
  
    
      
    
  


  Contents


  



  Flash Point


  Copyright


  Synopsis


  Books by Brooke Blaine


  Dedication


  Chapter One


  Chapter Two


  Chapter Three


  Chapter Four


  Chapter Five


  Chapter Six


  Chapter Seven


  Chapter Eight


  Chapter Nine


  Chapter Ten


  Chapter Eleven


  Chapter Twelve


  Chapter Thirteen


  Chapter Fourteen


  Chapter Fifteen


  Chapter Sixteen


  Chapter Seventeen


  Chapter Eighteen


  Chapter Nineteen


  Chapter Twenty


  Chapter Twenty-One


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  Chapter Twenty-Eight


  Chapter Twenty-Nine


  Chapter Thirty


  Chapter Thirty-One


  Chapter Thirty-Two


  Chapter Thirty-Three


  Chapter Thirty-Four


  Chapter Thirty-Five


  Chapter Thirty-Six


  Chapter Thirty-Seven


  Chapter Thirty-Eight


  Chapter Thirty-Nine


  Chapter Forty


  Chapter Forty-One


  Chapter Forty-Two


  Chapter Forty-Three


  Epilogue


  Thank You


  About the Author


  A Desperate Man


  Acknowledgments


  


  



  FLASH POINT


  



  Brooke Blaine


  


  Copyright © 2015 Brooke Blaine


  www.BrookeBlaine.com


  Brooke's Newsletter


  



  Edited by Arran McNicol


  Cover Design © By Hang Le


  



  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system without the written permission of the author, excerpt for the use of brief quotations in a book review.


  This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any semblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.


  


  The first time I saw her, I knew I’d have to kill her.


  



  It’s been five years since the brutal death of her mother, and Katherine Shaw still relives the nightmares of that night.


  She escaped.


  The danger should’ve been over.


  She couldn’t have been more wrong.


  When her father, a prominent judge, receives a chilling death threat, her past comes hurtling into her present.


  The warning is clear: They’ve got unfinished business, and they’re coming for her.


  



  Katherine Shaw.


  Rich girl? Check.


  Spoiled and obstinate? Check.


  A beautiful fireball who pushes every button he has? That was not listed on the dossier Jason Garrett receives when he’s assigned as one of her bodyguards. The last thing he ever expected was that his tempting client would prove to be more dangerous than those he’s protecting her from.


  



  Their attraction would be forbidden even under the best circumstances. But as the threat draws near, the tension between the two of them rises, culminating in an explosive flash point that will blindside them both.
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  For Jenella


  “Friendship is one mind in two bodies.”


  -Meng-tzu
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  JUSTICE WILLIAM SHAW III should’ve known the moment he walked into his house that something wasn’t right. The first breath he’d taken upon entering had made him stop in his tracks, his hand still gripping the doorknob.


  It smelled like her again.


  Fresh lilies with an undercurrent of sandalwood; the fragrance she’d worn for years. He held the aroma deep in his lungs for as long as he could, until it burned and ached with the need to release. When he inhaled again, she was gone.


  He closed his eyes, and his hand slid from the knob to push the door gently shut behind him. She was still there, her presence still embedded in the foundation and stronger now than it had been for years.


  God, he missed her. Missed the way she’d run down the stairs to wrap her arms around his neck, no matter what time it was when he finally got home. He longed to watch from the doorway of her art studio upstairs as her hands tenderly shaped the clay that she’d eventually turn into an amazing spectacle of creativity. Hell, he even missed her tough love—if she saw him now, she’d tell him to stop lingering in the past, suck it up, and be the unperturbed asshole she’d married.


  Chuckling sadly, he wandered down the hall toward his office, feeling the weight of the cold, barren house on his shoulders. It wasn’t just the loss of his wife that had him feeling melancholy this evening. He missed his daughter as well, something she’d find hard to believe if he ever told her. The holidays had come and gone and still Katherine wouldn’t answer his messages. The more time that passed, the further he felt the rift beneath their feet ripping them apart, but he wasn’t sure how, or if, he could fix it. The feeling of futility wasn’t something he was accustomed to.


  He’d been so caught up in his thoughts, he missed clue number two: The door to his office had been ajar, something even his daughter at the age of three had learned was off limits. But it was only after he pushed it open farther with the briefcase in his hand and flicked on the light switch that he realized his error.


  The scene before him displayed a massacre—one he didn’t need to see to remember. Photographs of his wife splayed across the hardwood in bloody disarray papered the walls, each one held up by the point of a knife.


  The Justice’s knees faltered, but he caught himself on the edge of the desk, forcing himself to move closer to the back wall. Because there, in the center, were the words:
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  And just below that, dated today, was a picture of Katherine.


  [image: Image]


  



  THE WOMAN IS taller than I expected.


  Slender to the extreme, even in an oversized jacket, she towers over the guy she’s speed-walking to the ’66 blue Mustang with; not that it seems to faze him. Even from a hundred yards away, the puke-inspiring look of adoration on his face is evident as he struggles to keep the umbrella over her head.


  In their rush to avoid getting drenched, they’ve failed on two counts—first, the blonde is already wet, her long locks sticking to her face and trailing down her back, and second, they haven’t noticed the men that have been trailing them across campus from the dorms to the parking lot.


  But then again, all of them have failed to notice me.


  I keep my distance now, tracking them from the shade of the Georgia pines on the periphery as the rain streams off the branches, the bitter cold soaking through my clothes. The suits following her won’t be a problem. Not for me. Neither will the love-struck nuisance by her side.


