had to know this was real.

His hands, huge as they were, were tender as he grasped her shoulders and pulled her toward him. She leaned into his palm when he cupped her face. “You’re beautiful,” he told her.
She knew he meant it. Peirce’s blunt honesty was what she considered the greatest of his qualities. Men at her father’s parties had told her the same thing, often when drunk, their words leaving her uncomfortable and awkward. She’d never believed that she was beautiful until now, when those impossibly light blue eyes were on her and her alone.
This kiss was leisurely and deliberate and sent a flood of heat through her body.
“We’re going to take this slow,” he warned her as she tried to press closer to him. “I need it to be good for you.”
She was fine until he reached to lift off the shift and all the memories and fears and worries woke.
“C-can’t we turn the lights off?” she stammered.
“I want to see all of you.” The fabric was gone, leaving her exposed to the cool air of the room and his suddenly all-too-serious face.
She wanted to cross her arms over herself and hide the scars but he was already looking away from them, checking her, making sure she was okay.
“We all have scars,” he said simply.
And just like that, the tension was gone.
The scars were just part of who she was. It wasn’t the end of the world to show another person what she’d gone through down in the depths of Plymouth.
Peirce proved that as he lay her down on the bed and ran his hands over her skin like she would break from his touch, kissed her so carefully it physically pained her when he’d pull away to catch his breath. The rasp of his stubble against her cheeks, her neck, her collarbone, gave her goose bumps.
His mouth roamed her body, his attention focused on each and every mark, each brand of the terror she’d endured that was now seared into her skin. The jagged line where a burning board had fallen onto her thigh, trapping her leg until she pulled it away and beat out the flames with her hands. The raised gouge on her side where a sharp flake of stone had lodged itself during the explosion. The slim, nearly invisible line under her left breast, curving down over ribs. When Peirce’s tongue traced that one, she couldn’t stop her breath from catching as she tried to clamp down the dark memory.
He stopped when he heard that sound, looked up at her, eyes concerned. “It’s just me,” he whispered.
She nodded once and ran a hand through his short hair. Her racing heart slowed when he closed his eyes and sighed at her touch. With infinite care, he worked his way back up to her mouth. She was desperate to touch him. She ran her hands over his skin, taking in his scars.
Each scar she explored made her more grateful he was there with her. So many near brushes with death, so many times he shouldn’t have come home. But, impossibly, he had.
The bite marks were the most shocking, changing the landscape of the muscles and bone beneath the skin. He pulled back just a bit when she ran her hand over his side again, slowly this time.
“Did it hurt?” she asked.
“I thought it’d kill me.” He kissed her again, tolerantly accepting the way her fingers dipped down into the depressions left from the teeth.
“How—”
“Not now.” He took her hand from his side, pressing her fingertips to his lips as he threaded his fingers with hers. “Later.”
He ignored her murmured protest and worked his way lower, kissing down her ribs, her stomach, the curve of her hip.
“I love that you have curves,” he growled appreciatively into her skin as his hands gripped her waist.
And then his mouth was moving lower, sending up sparks of lust that were almost overwhelming.
“Peirce?” she asked breathlessly, unsure of his intentions.
The slow slide of his tongue over that intimate flesh stole the air from her lungs. She wriggled away from the sensation but his arms pinned her hips to the mattress. The next slow lick found her muscles loosening. His rumble of contentment just pushed her higher toward some plateau she was suddenly desperate to reach.
His attention seemed to go on forever, until she was writhing under him, begging him to do something to slake the fire he’d started under her skin. Only then did he finally relent. His fingers kept gliding over her, driving her toward insanity as he loomed above her and promised that no matter what happened, he’d protect her for the rest of her life.
She could feel him pressing against her slick skin and she squirmed against the pressure from that invasion. He froze above her, supported on his elbows, neck corded.
She pressed a kiss against his throat, afraid he’d lose his nerve. “Please, Peirce.”
“Emma—”
She instinctively pushed up and with a soul-deep sigh, he sank into her. The sting that came as he claimed her virginity was short lived, unimportant as he moved inside her. The thick muscles of his back flexed under her hands.
He felt too good. She was going to shatter apart because of him.
“Put your arms around my neck,” he demanded.
Unsure why, she followed his command and was surprised when he rolled over. He remained deep inside her as she straddled him and, as she watched his face, she understood what he was trying to give her.

It didn’t take her long to figure out what she wanted. Peirce watched in fascination as she moved above him, her brown hair drifting over her shoulders, brushing his bare chest when she leaned down and rolled her hips back.
He could feel her tightening around him, knew from the change in her breathing that she was nearly there. He ran his hands up her sides, cupping her breasts, then sliding down her back to press her against him.
“Yes!” she whimpered and moved down with more force.
His toes were tingling, his chest prickling. Any second he’d lose control. He tried desperately to recall the diagrams of Stallion engines, Eagle rotors, Brumby transmissions, taking inventory of the supplies in his garage but each time he tried to focus, his concentration was blown apart by one of her moans, by his desperate need to follow whatever breathy plea she directed at him.
The orgasm was crawling its way up his spine, bowing his body up off the bed. He managed to take one more choked gasp of air and—
Emma gave a wordless scream and clenched down on him so hard he saw stars.
He spasmed, every muscle tightening, his own shout joining hers. When she finally collapsed on him, he could only manage a dazed, “Gods, Emma...” before losing his command of intelligible speech.
Her back was damp from perspiration as he trailed his hand down her spine, groaning softly as her hips and thighs flexed from the motion.
“Is it...is it always like that?” she finally whispered.
“No.” He still couldn’t feel his legs.
She picked her head up off his chest and he couldn’t help but chuckle at the worried look on her face. He brushed a piece of hair from her cheek and let his fingers linger, tracing her cheekbone, the bow of her lips.
“Best. Fucking. Sex. Ever,” he swore solemnly.
Her smile was so huge her eyes crinkled and she buried her face against the crook of his neck.
He let his fingers trail over her hair, content to hear the rhythmic beat of her heart against his own. For the first time since Callie’s death, he was happy.
She shifted so she was looking down at him again. She was nibbling the inside of her lower lip and looked wary, but curious. “Peirce?”
“Hmm?”
“Can we do that again?”
He chuckled and threw an arm over his eyes. “Gods, I’ve created a monster.”
“It felt good—” she began protesting, her hand travelling south, but he cut her off by drawing her hand up so he could nip at her fingertips. Safe from her eager exploration, he gave her another kiss, deeper, hotter, than before.
“It’s going to feel better,” he promised.
“I’m not sure it could...”
A short time later though, she’d changed her mind.