  A scowl crosses her face as she yanks open the passenger-side door before the male can do it and slides inside, slamming it shut behind her. He stands there for a moment, seemingly baffled and with his hand still outstretched, before he shakes his head and walks around to the driver’s side.


  If the look on her face is any indication, she isn’t happy about where she’s going. I almost pat myself on the back at being the one that set the plan in motion that put her miserable expression there.


  The men following her also get into their oversized SUVs a strategic distance away. Those cars scream who the hell they are. Idiots. But they’re all exactly where they need to be.


  I don’t move until they disappear from sight. The moment isn’t right yet, no…but it’s coming.


  The cold, smooth metal of the automatic tucked inside the back of my pants reminds me that revenge will come.


  Katherine Shaw has to die.


  [image: Image]


  



  “DO YOU WANT to stop for milkshakes? There’s a Shake ’n Fries up the road.”


  Katherine Shaw sat in the passenger seat with her long legs curled beneath her and a damp sketchpad held up to her chest as though she were holding a child.


  Every now and again, it occurred to her that her best friend, Steven Chambers, was trying to engage her in conversation, but he’d get the picture soon enough. She wasn’t in the mood to talk. She was desperately trying not to think, which was why she was drawing to keep her mind occupied.


  “I’m thinking I’ll try the peanut butter cup this time and then breathe in your face,” he continued.


  Bless his heart, she thought. He was trying.


  “Really?” he asked. “Not even the stench of your most hated food in the world can get your attention right now? This is dire.”


  Leaning back, she scrutinized the outline she’d made of Steven’s side profile before hovering back over it. His hand reached over and tried to pry the sketchpad down to take a peek, but she snatched it closer.


  “Are you never gonna let me see one of your drawings?” he complained. “C’mon, Kit Kat. I’m starting to get paranoid I’ll walk into your room and find pictures of my face all over your walls.”


  She merely raised a brow, not taking the bait.


  He stayed quiet for a few minutes, but then there was a flicking of buttons and a familiar tune came on. The sound of a sixties surf-rock song permeated the confines of the car, drowning out the pounding rain, and she sighed, hating that he knew exactly how to bring her out of her funk.


  They’d been inseparable since second grade, when she’d twisted her ankle heading to the school bus for a field trip and he’d stayed behind with her at the nurse’s station, telling jokes and sharing his gummy fruit snacks. He’d always been that way—caring and considerate, always putting her first. She knew eventually he’d fall in love and she’d be relegated to second place, but for now, they had each other.


  She glanced up from the paper to see Steven nodding his head to the beat. His brown hair was a tangled, wet mess, and with every head bang, drops of water flew off onto the dashboard. His sapphire eyes caught hers, and he smiled before launching, horribly, into the first verse.


  Faking a wince, she said, “God, you are destroying this song, Chambers. Seriously, you sound like a dying cat.” She spun the volume dial to the right to drown out his warbling.


  That only caused him to belt the words louder, and even his movements became over the top. He grabbed her arm, using her balled fist as a microphone, and she briefly thought about letting her hand accidentally slide up to punch him in the nose. But then she remembered he was actually doing her a favor by driving her back to her father’s estate so she wouldn’t have to go alone. And with that one thought, dread and unease filled her stomach, and she pulled her hand away.


  Steven glanced at her out of the corner of his eye but kept singing. He was a saint to be doing this. Though she only lived a little over an hour away from her childhood home in Atlanta, she hadn’t been there since she graduated high school over three years ago, having moved out the second she was able to. So the idea of being ordered home wasn’t exactly putting her in the happiest of moods.


  The car veered across two lanes of traffic before Steven pulled the car into Shake ’n Fries.


  “Whoa,” she said, bracing her arm on the door. “Hey, psycho—warning much, next time?”


  “All right,” he said after turning the volume down. “This situation of yours calls for drastic measures. We’re divin’ in.”


  As they pulled into the drive-thru, he didn’t bother to ask her what she wanted, and she didn’t bother to tell him. It wasn’t like her preference had changed over the last few years.


  Tuning him out as he placed their orders, she had just leaned her forehead against the cool glass, when she noticed two black SUVs pull into the parking lot. One of them pulled off to the right side and drove past them and around the restaurant, while the other deviated to the left and parked. Both vehicles were pretty nondescript, and she wouldn’t have even paid them any attention if it weren’t for the dark tint on the windows obscuring the view of who was inside.


  She remembered absently noticing cars like theirs in the side mirror when they’d left campus. Probably some high-ranking university douchebags being carted around by chauffeurs, too important to do anything as trivial as driving themselves.


  “My lady,” Steven mocked, passing her a large cookie dough milkshake. He took the lid off his chocolate fudge brownie shake and licked it. “You’re welcome for sparing you. It could be peanut butterville in this bitch right now.”


  Rolling her eyes, she closed her sketchpad and then stabbed her straw through the top. “You just didn’t want me gagging in your new car.”


  “That too.”


  As he turned back onto the main road, slurping happily, her eyes were drawn back to the side mirror. Both black cars were pulling out of the parking lot and heading in their direction.


  Suddenly, it felt as if a cold fist clenched around the pit of her stomach. Something was off.


  They hadn’t stopped for food. They hadn’t stopped for bathroom breaks.


  They couldn’t be following them.


  Could they?
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  FIRST IMPRESSIONS SET the standard by which people are regarded and stereotyped into their appropriate boxes. Late and sloppily dressed? An unabashed disregard for themselves and others. Too early? An eager overachiever.