The pounding on his front door woke him. He was up, gun in hand, crouched in preparation before Emma had time to adjust to the disappearance of his body.
“Peirce?” she mumbled in confusion.
“Shh,” he warned.
She went still and he wished he had time to appreciate the image of her in his bed, hair mussed, drowsy eyed, tangled in his sheets. But there wasn’t time, not when the pounding continued and dread tightened her features.
“Stay here.”
He didn’t bother to throw on clothes; if it were someone looking for trouble, he didn’t want to waste precious time dressing.
He flicked on the security feed and looked at the feed image. “Aww, shit,” he grumbled.
“Who is it?” Emma asked from the bedroom door, wrapped carefully in the sheet. He smiled when he saw she was tentatively holding his boot knife in her free hand.
“Just Kai. I’d suggest you close the bedroom door unless you want to endure his smart-ass comments.”
Peirce undid the locks and opened the door cautiously. Just because it was Kai didn’t mean there were others there with him, out of range of the security camera.
“Damn, boss-man, lose your pants?” Kai griped as he stepped inside the apartment.
Peirce ignored him and locked back up before turning away and heading to the bedroom. “Food in the fridge,” he called behind him.
Emma was nearly dressed when he joined her in the bedroom.
“Why’s Kai here?”
“Brought your money from the jewellery.”
“Oh.” She turned and let Peirce help do up the last few buttons on her dress. He kissed the nape of her neck, smiling when she shivered.
He pulled on his pants, forgoing the shirt to avoid getting another one dirty. Kai wouldn’t give a shit either way. He cast one final glance at her. “Put your hair up.”
“Why?”
“Because I want to be the only man who knows what it looks like down.”
Her eyes widened, but a small smile graced her lips as she followed his order.
“Thank you,” he said softly.
She nodded.
His hand was on the door when he turned and warned, “He probably suspects something already.”
“Did you say anything about us?”
“No. But I did show up to the door naked.”
The reddening of her cheeks was adorable. “Oh. Well then...”
They headed to the living room.
To his credit, Kai didn’t make a single comment that was out of line. Instead, he focused on handing over the credits, eating two boxes of take out and asking Peirce for advice about a small-time job that would require his services for a week. Peirce cleared him for the week and gave Kai the contacts for a few reliable techies who could run the necessary checks at a reasonable price. Half an hour later, Kai was gone and Peirce and Emmaline were left in the relative quiet of the apartment.
“What now?” she asked, fingers lingering on the stack of credits Kai had counted out on the coffee table. She’d gone from aristocrat to penniless runaway and back to comfortably wealthy in a few short hours. It was more than a little intimidating to have those life changes occurring in such rapid succession.
“You should get out of Monterrey for a little while.”
“Where will we go?”
“There won’t be a we.”
She instantly panicked. “I’m not leaving without you!”
He sat her down beside him on the couch and wrapped her in a tight embrace. “Honey, I don’t know what the hell your dad did to get Stone on his back, but until I figure it out, I need to know you’re safe.”
She swallowed, but her voice was even as she asked, “So once it’s over, you’ll come for me?”
He didn’t respond immediately. Gods knew what he wanted to say, but would it be safe for her? For his men? His responsibilities weighed heavily on his shoulders.
She swallowed. “In the books, the man she loves always comes to find her.”
He froze. She wouldn’t look at him, but that soft comment hung in the air between them.
There was no good response. He ignored her confession, choosing instead to kiss her until she crawled on top of him and her hair hung around his face like a curtain. They lay like that, making out like a couple of teenagers, until the suns began setting, casting the room with shadows.
She finally shifted against him. “You said you needed to know what my father did to upset Stone.”
“The more data I can gather, the sooner this will end.”
“It might have to do with the mine.”
Peirce perked up. “The mine?”
She rubbed her arms, as if suddenly cold. To his surprise, she lifted her chin and looked him square in the eyes. “Yes. Plymouth’s iron mine. The accident was my father’s fault.”



Chapter 8
Peirce was watching her with wary caution. “Explain?”
She leaned back from him, curling up on the opposite end of the couch. “The mine was my father’s latest investment venture. He was trying to make back the money he lost from my mother’s treatments.”
“Treatments?”
“Gamma poisoning.”
Peirce winced and her heart swelled from his compassion. “How long?” he asked quietly.
“She fought it for three years.”
Emmaline tried to brush past those memories. The stream of doctors in and out, her father’s increasingly erratic behaviour since there was no woman keeping him in check, the constant hum and beep of equipment in her mother’s normally peaceful room.
“I’m sorry,” Peirce murmured. “I’ve heard it’s hell.”
“It is.” She looked down at her hands. Her fingers were knotted together, but she continued, focusing on the information that might help. “Her treatments drained most of the family fortune, not that my father had ever spent carefully before that point. He put together a pool of investors to fund the mining project. The day of the accident we were all visiting to see the progress that was being made.”
“It was a methane explosion, right?” Peirce was up off the couch, moving toward the coffee table and picking up a tablet.
“That’s what the authorities claimed.”
He gestured at the tablet, already on. “Do you mind?”
She shook her head. Maybe if he was focused on something else, it would be easier to explain what had happened down there.
“You say they claimed...”
“My father had taken a lot of shortcuts. He may not have personally ignited the methane pocket, but he was just as responsible for the consequences of the accident.”
“The workers weren’t prepared for it?”
Her laugh was still too brittle, even a year later. “They knew it was bound to happen. My father didn’t see the point in wasting money on safety features. If he’d spent some of the money installing blast doors like the engineers suggested, the explosion would have been contained to one tunnel. Instead, the blast radiated out, taking out supports in six different tunnels.”
“You were in one of them?”
“Half the touring group was. Aristocrats, servants, mine workers. The beam above us went. Three people were crushed when the ceiling fell.”
“Who was in your group?”
She appreciated his even tone. If he was feeling anything as she relayed the details, she wasn’t seeing any signs.
“There were eight of us. Three were injured in the blast and died from their wounds within the first day.”
“That’s how you were injured?”
“Yes.”
“Anyone else hurt?”
“Not seriously. I got the worst of it.”
“Tell me who was there.”
The faces flashed before her. She recited, just as she had for the Lawmen who investigated, “Me, two young girls who had been visiting to deliver their father his meal, a young boy who was there to train for a position and...”
She’d avoided saying his name for so long, afraid that saying it aloud would be like calling up the devil himself. Her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth.
Peirce’s eyes narrowed and his fingers flew across the tablet. A moment later, “Charles Riecher?”
His eyes flicked to hers for confirmation. She nodded. The apartment fell silent but for the sound of his fingers tapping the surface. He finished whatever he was noting and said casually, “Only four made it out. Riecher wasn’t one of that group.”
“No.”
She couldn’t stay sitting. Pacing the length of the room helped a little, but her stomach continued to roil.
“They say he died from blunt force trauma sustained during the rescue operation.”
“Well, it was blunt force trauma.”
“From?”
She smiled at him weakly. “The rock I bludgeoned him with.”