  Jason Garrett stood by one of the expansive windows in the great room, his hand pushing aside the curtains as he watched the young woman jump out of a car, before her driver even had a chance to turn it off, and run up the pathway to the house.


  As the Justice’s daughter made her entrance by storming inside the estate and slamming the door behind her, Jason ticked off the boxes she fell into upon her first impression: Spoiled. Rebellious. Daddy issues. Possible aversion to rain.


  Her boots squeaked against the hardwood floor, the stream of curses flowing from her mouth growing louder with each step. She called out for her father, and her voice shook with unconcealed anger.


  As she rounded the corner, Jason let go of the curtain and put his hands in his pockets. Though he hated to do it, he had to add beautiful to her list of first impressions. Because holy shit, even soaking wet, she was. She was tall and lean, with flashing emerald eyes, and blond hair tousled and darkened by the rain. Water dripped down in a steady rhythm onto the floor as she reached up to push her long bangs off her forehead. Then, as her eyes landed on the man she was looking for, she said, “Why the hell are there people following me?”


  Justice William Shaw stood up wearily from his chair, but before he could speak, she said, “And why didn’t you answer your phone? I tried to call you several times while being stalked by God knows who. I mean, since you demanded this meeting in the first place, the least you could’ve done was pick up the phone. But then I suppose common decency left this house when Mom did.”


  Her father’s jaw ticked, and he looked as though he wanted to reply and then thought better of it. With a deep sigh, he took off his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Sit down, Katherine.”


  “I really don’t want to stay.”


  “Please,” he said, and then lowered himself back into the armchair. “We need to talk.”


  Jason observed her movements as she scanned the room, suddenly realizing they weren’t alone. When her eyes stopped on his, a look of interest flashed across her face, but then she looked down at his tailored black suit and her frown returned.


  Ah. She doesn’t like my type. That worked out well, since he wasn’t overly fond of self-entitled women. Even the tragic history, as detailed from the Shaw file he’d read before taking the job, didn’t endear her to him any more than a stranger off the street. She was a client, and in Jason’s eyes, those were so off-limits he never bothered anymore to check out the merchandise, so to speak. But as she turned to face her father, he caught a glimpse of her ass.


  Well, almost never.


  A glance out the window showed the rest of his team had parked and were heading up the front path—the “stalkers” that’d been tailing Miss Shaw. When the front door opened and she noticed them, she quickly walked into the room and finally took a seat on the couch.


  “Package delivered,” Rhodes, one of the agents, said with a wink as he strolled through the entryway to the parlor. The guy always looked so damn smug, and if they weren’t on the same team, Jason would’ve been quick to take him outside and knock his ego down a few notches.


  As it was, Jason hadn’t been appointed the lead on this case, which would be unusual except that he had made a request to end his term with his last client—a real dick with an underage fetish that Jason had been having a hard time not punching the shit out of every time he looked at him.


  The head of this particular case was Agent Thompson, a hard-faced man with a gruff attitude to match, who stopped at the edge of the hall and gave Rhodes a look that said he’d deal with him later. Then he turned and acknowledged the Justice with a nod. “Sir.”


  “Thank you for escorting my daughter here safely.”


  “You mean package,” Katherine said under her breath.


  Justice Shaw was quiet for a few moments, and then said, “I’m glad you’re here.”


  She stayed silent, her eyes glued to her lap where she was twisting her thumb ring between her fingers.


  “Kat, look at me.”


  “Please don’t call me that,” she said, still focused on her ring. Though she gave off an irritated vibe, the fact that she was fidgeting meant she was anxious.


  Hmm. Faking the bravado, maybe?


  Her father sighed again. “Fine. Katherine.” When she had no comment, he said, “I called you here because there have been a few…developments, and it’s best if you stay close by while the police look into it. These gentlemen here will be keeping an eye on things, and I’ve already set up your old room—”


  “Wait, what?” Her head jerked up and she finally looked at her father. “I’m not staying here.”


  “I’m sorry, but you don’t have any other choice.”


  “The hell I don’t,” she said, leaping to her feet. “I have classes—”


  “I’ll reach out to your professors. I’m sure they’ll be accommodating.”


  “I have a life there—”


  “It’ll be there when you get back.”


  “I’m not staying in this fucking house.”


  “Language, Katherine.”


  “I’m sorry. I meant I’m not staying in this damn house.”


  No wonder the man was completely grey at the relatively young age of fifty-five. From what Jason had seen so far, the headstrong woman would drive anyone to madness.


  Looks like I was right on about the daddy issues…


  With a resigned sigh, she sat back down and motioned for him to continue.


  “As I was saying. You’ll be staying here until we get this whole mess sorted out. I know that’s not ideal for you, but your safety is more important.”


  “Now that’s what’s ironic. You want me to stay in this house…where I’ll be safe. Really.” She shook her head. “I’d be safer sleeping under an overpass downtown.”


  “These fine men here won’t let anyone come within breathing space of you, so for now, this is where you’ll be safe. I’ve got a huge case coming up next week, and I’ll have peace of mind knowing you’re here and protected.”


  “When is it not a huge case?” she asked.


  “Some are bigger than others, as you know.” He took off his glasses and wiped them with a cloth from his inside jacket pocket. “I assume that means you stopped watching the news.”


  “Nothing positive ever comes from watching that stuff. Just a bunch of stories designed to scare you from leaving your house because everyone out there is a rapist.”