He managed to keep his expression neutral, afraid that any sign of his inner turmoil would close her off from him completely. “You killed him?”
She was shaking but started to explain anyway. “Mr. Riecher was not a good man. Even my father warned me away from him. He had...a reputation...among the higher class for his rather selective tastes.”
Peirce could cut through that fine living bullshit. “He was a rapist?”
She nodded. “Underage girls. Servants especially. Women who wouldn’t be able to say no to him.”
“Bastard.”
“Oh, yes. I managed to keep the girls with me for the first two days. But the third day, one of them wandered off to find water for her sister.”
Emmaline breathed out deeply, sucked in another breath, pressed her hands to her face. Peirce caught himself reaching for her and stopped. She didn’t need his comfort now. He knew that better than most; reliving a nightmare was only worse if others interfered and helped you forget for a brief moment. It made coming back to the memories even worse.
It killed him, but he sat there like a stone.
Her voice was shaky, but she’d stopped hiding her face. “I heard her screaming, Peirce. He had a knife to her throat. I tried to pull him off, but he turned and caught me—”
Her hand went involuntarily to her side and she winced like the pain was fresh.
He wanted to kill the man all over again. Slowly.
“I fell back. And you know what was worst about the entire thing? He just ignored me. He didn’t even pretend that he wasn’t doing that—,” she shuddered, “—unspeakable act.”
“There was a rock beside me. I didn’t know what else to do. He dropped the knife when I hit him the first time. I didn’t stop until he wasn’t moving anymore.”
Her eyes were haunted but her face composed. “I did the right thing. The girl, Chere, helped me arrange the body so no one would know and—” She looked at him defiantly. “And I’m proud of what I did!”
He couldn’t stay impartial any longer. “Good.”
“Good?”
“He needed to die. You saved that girl. You lived. Good.”
She was still pacing manically. He stepped in front of her. She almost ran into him, she was so focused on her inner debate. He caught her by the forearms and pressed one hand against his bare, scarred side. She’d just trusted him with her darkest secret. Time to return the favour.
“I can’t feel it. It was two years after Cordova. Our Eagle was attacked and we went down. Pilots dead, men wounded, insurgents closing in. We climbed to a defensible position in the mountains and called for evac. I was helping secure the LZ and we didn’t know it at the time, but we were in the middle of daiton territory during mating season.”
He saw her fingers press on the scars, heard the hiss of air between her teeth. She’d clearly heard of the oversized creatures, a legacy of the nuclear and biochemical warfare that had plagued the Republic in its infancy.
“It was a male. A huge, fucking male. He lunged for one of our men and I pushed him out of the way.”
“You were trying to save him?”
Her eyes were full of such hope.
He shook his head. “Nope. I was trying to die.”
He couldn’t read her face and for some reason that scared him.
“He was through my armour in one bite.”
He could still remember the crunch as the lizard’s teeth had gone through the plates, the sting from the venom, the brief terror followed by the peace of thinking that he’d finally be with Callie. Only to have the male reposition its jaws again and again before it was killed.
Before he was evacuated and put back together in a Lawmen medical facility. She didn’t need to know how bad it had been.
“They got me out and I spent the next six months in hospital.”
“The wounds were that bad?”
“No. They healed pretty quickly. The neurotoxin’s what fucked me up. They couldn’t release me for active duty after that. I suffered from...irreparable neurological decay,” he quoted. “Not safe to send a soldier into combat if he can’t feel himself getting shot in the side.”
“Good.”
He raised an eyebrow. “Good?”
“If they hadn’t done that, you wouldn’t be here now, keeping me safe and teaching me all sorts of new things,” she explained, running a finger down his chest, his stomach and stopping in the middle of his tattoo. “So, yes...good.”
Thank the gods he had an out now. No more crap about emotions and feelings. Sex was simple. They both needed simple right now.
His voice was husky and her eyes darkened in response to the lower timbre. “Well, you know what else is good?”
“What?”
“Us. Naked.”
He scooped her up and moved toward the bedroom.
“Aren’t I supposed to be getting out of town?” she laughed.
“A few more hours won’t kill anyone.”



Chapter 9
Emmaline reached over to curl into Peirce. But there was no one there. Instead there was a whisper of sound near the dresser, a quiet, metallic slide followed by an ominous click.
“Don’t move,” Peirce said, his voice so hushed she almost couldn’t hear it over the nervous pounding of her heart.
Then, faintly, from the garage, she heard the door swinging open.
Someone was in the apartment.
Peirce moved silently toward the living room, the intermittent lighting through the blinds accenting the efficient play of his muscles. She followed him without thought, wrapping the sheet tightly around herself.
He made a quick check of the front door—still locked with no sign of tampering—then moved toward the kitchen. He paused for only a moment at the edge of the half-wall. His shoulders bunched, his gun rose and he turned sharply around the corner.
She heard the gunshot, saw the flash illuminate Peirce’s face in all its deadly rage. The other man had already knocked the gun to the side, his fingers curling on Peirce’s wrist. Peirce dropped the gun and went with the movement, freeing himself in a split-second.
Their bodies met with a meaty slap, air exploding from their lungs as punches, elbows, knees hit their marks. She couldn’t follow it all between the speed and the darkness.
One second, Peirce was ducking the man’s grab, the next he was grunting as he took an elbow to the side. They crashed through the kitchen table, hit a wall. Peirce got a hold and threw the man at the half-wall, landing one-two-three fast punches to the man’s kidneys.
A low kick to the knee stopped his assault, but he was back up before the man could gain a better position on him. Dip right, feint left, dodging punches and grabs. His body was coiled, ready to explode.
He was just waiting for the right moment.
The man’s punch was a half-second too slow. A swift jerk and the man was dragged close to Peirce, who wrapped a forearm around the thigh, the other forearm a band around the man’s chest. A quick lift, a quicker drop, a deep, wet crackling and the man gave a strangled wheeze. Peirce rolled the body forward off his knee, sinking to the side, taking up his gun again, expression blank, unruffled, as he rose.
Two shots.
The man wasn’t moving. Wasn’t twitching.
Calmly, Peirce stood over him.
One more shot to the head.
Her shoulders jerked at the sound.
Peirce looked at her, battle haze fading, face tautening, anger seeping into his features.
“I told you to stay in the bedroom.”
“I’m sorry,” she whispered, nauseous from the heavy scent of death.
He just glared at her and ejected the clip of the pistol. A quick check and it was returned to the gun. “Go pack.”
“Okay.”
But she couldn’t move, even when he brushed past her to prepare himself for their evacuation. She watched him from the doorway, unnerved at how quickly he got combat-ready. Seeing him in the body armour took her back to their first meeting. When he was wearing his gear, he was an untouchable, arrogant prick again. Until he looked back at her and she saw the corners of his mouth soften just a bit. That was new.
He helped her get dressed. Helped her pack. Made sure he was within touching distance at all times, reassuring her with his domineering presence, even if he was still so upset he didn’t speak.
It was a comfort despite his fresh cuts, livid bruises and almost electric anger.
He took her makeshift bag—formerly his Lawman’s standard issue duffel—and her hand and led her past the man lying in a pool of his own blood on the concrete floor. They moved through the part of the garage she was familiar with into another section, one where several different vehicles were parked. She could see where the garage door had been raised just a bit, enough for the man to slip through.
“That cost a bit,” he muttered.
“What?”
“Bribing someone to look away on the expressway requires substantial cash.”
“Oh.” So even the Lawmen weren’t necessarily trustworthy.
He helped her up into a Brumby—a lighter, more agile version of the Stallion—took the driver’s seat.
It wasn’t until they were on the expressway that she started shaking. It started with her hands, travelling up her arms, until her entire body was afflicted. Peirce didn’t look away from the road. He just took her hand and began rubbing her knuckles with his thumb.
“Honey, it’s okay. It’s just the adrenaline wearing off. You’ll be fine.”
It took a while, but her body eventually calmed down, leaving her exhausted. Only then did she notice the familiar sights. “Where are we going?”
He was smirking, but wouldn’t turn to look at her. “A place I know your father won’t look.”
“Where’s that?”
“Your country estate.”

There were probably better ways he could have gone about it, Peirce thought to himself as he watched Emma sleeping beside him. It had taken a while to calm her down and convince her that her father wasn’t smart enough to look for her somewhere he’d already searched. In fact, with Emma’s stubborn streak, it took far longer than he’d wanted, especially since he still needed to give Douglass and Kai the new plan.
Getting out of the bed was hard and only partially because she’d cosied up to him in her sleep. It was strange after so many years alone, but feeling her warmth beside him, hearing her steady breathing...it seemed natural.
He shook his head. I’m turning into Douglass. Soon I’ll be painting pictures of kittens and butterflies and frigging daffodils.
He padded softly down the hall to one of several massive libraries. He had the tablet up and running in no time. Douglass picked up right away.
“Yessir?”
“We’re back at the Gregson estate,” Peirce began. Douglass wouldn’t care if he skipped the niceties.
“Do you need me or Kai to head out there tonight?”
“Not tonight but see if you can swing by tomorrow—either of you.”
“At least one of us will be there.”
“Good. Right now I need your tech skills.”
The dim lights behind Douglass’s head changed into a full-fledged glow from the multiple screens he booted up. “Go ahead,” he said, voice detached like it always got when he was on a new job.
“Look deeper into Arthur Gregson’s finances. Emma said the mine was a business venture gone wrong; he could be in debt to others we don’t know about.”
“What else?”
“I need to know more about a Charles Riecher. Son of a bitch nearly killed her down there.”
“Shit,” Douglass muttered.
“He’s dead.” Peirce didn’t bother to hide his satisfaction. “But I don’t know if he had a connection to Arthur. And Emma’s clear of the whole thing, so don’t send up red flags.”
“Got it.”
“I want any news ASAP.”
“Yessir.”
Peirce powered down the tablet and rubbed a hand over his face, intent on getting back to bed and catching a few more hours of shut eye before he had to determine his next move. This was the part he hated most—the interminable wait before the battle began. It didn’t matter how many strategies, contingencies, alternate contingencies he’d planned because at some point, it would all be out of his hands.
Normally he wouldn’t be so worried, but this time, if things went fubar, Emma would suffer for his decisions. Now that he knew how she felt about him, knew how deep he was getting himself, putting her at risk was no longer an option.
Speaking of my woman...
He heard her long before she reached the library. Her footfalls were soft on the wood floors and, when she finally peeked around the corner, his chest tightened. She had thrown on one of his tank tops, nothing else, and with her hair framing her face, she looked like some kind of battlefield angel come for him.
“You didn’t wake me up.”
He jerked his shoulders in what was hopefully a neutral movement. The farther he could keep her from all this, the better he would feel. He’d be less likely to get distracted.
She climbed into his lap and settled against his chest, tracing one of the knife scars from his collarbone down across his pec. “You should come back to bed.”
He smiled, surprised at how nice it was to hear her say that. “Why’s that?”
“When you got up, I thought you were leaving.”
The thought of sneaking out, leaving her behind like she was some one-night stand, bothered him more than he liked to admit. She must have read his expression because her eyes became warm and she leaned in to close the distance. Her lips moved under his, angling to allow him better access. When he finally pulled back, he managed a gravelly, “I’m not leaving.”
“So come to bed.”
He let her lead him from the library, down the hall to that sumptuous bedroom. She let him pull off the tank top, run his hands over her skin until she was shivering. It didn’t take much to coax him between the sheets.
She wasn’t timid this time. He let her control the pace, fed into her energy, felt his need rising. Something about being back in the house, after the danger she’d faced here the last time, left him uneasy, far edgier. He struggled to keep himself in check, not wanting to scare her, but the instinct to possess prickled at the back of his mind.
She pulled away from him, mid-kiss, eyes dark, lips swollen, chest flushed. “What is it?”
He couldn’t answer, especially not when she reached down between them and stroked him, teasing her fingers over his tip.
“Peirce?”
Those brown eyes were staring up at him, all her emotions laid out, clear as day. Gods, he needed to be inside her.
When her caress became needy, he lost his control. He flipped her to her stomach and pressed his weight down on top of her. “Trust me?”