  Sliding the glasses back on his face, her father said, “Fair enough. I’ve got a capital punishment case that’s garnering a lot of national press, so you may have a bit more attention than usual.”


  Katherine clucked her tongue and looked toward the entryway, where her friend had quietly approached. Waving him over, she said, “Should’ve packed a bag. Looks like it’ll be an all-nighter, Chambers.”


  Her friend’s eyes widened as he looked nervously around the room at the group gathered. No doubt they were an intimidating bunch. Not one of them was under six foot two, and the job required a certain fitness level that had the boy standing in the doorway slumping his shoulders in defeat.


  I almost feel bad for the guy…almost.


  “Come on in and have a seat, Steven,” her father said, and he began the introductions. “Katherine, these are Agents Thompson, Rhodes, Kirkpatrick, and Garrett. Everything we do needs to go through them first, and if they tell you to do something, don’t question it. Do you understand?”


  Katherine looked as though she were ready to get the whole thing over with, and agreed. “Yes, yes. Whatever they say.”


  “Good.” His eyes softened, and he leaned forward. “Do you have any questions for me?”


  “No,” she said quickly.


  The corners of his mouth turned down, and he asked, “Nothing you want to know about?”


  “No.”


  “Okay, then.”


  “Wait. I do have one question.”


  The Justice inclined his head and waited for her to speak.


  “Would it be unreasonable for them to come to campus with me instead?”


  “Katherine—”


  She put her hand up. “I know, I know. It’s dangerous, but I’ve already had a long break from school, and I’m finally back in classes, and it just doesn’t make sense for me to have to start all over again later. You’ve been pushing for me to go back and finish my education, and now I have. Can’t I just”—she looked around the room at the bodyguards, her gaze stopping on Jason—“split them in half or something? I take two and you take two?”


  Jason had to hold back his laugh at her suggestion, but the man seemed to be actually considering it.


  Katherine turned her pleading eyes on her father, seeming to know just how to work him. “Please. They’ll keep me safe.”


  Jason watched the Justice’s eyes flick to Agent Thompson, who looked thoughtful, and he seemed to deliberate for a moment. “I’ll discuss it with the security team and see what they say. Fair enough?”


  Looks like she’s going to get her way. Nice sympathy play.


  “Fair enough,” she said, her shoulders visibly relaxing.


  “Good. Now can you two please go dry off somewhere so you don’t catch pneumonia? It’s the middle of winter.”


  Katherine ran her fingers through her hair and looked Jason’s way as she answered her father. “Can’t have a wet head, now can we?”


  Add bold to the list. Interesting…


  When Jason didn’t outwardly react to her double entendre, a half-smile crossed her lips, and then she stood up and linked arms with Steven. 


  As they headed upstairs, presumably in search of a hair dryer and towels, Justice Shaw let out a heavy sigh and rubbed his forehead. When he opened his eyes, they settled on Agent Thompson.


  “So,” her father said. “What should we do about that request? Is it even feasible?”


  “Well, we’d have to move her to a private room and alert the university, but I’d say as long as she is strictly going to and from classes and her room, safety shouldn’t be an issue,” Thompson replied.


  “Shouldn’t be an issue? Or won’t?”


  Thompson shook his head. “It won’t be an issue. We can go over logistics now, if you’d like.”


  When Justice Shaw nodded, Agent Thompson looked over at him. The man didn’t need to say anything, and Jason understood the order.


  He made his way out of the room to keep an eye on Katherine, and as he went, he heard a pair of hands clap, and then, “Now let’s make a game plan.”
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  HALF AN HOUR later, Katherine shrugged back into her clothes, warm against her skin after a tumble in the dryer. Piling her damp hair into a bun on top of her head, she took a last look around her old bedroom that remained unchanged and untouched since her senior year.


  Pictures of her and her friends in happier times lined the dresser mirror. In the frames were family photos with her mom and dad, the last one taken during Halloween, when, along with Steven, they’d all dressed up as The Addams Family.


  A sad smile curved her lips as she reached out to trace another photo, one of her and her mom when she was a baby. She hadn’t realized how much they’d favored each other. Her mom had been the same age in the picture as Katherine was now¸ just barely twenty-two. She unsnapped the back of the frame, slid the photo out, and put it into her back pocket. Then she grabbed her jacket on the way out.


  As she passed a closed door at the top of the stairs, she hesitated. An uneasy feeling settled into the pit of her stomach, but it didn’t stop her from opening the door. Her mother’s art room. The smell of paint still overwhelmed the vast space, her artwork covering every spare inch, and Katherine took a shuddering breath.


  



  “Do you think Mommy will like it?” Katherine asked as she clumsily wielded the paintbrush in her small hands. They were painting the walls of what her daddy told her would be an art room for her mom to draw pictures in. Maybe one day, she could draw pictures in there too.


  “I know she’ll love it,” he said, smiling down at her and wiping his brush underneath the spot she’d painted on the wall to catch the dripping. “It’ll be a special place, just for her.”


  She beamed up at him. “Like the seesaw at the playground is our special place?”


  He laughed and took the brush from her hand, then lifted her on his hip so he could place a kiss on her temple. “Just like that.”


  Resting her head on his shoulder, she asked, “Daddy?”


  “Yes, sweetheart?”


  “You and Mommy won’t have any more babies, right?”


  He broke out into raucous laughter. “Where did that come from?”


  “If you have more babies, then it won’t be just our special place anymore.”