She shivered at the rasp in his voice. “I trust you.”
He kissed his way down her spine, hands running over her, massaging her. He grasped her waist and lifted her to her knees. A quick motion and he had a pillow beneath her.
His fingers brushed over her core, dipping inside until she thought the sensations would become overwhelming. Not being able to see him or his expressions, to be focused solely on his touch and when it would come again, was intoxicating.
“You’re wet,” he murmured approvingly and she blushed. She couldn’t play coy with this man; her body had a mind of its own and right now, it craved him to fill the emptiness.
“Please,” she whimpered into the mattress.
She felt her entire body constrict when he pushed inside. Her moan of pleasure may have been muffled, but she could feel the rumble that left his chest. He teased her, pulling away just a bit and staying there until she arched her back and pressed against his hips. He coaxed her legs wider, her hips higher, and his hand returned to her, pushing her further still.
She couldn’t help it. The words slipped out as his thumb brushed over her again, his thrust so deep she could feel him in her bones. “Please, love—”
And when she called him that, his rhythm changed. His thrusts came faster, stronger. His fingers dug into her hips and she clawed at the sheets, desperate for release.
His breathing was ragged and every time she pushed back against him, he groaned and returned to her harder. The heat that had been building since he’d stripped off her clothes was now an inferno, liquid fire coursing through her veins. Nothing could make her world more perfect—
“Oh gods, Emma—I—dammit!” His fingers tightened on her waist, his voice terrified. “—love you—”
She was consumed. A living flame.
She felt his every pulse, echoed his heartbeat, knew he was whispering that to her over and over, a desperate confession.
He’d made her a phoenix.

Something was beeping insistently. Emmaline blinked, willing her eyes to focus despite too few hours of sleep. Peirce shifted beside her, his body curled over her protectively. After his admission last night, he hadn’t let her even an arms-length away from him.
She shifted and he opened his eyes blearily. “Good morning,” she whispered.
That rough countenance lightened when he smiled at her, a slow, knowing lift of the corner of his mouth. “It could be,” he responded, pulling her close for a kiss.
“We should get up.”
“Why?”
“Something’s been beeping for a while. It woke me up.”
That got his attention. A swift kiss and he was out of the bed, throwing on pants and a shirt, moving toward the library. She shook her head in amusement and slipped into her new pants and soft shirt. “I’ll check the kitchen and see if there’s any food left,” she called down the hall to him. She shrugged when he didn’t respond. He was probably focused on something else.
Maybe after breakfast he could take her to the estate’s garage, show her more tricks. It would be the perfect way to keep their minds off her father’s insane plot. She’d never pegged him as a madman, but desperation and revenge could lead a man to strange decisions...

“We’ve got a problem.”
Peirce scowled as he dragged on the rest of his clothes, trying not to feel nauseous as Douglass’s image blurred and jumped all over the screen. He was in a Stallion, rolling toward the estate as quickly as possible with Kai. And Peirce didn’t know why. “What the hell do you mean, we’ve got a problem?”
“You told me to dig up what I could about Riecher.”
Peirce’s gut dropped. Had he done something else down there, something Emma didn’t know about? Had someone found out about his death? Was she in danger?
Douglass continued, not realising Peirce was spiralling. “He went to the tour as a guest.”
“Of who? Emma’s father?”
“No. Richard Stone.”
“Stone?”
“Before Riecher’s death, he was listed on a shit-ton of the paperwork for Stone’s shell companies. He also had unlimited access to Stone’s highest priced brothels.”
The pieces clicked into place with grim clarity. “Oh, fuck.”
“It gets worse. A flag went up a few minutes ago; someone hacked into the estate’s security feeds. And a lot of chatter on the comm waves.”
He paused, hand at his ear, listening intently. “Hostiles in-bound. Get the hell out, sir.”
He was up, running toward the bedroom. She wasn’t there. He grabbed his gun, his knife and sprinted back down the hall, bellowing her name.
He’d made a grave error.



Chapter 10
“Emma!”
Dread was choking him, stopping the air from reaching his lungs.
“Emma!”
Why hadn’t he thought of that? He should have seen it coming!
“Gods, Emma! Where the fuck are you?”
“Peirce?”
He stumbled on the stairs, knees giving out with relief. There she was. Standing at the hall entrance that led down to the kitchen, looking at him like he was crazy.
Maybe he was.
“What’s wrong?” She took a step toward him and all he could think about was grabbing her and taking her upstairs and keeping her safe until Douglass and Kai were there to help him—
The world exploded.
The heavy wooden front door splintered, chunks flying through the entryway, one catching his temple and making his vision go pale and his head ring with an eerie hum. The front windows shattering as bullets slammed through them. Emma had thrown herself to the ground, covering her head and neck with her arms. Peirce ignored the wetness dripping down the side of his face, pulled out his gun, watched the doorway, crept toward Emma and focused on protecting her from whatever was coming.
A small group of men in body armour stormed the room, sweeping their assault rifles as entered. They were only looking at eye-level, were grouped tightly, exposing necks and heads because they couldn’t manoeuvre themselves any other way.
Fish in a fucking barrel.
Five gentle squeezes on the trigger. The two in front went first, crumpling, then the two behind. The fifth actually figured out the shots were coming from below, but he was too slow to draw in time.
Peirce finished crawling to Emma, who was staring at the fallen men in shock. Her eyes widened and she reached out a shaking hand to the side of his head. “You’re hurt,” she whispered.
“Later,” he said, confirming her concern and grabbed an assault rifle off the nearest body. A quick check to ensure it wasn’t damaged. He pocketed a spare magazine and looked both ways down the hall.
“What do we do?” Emma asked quietly.
“We need to get you somewhere safe.”
“The tunnels?”
“They’ll know about them this time.”
“Upstairs?”
He contemplated it. “Kai and Douglass are on their way. I don’t know how long. And these bastards hacked the security feed. I’m not sure I could hold them from the room.”
She pursed her lips. “There aren’t a lot of safe places in the house if they have access to the cameras.”
“I know.”
“What about outbuildings? Barn? Garage? Root cellar?”
“Root cellar means we’re trapped. Barn isn’t too far.”
“Neither is the garage,” she pointed out, “and it has cars in it.”
Peirce nodded. He’d worked on the old farm equipment during his two weeks on the estate. He’d thought it would be useful to have the vehicles—outdated though they may be—up and running in case an emergency came up.
Good thing he’d planned ahead.
He could hear the sound of additional vehicles approaching the estate. There was only one road in, so if he timed it right, they could reach the garage through the gardens and miss the newest teams. Time to decide.
Emma was looking at him, her mouth tight, but clearly trusting of whatever he decided. He hated to do this, but it was the only way to make sure she’d live.

Peirce pressed the pistol into her hand. “Don’t shoot unless you have to,” he said curtly. “They’re wearing armour, so centre mass won’t help much.”
“Okay.”
“We’re going three rooms down that hall,” he gestured. She could see it in her head—out the lower office with its dual doors opening into the gardens. “Into the garden. Hug the nearest wall. They’re going to come for us, so we’ve got to move fast.”
“I will.”
His eyes flashed and he pressed a desperate kiss to her lips. Funny, kissing me is what got him into this mess in the first place…
“Go,” he ordered. For the second time, she followed him without question, a hunched sprint down the hall. One door...two...three…a sharp turn and they were in the office. Peirce closed the door behind them, bolting it even though he must have known it wouldn’t do anything to stop men with guns.
He opened the doors to the garden carefully, staying low and taking in the scene. She couldn’t see anyone, but that didn’t mean her stomach wasn’t churning from fear and worry.
“Remember,” Peirce said evenly, “hug the wall.”
She nodded once, hoping she could keep it together. He ushered her out and she did as he ordered, pressing herself against the stone, praying no one had seen her. Peirce was there a half second later.
“Good girl,” he murmured, moving forward and checking over the top of the wall once. “Let’s go.”
They leapfrogged their way through the garden, keeping the stone wall between them and the men at the front of the house. At each break in the wall, each place where a gravel pathway interrupted their safe escape, Emma felt sick as she watched Peirce check before gesturing her ahead of him.
She could hear shouting from the house, crashes and shattering as the men razed it, but couldn’t bring herself to care. Her father had brought it on himself. It was a fitting end to his legacy.
They were almost to the garage. Her mouth went dry. A stretch of open ground. If the men near the house turned and looked down the gentle hill, she and Peirce would be spotted instantly. Judging by the wry grin on his face, he knew that too.
“I’ll distract them,” he told her, “and you run for the garage.”
“No.”
“Dammit, Emma, I can get you the time you need!”
She grasped his hand, knowing he could feel her touch through his gloves. “You’re not dying for me.”
He gritted his teeth and scowled at her. “I don’t intend to die,” he said, deliberately emphasising each word. “But there’s no way I can do my fucking job if you’re in danger. Understand?”
“How do I know you aren’t going to rush them once I’m safe in the garage?”
He growled something under his breath, but she didn’t back down. She didn’t care if the men came down from the house to find them both still arguing behind the wall. He needed to be safe.
“If I rush them, I’ll die. And as I already stated, that’s not part of the plan.”
“What is the plan, Peirce?”
“For the love of the gods, woman, get to the garage!”
“What’s your plan?”
He huffed angrily, ripped his welder’s goggles from their belt loop and curled her fingers around them. “These go to our son. I want at least one. And maybe a daughter so I can shoot her boyfriend when he screws up. Okay? Now do you understand my plan?”

If he weren’t trying to shock the shit out of her and get her to obey one goddamn order before some dumbass merc shot her in her beautiful and stubborn little head, he might have appreciated the radiant expression that crossed her face.
In the middle of a fire fight.
While they were trying to escape with their lives from a psychotic killer who was currently burning down her ancestral home.
Great fucking way to propose, Taggart, you asswipe.
He clasped a hand around the back of her head and kissed her as deeply as he could. “As soon as this is done, we’re getting hitched. And I’m not inviting your father.”
“You’ve got two minutes to get to the garage or I’m coming back,” she whispered. And taking a deep breath, she darted down the hill.
He was already popping up from his position, moving back up the hill toward the house, firing his gun at the sentries. They behaved exactly as they should, diving for cover, focusing solely on him.
The stone wall shivered from the impact of bullets as he ducked behind it. His cuff lit up and he could barely make out Douglass’s voice through all the noise.
“Some signal fire, sir.”
He fired blindly over the wall, satisfied to hear grunts of pain as his bullets hit their marks and reloaded, hollering back, “Nice of you to join me!”
“One minute out, boss!” Kai was yelling.
One minute was enough. I can hold them.
He emptied the new clip over his shoulder and began reloading. Shards of stone glanced off the wall. He hit his stomach, realising the guys from inside the house were finally making it out into the garden. They had the perfect angle on him.
He grunted as a stray bullet glanced off his upper arm and he rolled toward the last segment of the wall before the hill down to the garage. Hopefully Emma had found something that would start.
Breathing out half a prayer, he took off down the hill.

They hadn’t seen her. Emmaline still couldn’t believe it. She had barely managed to close the door behind her. She was so torn to see Peirce firing up the hill, silhouetted against the burning house. He’d make it to her. He had plans.
Plans that involved kids. Marriage.
She didn’t know the garage well since her father had never let her in it, but in the half dark, she saw the hulking shapes of old farm equipment, the vehicles the servants must have used on the outlying land during the harvest season. Judging by the lack of dust on their hoods, she gathered Peirce had only worked on two during his last stay at the estate: an ancient Brumby that looked like it had seen better days and some kind of truck that was in equally poor condition.
The truck looked sturdier, but the Brumby would probably be faster. The gunfire was getting closer. No time to deliberate.
She had the Brumby started and was strapping into the passenger seat, holding her pistol at the doors in shaking hands, when they opened and a familiar form ran inside.
“Good choice, honey,” he complimented once he was inside. She’d never been so glad to see that arrogant face.
“Are they—?”
“Oh, they’re coming.”
He kept the rifle between the seats, threw the vehicle into gear without bothering to buckle in and tore out of the garage. Emmaline braced herself against the dash and door. She saw a flash on the road up to the house—a Stallion with mounted gun laying down cover fire.
“’Bout damn time,” Peirce grumbled, keeping the Brumby from sliding out as they hit the main road.
“Douglass and Kai?”
“In the flesh.”
“I don’t understand why my father would do this—”
“He didn’t.”
“What do you mean?”
Peirce was opening his mouth to answer when his eyes went wide and he jerked the wheel hard to the side.
As they spun, she could see it—
The flash.
The smoke trail.
And she couldn’t even get enough air to scream when Peirce slammed into her, halfway out of his seat as the Brumby spun them away. As the RPG slammed into the back panel.
A horrific rending of metal and shattering of glass. The world flipping on itself. Glass pelting her, that heavy weight clinging to her, her head slamming against the seat, against something hard—
And comforting blackness.