  “Ah,” he said, lifting her chin to look at him. “You want to be the most important one in the family, do you?”


  When she gave him a big smile and nodded enthusiastically, he chuckled again. Bringing his forehead to hers, he told her, “You will always be the center of our world. Just the three of us.”


  “You promise?”


  “I promise.”


  



  Her hand gripped the doorway before quickly pulling it shut. Too many bad memories suffocated the good ones now, and lingering much longer would only put her in a headspace she didn’t need to go back into.


  Heading downstairs to join Steven, she felt someone behind her and whirled around. The hot bodyguard she’d seen earlier in the living room was standing at the top of the stairs.


  Had he been up there watching her this whole time?


  There was an intensity in his gaze as she locked eyes with his hazel ones, and for the second time since she’d been here, she thought how strikingly attractive he was. Not in a model kind of way, but in a masculine, throw-you-up-against-the-wall kind of way. An unexpected shot of desire coursed through her as her eyes involuntarily scanned over his body, unable to help from noticing the way he filled out his tailored black suit in a way that had her wondering what was underneath it.


  He cleared his throat, and her eyes shot back up to his, heat filling her cheeks at being caught at the obvious perusal. Straightening her shoulders to project a confident air instead of the embarrassment she felt, she told him, “I wasn’t going to escape, if that’s why you’re following me.”


  His face was impassive as he cocked his head to the side, not saying a word.


  “Are you guys not allowed to talk to clients or something?”


  Still, he stared at her, his silence infuriating, though she couldn’t say why. It wasn’t like she wanted to befriend any of these guys. Maybe just tell him to take his clothes off.


  Raising an eyebrow, she said, “Nice chat,” and then headed toward the kitchen, where Steven had no doubt been raiding the pantry.


  He had a bag of chips out on the counter, and she wrinkled her nose as she passed him. “Salt and vinegar is disgusting. No wonder you don’t have a girlfriend.”


  “You’re the only girl I know that hates these. Besides, vinegar is good for lowering blood pressure.”


  She laughed. “That’s apple cider vinegar, dumbass.”


  “Ohh, right. I knew that.”


  Shaking her head, she opened the fridge and whistled. “Fully stocked fridge. I’m shocked.” Taking out containers of grapes and cheese, she tossed them onto the granite countertop. “I wonder when he started shopping and skipping takeout.”


  “Nah, he must’ve hired someone. Look, they even took the stems off,” Steven said, holding up a grape and then throwing it in the air and catching it with his mouth.


  “Well isn’t that fancy.”


  “Come on, Kat. It’s time to give the old guy a break. He’s got a lot on his plate being a big-time Georgia Supreme Court Justice. Hell, it’s not his fault—”


  Shutting the refrigerator, she said, “I know you’re not about to give me the you-should-really-make-up-with-your-dad-because-he’s-the-only-parent-you-have lecture. Don’t make me regret inviting you.”


  “I volunteered.”


  “Same thing.” She grabbed a handful of grapes and shoved them inside her mouth, not bothering to swallow before talking. “Don’t act like you’d want to stay here any more than I do.”


  “I understood about two words of what you just said. You really should learn to swallow before you have a conversation.”


  She gulped down the remaining fruit and gave him a pointed look. “That’s what he said.”


  “Maybe they’ll be able to work something out, and we’ll be back on the road before you know it.”


  Not if it’s what I think it is. “Maybe.”


  Steven glanced behind him at the stoic guard standing on the outskirts of the kitchen and then back to her.


  Lowering his voice to a whisper, he said, “But…do you really want to be alone with those guys? They give me the fucking creeps. They just stand there like men in black or some shit and pretend not to listen. I keep thinking they’re gonna bust out with those mind-eraser guns and suddenly we’ve forgotten the last five years.”


  A pain seared through her heart, and she bit her bottom lip. “Wouldn’t that be nice…”


  Steven’s eyes widened. “Shit, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”


  “Oh, stop,” she said, waving her hand. “I know you didn’t.”


  They sat there eating in silence, and she looked over Steven’s shoulder, able to openly study the intimidating man now that his back was to them. He was several inches taller than her father’s six-foot frame, his hair closely buzzed to his scalp.


  He looked deadly. Deadly and fucking gorgeous.


  He still hadn’t bothered to say anything to them; he had just assumed the position of following them around wherever they moved. It was just as well; they wouldn’t be around long enough to make it worth the effort of befriending.


  Munching on another handful of chips, Steven asked, “Did your dad say anything else before I came in? About what started all this?”


  “Nope. You know as much as I do.” Lie. He doesn’t have to tell me. I can already guess. And what I’m thinking terrifies me.


  “And you don’t care to ask?”


  “No.” Another lie. If I ask and he tells me, that confirms that the nightmare has started all over again. Better to stay defensive. Better to stay in the dark. Better not to know if the threat is closing in.


  Her stomach flipped as she sat down on one of the island barstools, but she kept her face impassive.


  “Why? Why don’t you care?”


  She shrugged, trying desperately for nonchalance. “It’s nothing good or I wouldn’t be here. It’s not like I can do anything about whatever’s going on.”


  His brow furrowed. “But aren’t you curious?”


  “No, I’m not. I don’t care about whatever case has us on lockdown. I’d rather it all just be over and done with soon. And he’s out of his mind if he thinks I’m actually gonna stay here overnight.” Well, at least the last one’s the truth.


  Steven shook his head. “Good luck with that one. Although your begging back there was priceless.”


  “It wasn’t begging. It was a reasonable question.”


  “Doesn’t it worry you even a little bit that someone could be out there trying to hurt you?”


  The unsettled feeling in her stomach flared. Don’t let him see you panic. No need to freak him out…yet. Nodding over at the tall figure across the room, she said, “Jason Statham over there can walk me to classes.”


  She thought she saw the bodyguard’s shoulders stiffen then. No doubt he’d look at this as just another helpless woman he had to watch over, though he’d be wrong. But, hey, if she had to be miserable, everyone else should too. He would be nice to look at on a daily basis, though.


  Steven shifted back to face her, and the old stool he was perched on creaked in protest. “Well, I can walk you to classes too, ya know.”


  “Oh yeah? And what’s your weapon?”


  “My killer smile?” he said, flashing a grin.


  “God,” she said, shielding her eyes. “Make it stop. It’s blinding.”


  Steven’s smile faltered and his expression turned serious. “You know I’d never let anything happen to you, right?”


  “Yeah, of course,” she said, brushing him off.


  His hand reached out to cover hers, and he waited until she looked at him to speak. “I mean it. You’re safe with me.”


  That was the problem and the comfort—she was safe with him. Too safe. There was nothing more she wanted than to look at him the way he was looking at her now. The way those piercing blue eyes looked at her all the time. Even beneath his jokes and the inherent familiarity she always felt with him, there was always the sense of expectation, of sand sifting through the hourglass and counting down, as he waited until the time she inevitably felt the same way.


  With a wistful smile, she said, “I know.”
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  AS FAR AS clients went, Jason preferred not to think about them at all. Of course, in his line of work, and with the proximity he had to keep, he couldn’t help but hear their inane conversations. Most of which were tedious and boring. “Mrs. Betty Forest didn’t say hello at church this morning so she must have a stick up her too-large-to-fit-in-the-pew britches,” and “Honey, I’m so sorry, but we’ll have to take the helicopter to our private island this year instead of the yacht.”


  If he hadn’t established the fine art of tuning out the unnecessary noise, he’d have gone crazy a long time ago.


  Rarely was he the topic of interest while standing only a few feet away, however, so when Miss Shaw said his name, he tensed. She was comparing him to some action star, and he had to close his eyes to keep from rolling them. If he had a dime for every time he heard that…


  Their voices became quieter, and he didn’t have to turn around to know the air in the room had abruptly changed to something softer. Sentimental, even. His mind began to wander again until Thompson stuck his head out in the hallway to let him know to bring them back in.


  Jason looked over his shoulder to see her watching him.


  “Ready,” he told them, and walked to the parlor without waiting to see if they’d follow. She needed to learn how to obey an order, and quickly, or risk getting killed.


  The twosome weren’t far behind, and he stood aside so they could file in and take a seat. It seemed strange to him that she seemed so passive about the threat to her and her father’s safety considering her past, but it wasn’t any of his business.


  Her father didn’t waste any time and nodded to Agent Thompson to begin.


  “We’ve spoken with the university, and they’ve agreed to our conditions. The first being a private room off campus—”


  “I have to leave my dorm?” she immediately interrupted. “What about Bree—”


  “Katherine,” her father said. “Let the man finish.”


  Miss Shaw crossed her legs and sat back on the leather sofa, and Thompson cleared his throat.


  “Your roommate will stay at your joint apartment, and we’ll be moving your things into a private space until the threat has been”—he glanced at the Justice and rocked back on his heels—“eliminated. Two of our agents will be assigned to you, and you are restricted to scheduled classes and your room—no extracurricular activities can be allowed at this time.”


  Katherine rubbed her forehead, her lips pulled into a thin line.


  “Do you have a question for me?” Thompson asked.


  She looked to her father then. “No. I was just wondering why I bothered coming back. I should’ve stayed in London. At least there I didn’t need babysitters.”


  “They are your security,” Thompson clarified. “Not your babysitters.”


  “Same thing, just a different word.”


  “Katherine,” her father intervened before Thompson could continue. “These men are going out of their way to accommodate you, so try to work with them, okay?”


  She stared at him with a defiant tilt to her chin, but the way Jason noticed her hands trembling in her lap before she clasped them made him realize she wasn’t completely invulnerable.


  The ice princess has a soft side. What a cliché.


  Katherine hesitated and then slowly nodded. “Yeah, you’re right. Okay.”


  “It will take them a day to set up for your arrival, so you’re welcome to stay here—”


  “Not on your life.”


  A pained expression crossed the man’s face, and she bit her lip.


  “I mean, I’d rather not,” she backtracked.


  “I didn’t think so. If you and Steven would like to rent a room at the Hyland tonight, you can put it on my card and head back to school in the morning.”


  “Awesome,” she said before looking around the room. “So which of these noble bodyguards will have the honor of escorting me around campus?”


  Thompson gestured to the quiet man next to him. Jason had worked with him several times before, and he was always on point. A good pick for a rebellious client.


  “Kirkpatrick. And since I have a feeling you might need someone a bit rough around the edges to set you straight, I think Garrett is an excellent choice for your personal protection, Miss Shaw.”


  Well, this should be fun.


  There was a mischievous gleam in Thompson’s eyes as he caught Jason’s. He knew the last thing Jason wanted was to be assigned to a college student after his high-profile stints with what he’d consider the more elite clients. This was probably payback for the prank he’d instigated at the company holiday party.


  No matter. A job was a job, and regardless of the client, he was damn good at it. And the money wasn’t so bad either.