Damn, his head hurt. And his shoulder. And back. And ribs. And arms. Hell, if he was going to acknowledge it, every part of him hurt.
He coughed, chest feeling strangely light, and managed to crack open his eyes. The daylight outside was blinding. He knew from the stabbing in his skull that he had a bitch of a concussion to deal with at some point. Too many explosions too close together.
“Em?” he groaned, shifting, still trying to figure out what the hell was wrong with his chest.
The shattered glass beneath him bit into his skin, pushing him toward wakefulness.
It was coming back. The RPG, his attempt to shield her.
His armour. Most of his armour had been torn apart while he’d been tossed like a rag doll. But that was unimportant now. Assess the situation. He needed another peek outside, even if it hurt.
Body surging with panicked adrenaline, he craned his head to look around. The Brumby was history. He’d been lucky there was enough time to spin it so the RPG hit the rear panels; all that was left of the back end was shorn metal. They were upside down, with him pressed against the crumpled roof, his rifle nowhere in sight.
But Emma was still there. Thank the gods she’d strapped in. Her body was suspended in the seatbelt and, even though she was upside down, Peirce couldn’t see any major injuries. As he watched, her eyelids fluttered and slowly opened.
“Peirce?” she murmured, dazed.
“We’ve got to go, babe,” he said as he tried to right himself.
Odd, his body wasn’t listening like it was supposed to.
Emma tugged at her seatbelt’s latch. A line appeared between her eyebrows and he saw her push at it harder. She looked at him, eyes rimmed white with fear. “It won’t open.”
What is that sound? Footsteps approaching.
Are Kai and Douglass already down here? How long have I been out?
And then, filtering in from the background, the continued report of gunfire. He glanced down at his wrist. The cuff was destroyed.
If it isn’t my men...
The pain shouldn’t be winning out. That wasn’t how it was supposed to work. That wasn’t the plan.
“Peirce! They’re coming! Please, help!”
She was fighting now, jerking against the restraints.
He had a knife somewhere. Come on, Taggart, cut her loose. Get her out.
The steps were just outside, near his head.
Her door panel ripped open and two men leaned down, taking in the scene.
“No,” Peirce moaned, desperately trying to convince his muscles to work. Why can’t I move?
One pulled a knife, cut her free and dragged her from the Brumby.
“Emmaline!”
He crawled toward the door, but he could hear the metal screeching behind him. Someone grabbed his feet, dragged him out onto the road. There wasn’t enough time—



Chapter 11
Emmaline fought her captors as they dragged her away from the Brumby. She could hear Peirce inside, yelling her name, his voice breaking. Two men were working on opening his door; she didn’t know why.
There, on the road in front of her, standing so coolly in his pressed suit, hat perched at a rakish angle, cane dangling from his hand with practiced ennui, was Richard Stone.
“You?” Emmaline gasped.
“You expected your father?” Stone snorted and raised a delicate eyebrow at her. “Really, Miss Gregson, after the incident in Plymouth, I’d assumed you had more sense than that.”
“Plymouth? I don’t understand...”
Stone looked away from her, attention focused to her left. The other men had gotten Peirce free from the wreckage and were dragging him toward Stone. Peirce was shaking his head and she saw from the flex of his shoulders that the crash had taken more out of him than it had her.
The top half of his armour was mostly gone, splintered off with entire chunks of plate missing...that’s what she’d hit her head on. Him. He’d thrown himself over her. Her eyes welled up and she swallowed quickly to try to hide her reaction.
Fortunately, Stone wasn’t watching her. He was too focused on Peirce.
“Mr. Taggart? My men have shared your fearsome reputation with me. It’s unfortunate we have to meet under these circumstances.”
“Yeah, I’m sure you’re all broken up about it, asshole,” Peirce taunted.
At least his mouth was still working.
Stone motioned with a single finger and one of the goons holding Peirce slammed a knee up into his ribs. Peirce groaned, but didn’t stop. “Can’t say I’m surprised to see you here.”
“And I thought your retreat said otherwise,” Stone responded in a bored tone. “But then, even if the delightful Miss Gregson doesn’t understand the reason for my visit, you’re far too shrewd to have missed that connection.”
“True,” Peirce quipped. “Must hurt to know you could only hire—”
He squinted up at the men holding him up and grinned, his teeth tinged from the blood streaming down his face from a cut on his forehead. “Well, shit. What is this, the fifth string? That you, Lennox?”
One of the men spat on him and Peirce chuckled.
“I thought I recognised you, you son of a bitch.” Now he looked at Stone, eyes going cold. “Like I said, couldn’t afford the big guns?”
Emmaline could see the muscle spasming in Stone’s jaw; his teeth were clenched so tightly.
“That mine snafu must have really set you back.”
Peirce was looking at her, holding her gaze, even as what he said next sunk in.
“It’s not like you have much time left, what with French pox, right? And to lose your only heir because he wasn’t able to keep it in his pants, even during a cave-in? Tough break—”
“Make him quiet,” Stone ordered and the men dropped Peirce, immediately kicking and punching at every exposed part of his body.
She could only watch in horror, finally understanding why her father had been so desperate to hand her over. Why Stone was here right now.
“He was your son?”
“Yes. And, as a little birdie told me once I finished with her, you played a part in his death.” He took a step toward her, eyes flashing with fiendish delight. “I can’t wait to offer Gregson’s virgin daughter up to my customers. What a prize...”
She waited until he was closer and used her captors to hold her in place as she kicked out, catching his knee with her foot. Stone stumbled just a bit and she wrenched in the men’s grasps to break free. But they recovered too quickly and instead she fell hard on her hip, her legs splayed awkwardly beneath her.
“You have fight,” Stone purred. “Good. I’ll make sure the right customer is able to knock that out of you.”
A sharp cry of pain to her left surprised both her and Stone. Peirce’s knife was sticking out of one man’s chest and his arm was tight around the other man’s throat as he scrabbled against the ground. A swift twist, sharp crack and the merc’s limp body fell to the side.
Her captors released her arms and rushed Peirce. She turned to run, but Stone was already there. His fist caught her cheekbone and she hit the ground, pain radiating through her face.
“Stay,” Stone hissed at her. His boot caught her ribs, knocking the air from her lungs and he moved toward Peirce.
His hands moved on his cane and suddenly the wood was sliding away, a thin blade in its place. Busy with the other two men, Peirce had no idea what was coming. And she couldn’t draw enough breath to warn him.