  “Set me straight, huh?” Katherine said, as she eyed him. “I’d like to see that.”


  No, sweetheart, I don’t think you do.


  He pinned her with a no-nonsense look and she arched a brow, taking on his challenge.


  Add courage to her list. It was buried deep beneath all that sarcastic bravado, but the woman had it for sure if she thought she could take him on.


  “So can we go now?” she asked, as she severed their connection, not bothering to wait for an answer, and jumped to her feet. She looked down at Steven, but he didn’t follow quite as fast, instead running his hand through his hair as he slowly straightened.


  “Actually…” he said, hesitating. “I’m sorry, but I can’t stay. I’ve got a group project due tomorrow, and I need to head back.”


  She whirled around. “What? Can’t you work on it at the hotel?”


  “Wish I could, but we’re meeting tonight to finish it up.”


  “But…you have to stay.” She looked like a little girl lost right then, grabbing on to the front of Steven’s shirt.


  “It’s sixty percent of my grade, Kit Kat. Besides, it looks like you’ll be in good hands.”


  She glanced around the room, and her expression turned to one of mild panic. “You’re going to leave me in a hotel with trained killers?” she asked. It seemed as if she was trying to sound blasé about the fact, but there was an underlying hint of sincerity to the question. She really did seem slightly alarmed by the thought.


  Steven laughed and rubbed her arms. “Yes. Which is exactly why you’ll be fine.”


  “Ahh…that’s not comforting. At. All.”


  That made him laugh harder. “C’mon, Kat—”


  “Please, Steven,” she said. “Call them and cancel. Just for tonight.”


  Jason watched the struggle on the guy’s face as he blew out a breath and ran his hands through his hair. Katherine pushed away from him and grabbed her jacket off the couch.


  Sympathy play didn’t work on the lovesick fool. Color me shocked.


  “It’s fine,” she said. “I’ll be fine. Don’t worry about it.” After shrugging into her coat, she turned around and glanced at each of them. “So who’s driving?”


  “Kat, I can still take you—” Steven began.


  “No,” she said, holding up her hand. “I said don’t worry about it. It’s cool.”


  Agent Thompson spoke up then. “You and Kirkpatrick will ride with Garrett whenever you’re ready.”


  “I’m ready now.”


  “Katherine,” her father said, standing up. “Can I talk to you alone for a minute?”


  She blew out a breath and then followed him across the hall reluctantly.


  The rest of them gathered around Agent Thompson to go over logistics while Katherine’s buddy lingered awkwardly on the outskirts, licking the wounds Katherine had inflicted. He wasn’t great at pretending not to eavesdrop, so when Jason glanced up at him, the look must’ve inspired a bit of fear, because he ended up moving to the far side of the room while he waited.


  As they finished up the impromptu meeting, the voices behind the closed office door rose in volume, becoming more agitated as the conversation continued. Katherine’s voice rang out, clear and strong. “I don’t know how you can bear to stay here.”


  “I couldn’t make myself leave if I wanted to,” was her father’s response.


  “The blood stains on the hardwood aren’t enough of an incentive?”


  “You wouldn’t—”


  “What?” Katherine asked. “I wouldn’t what? Understand? You think I can’t comprehend what you must be feeling? I know your job is more important than your family has been for years, so you’ve probably forgotten, but let me refresh your memory—I was there.”


  “Katherine,” her father said as the door flew open and she came shooting out. “Stop—”


  “No.” She whirled around, seemingly unable to stop the words from tumbling out. “I will never, ever be able to get Mom’s screams out of my head. I will never be able to erase the reel that plays in my mind over and over of what they did to her. Do you not think I don’t feel guilty every single day of my life for even standing here? There isn’t an hour that passes that I don’t feel overwhelming panic and helplessness from being able to do nothing to save her. And since you regret so much that it was her they killed instead of me, let me assure you.” She stared at him at eye level, toe to toe. “I feel the same way about you.”


  Before the man could respond, she was rushing down the hall and then gone, the slam of the door shutting behind her echoing throughout the empty house.


  Jason and Kirkpatrick were on their feet and running out of the living room after her, Steven trailing just behind them.


  “She’s got a habit of slamming doors,” Jason heard Thompson remark.


  Her father’s tired voice responded, “Only around me.”
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  THEY PULL INTO the Hyland downtown at 4 p.m.—the woman and two bodyguards.


  The room they check into under her father’s name is 1201, but in actuality, they stay the night in room 1724.


  It’s a nice attempt at misdirection, but unfortunately for them, there’s no hiding.


  No running.


  Nowhere I can’t get to her when the time is right.


  And that hour is coming.


  But for now…


  I wait.
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  THESE GUYS ARE a ball of fun and then some, Katherine thought as Tweedledee pulled into the parking space of her new, temporary cell the next morning. She knew she ought to be feeling grateful that she was even allowed to come back here under the circumstances, but this was not how she had planned her return to college when she’d re-enrolled last fall.


  There had been enough time to think and dwell on the past during her self-imposed break from school. She’d spent the past year with her Aunt Doris just outside of London, spending her days checking out the many galleries and museums and then sitting at an outside café, drinking too many lattes and sketching for hours. It had been rejuvenating in a way, but spending long days navigating the city on her own had made her realize how alone she felt in her own life.


  After a visit from Steven, he’d convinced her to come back and start living it. She’d re-enrolled, and, still undecided on what to major in, she’d settled on a wide-reaching business management track, though she was coming to regret that decision. It had been dreadfully boring so far. Regardless, she’d been ready to feel carefree again. To go to meaningless classes, to drink too much at a frat party and dance her ass off, to stay in with her friends and eat too much pizza while watching a romantic Hugh Grant movie.