Things had been going well to that point. The first two guards were down. The third was mumbling incoherently on the ground, nose broken, testicles crushed and right arm with a spiral fracture from the way he’d torqued on it. The fourth was going down slower…
Or maybe I’m just moving slower, Peirce mused.
Two kidney punches got the man off his back. He reached for his knife, handle sticking up from Merc #1’s chest. His fingers closed around it—
And he was ripped back by Merc #4.
Missed it by that much.
Merc #4 was doing an admirable job of squeezing the life from him. In fact, if the cute black spots on the edges of his vision were any indication, Peirce had about ten seconds to break the bastard’s hold.
He slammed an elbow back. Dammit, a little too high. Just the ribs on that one.
Eight...seven...
Another elbow, this time lower. It sunk into the soft flesh of the side and the man grunted.
Five...four...
Peirce jabbed back as hard as he could. This time, the grip loosened. A slight drop and twist, a quick throw, and the man was stretched out on the road, unconscious.
Wow, the world’s spinning.
He staggered to his feet, intent on reaching Emma, chasing her down if Stone had taken her—
He turned right into Stone himself, who had a surprisingly triumphant expression on his face.
He heard Emma’s choked sob and saw Stone look down.
He realised that the bastard had sunk his cane-sword partway into his side, right in the middle of all those lovely bite marks.
Fuck.
There were two options: fight with a freaking sword tip tickling his vitals, or play dead.
He let his knees go until they hit the road, hated pretending even for a moment.
Stone was a vindictive prick, just as he’d imagined. He made sure to turn the blade as Peirce fell. Peirce cried out like a good little actor should.
And, like he’d hoped, Stone pulled out the blade and moved back toward Emma.
Emma.
Tears were streaming down her face and he could see the reddened swelling on her cheek from here. I’m going to kill the bastard.
The knife was still there, just off to his right.
Stone was busy monologuing to Emma. Something about the sword being a gentleman’s weapon. Peirce held in his snort. He withdrew the knife slowly, refusing to give away his advantage before he had to.
“But, my dear, the problem with a man like Taggart is that he doesn’t know when it’s his time to die.”
Well, that got his attention.
Stone was turning back, so Peirce dropped his hand to his side, concealing the knife along his leg. He could feel something trickling down his hip...probably blood, since it was warm. Stone must have hit pretty deep.
Stone dragged Emma up to her feet, clasping her to him like a shield. Her face was pale, her expression terrified. But not for herself.
For him.
Something else caught his attention. Stone was training a pistol on him. Lining up carefully. His mouth was still moving though. More whispered bullshit to Emma, no doubt.
Peirce stared into her eyes, focused on her. He had to make her understand him. “Look at me, babe. Just at me.”
She nodded once, small, barely noticeable. She was the bravest woman he’d ever met and she’d survive this.
“In a second you’re going to have to duck,” he said, fully aware that Stone could hear him, uncaring if he did.
Her lips moved. Which way?
“Just breathe and choose.”
Again, the nod.
Oh, gods, please don’t let him miss. He’d lived for years on his instincts. He couldn’t fuck up now.
Stone was still gloating, some petty speech about the way he’d wait for Peirce to fail before shooting him.
Like Aerian roulette...
Emma wouldn’t look away from him. I love you, she mouthed.
“One...” he called out to her, keeping his voice steady.
If he missed, he didn’t care if Stone lodged a bullet in him or not.
“Two...”
His fingers tightened on the handle of the knife. He couldn’t miss. Wouldn’t miss.
“Three!”



Chapter 12
“Will he be okay?” Emmaline asked for what seemed like the hundredth time.
Kai nodded and Douglass patted the seat next to him. They’d been waiting at the med-centre for almost four hours. Peirce had gone into surgery minutes after they’d arrived with a Lawmen escort—an apparent perk of taking down a man like Stone.
The instant she’d pitched her weight to the side, she’d seen Peirce’s arm flash forward. But she didn’t stop to check on Stone. She was only focused on reaching Peirce.
He was bleeding out in a steady stream, unable to feel Stone’s wound. She’d ripped off her own shirt and pressed it to his side, praying it would be enough. Kai and Douglass had rolled up moments later, taking in the scene in seconds. Kai had fired a single bullet into Stone’s head, despite the obvious knife sticking out of his throat, while Douglass and Emma loaded Peirce up and they tore back to Monterrey as fast at the Stallion would go. Douglass had called in everything on the way and before she knew it, the roads to the nearest centre were cleared and an escort followed them in.
Still, it had taken forever to reach the place. Peirce was pale and clammy by the time they’d wheeled him out of the room. She hadn’t even had time to say goodbye before he was whisked away.
And now she was trapped in this purgatory, waiting for news that would make or break the rest of her life.
“The waiting’s the hardest part,” Douglass sympathised.
She just nodded and began counting the tiles on the floor for the thirteenth time.
“Hey, boss-man’s strong,” Kai chipped in. “There’s no way he’d let an asshole like Richard Stone take him down. Not when you’re waiting out here for him.”
She smiled a little at that one.
Another hour passed. Two. Three.
She was about to hunt down one of those registration robots when Peirce’s surgeon stepped out into the waiting room. “Mr. Taggart’s family?”
They all rushed him. It must have been intimidating, come to think of it. Douglass and Kai in their full body armour, weapons still strapped to their backs. She, in nothing but blood-soaked pants and an oversized shirt Douglass had thrown to her on their way into the centre. She must have looked feral.
It didn’t matter.
“Is he okay?” she blurted out, praying to all the gods that he was.
The surgeon smiled soothingly at her. “He’s fine. We were able to close everything back up. He lost a lot of blood, but with a few transfusions, he’ll make a full recovery. He was heavily sedated and is just coming out of it. Would you still like to see him?”
She couldn’t speak past the lump in her throat. She vaguely felt Douglass patting her shoulder, heard Kai’s gentle murmur of encouragement and she was speed-walking her way down the hall, the surgeon practically jogging to keep up with her.
Peirce was there in the bed, bruised, battered, hooked up to more machines than he had in his entire garage and whole.
Hers. All hers.
She hovered at the edge of the bed, unsure of what to do. All those memories of her mother surrounded by machines, in so much pain she couldn’t stand a simple touch, were roaring through her head, poisoning this moment—
He blinked slowly and those gorgeous, light-blue eyes looked at her. The corner of his mouth lifted. He stretched out his fingers toward her and she clasped his hand in hers, so grateful for his warmth, the constant beep of his heart rate, the stench of blood and battle sweat and antiseptic. “Babe—”
She’d told herself she wouldn’t cry...
“—you look like hell.”
“Same to you, Mr. Taggart.”
He shifted in the bed, sending up a chorus of angry noises from the machines and patted the empty space next to him. She crawled up without hesitation.
The moment she was side to side with him, he gave a deep sigh of contentment and settled back against the pillow. They lay in quiet for a few moments before he groaned.
“What?” She was instantly alert.
“I forgot.”
“Forgot what?”
“I’m going to have to buy you a fucking ring now.”
She tried to hide her smile, but couldn’t manage it. “Is that what’s bothering you?”
“Yeah. I kind of committed back there, in case you don’t remember.”
“True. But you’ve forgotten something else that’s important.”
“What’s that?”
She kissed his nose, loving how groggy and pissed off he sounded. “I still owe you three thousand credits.”
“Oh.” His eyes narrowed. “You do. Buy your own damn ring.”
“Fine.”
She was just drifting off when he cleared his throat. “Emma?”
“What?”
“You never answered, you know.”
“Never answered what?”
“If you would.”
She smiled against his chest and dug his welding gloves out of her pocket, placing them gently in his hand. “William.”
“Huh?”
“Whenever we have him. That’s his name.”
“William? William Taggart.” He kissed the top of her head. “I guess that’s okay.”
“Go to sleep, Peirce.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
And they both slept with no nightmares.
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