  But as the other bodyguard, Tweedledum she called him, scanned the perimeter of the apartment complex and opened the passenger door, the sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach threatened to pull her down.


  Everything had changed less than forty-eight hours ago with a phone call. Not that she didn’t already know from experience how a moment could change your life, but the thought of being back in the same state of constant panic had her struggling to breathe.


  Putting on a brave face as though slipping on a jacket, she watched Tweedledum, the leaner one with threads of auburn scattered throughout his unruly short brown hair, as he exited the car and went upstairs, presumably to check things out before giving the okay to go inside.


  Of the two bodyguards she was stuck with, he was the one who’d actually managed to speak more than one word to her so far. Kirkpatrick, she thought his name was. Now that she really looked at him, he was remarkably attractive, but she felt none of the flutters that unleashed in her belly like she did with Tweedledee.


  The other one, the hot, antisocial one, kept his eyes on the car’s mirrors, alternating between the rearview and side ones, but never once glancing at her. He seemed to have an impenetrable coat of armor; if she touched him, she’d likely feel cold, smooth steel instead of warm flesh. That thought should’ve given her peace of mind, being in such strong hands. Instead, it made her wonder what that powerful body could do with hers if he were on top of—


  “Let’s go,” he said, popping open the door and exiting before she could change her trail of thought. Hot damn, is that three words now? He must really like her.


  Grinning at the thought, she got out of the car and followed him up two flights of stairs to her temporary safe house digs. It was closer to campus than the apartment she shared with Bree, so she hoped that would mean a brisk walk would suffice to go to class instead of having to take the sleek sports car that Tweedledee preferred over the standard black bodyguard SUVs the others drove around.


  Walking through the entrance, she first noted that it was quite a bit larger than she expected. It was also fully furnished; the large living room that greeted her was already decorated in pristine style, with textured cream walls, rich chocolate curtains, and elaborate floral arrangements, and the kitchen had spacious granite countertops and seemingly brand-new stainless steel appliances.


  She stopped in her tracks. “Uh…are we in the right apartment? Or did we just break, enter, and commandeer?” The hot one raised a brow at her, and she shrugged. “I mean, I’m cool with that. Jail time would do a lot for my street cred.”


  “Model apartment,” Kirkpatrick said as he went around the room, closing the drapes of each window. “Best we could do under the short notice.”


  Exploring the apartment further, she took in the three spacious bedrooms and two bathrooms and whistled. “Two bathrooms? I guess I should try getting kidnapped more often, huh?”


  When neither man commented, she sighed. “It was a joke, guys. Jesus, you two need to lighten up if we’re gonna be stuck with each other for a while.”


  Kirkpatrick walked past her into one of the bedrooms. “You should find all of your belongings in here, but if for some reason you’re missing anything, we can escort you to pick up the rest.”


  It hadn’t even occurred to her that they would be going through her stuff, and the cold grip of fear clenched her heart. Her eyes searched the room for the jewelry box, which they’d laid on top of a desk. Biting the inside of her cheek, she tried to keep her steps casual as she walked over to it and lifted the lid. Making sure her back was angled so Kirkpatrick couldn’t see her movements, she moved the top layer aside and reached for the pouch hidden beneath. When her fingers touched the broad ring inside, she released the breath she’d been holding. She quickly put the box back together and whipped around, plastering a bright smile on her face.


  Kirkpatrick opened the door on the far wall. “Everything should be accounted for. Feel free to check.”


  Her eyes widened as she took in the size of the closet, practically a mini bedroom, and with all of her clothes hanging neatly inside. Every pair of shoes she owned lined the right wall, and on the left was a dresser. After a peek inside the top drawer, she decided it was time to test her limits with the men she was imprisoned with. A little sarcasm would loosen them up—or at the very least, it’d let her know if they even had a sense of humor. Maybe if she focused on torturing those two, she wouldn’t have time to think of the reasons why they were there.


  She pointed at the neat stacks of cotton and lace inside the drawer.


  “Did you guys fold my panties?”


  To his credit, Kirkpatrick didn’t flinch. “Garrett and I did not personally move your items, as you well know, but—”


  “But one of your guys did, because my panties are folded.” Opening another drawer, she said, “And so are my bras.”


  “And this is a problem?” he asked, his brow furrowed.


  “Hell yes, it’s a problem,” she said. “Some random stranger was fondling my underwear, and you expect me to wear them now? Do we have a washer and dryer in this place?”


  He held up his hands in surrender and mumbled, “I believe you’ll find what you need in the kitchen,” before disappearing from the bedroom.


  Katherine chuckled to herself and shut the drawer. How the hell she got stuck with two bodyguards with the biggest, stiffest sticks up their ass, she had no idea, but she wasn’t about to spend another night listening to their watches tick in the dead silence as she tried to read.


  Chaos and loud movements she could deal with. But the quiet would drive her out of her ever-loving mind.


  If Bree was around, she’d definitely keep Katherine’s mind occupied with silly, trivial matters. Her assigned roommate normally drove her crazy with her socialite, reality-TV-loving ways, but maybe she’d call her to come over and serve as a distraction. If their roles had been reversed, there was no doubt Katherine would be freaking out at the men in black packing up her stuff without a word as to where she went.


  Wait…speaking of…


  She reached into her jacket pocket for her phone, but it wasn’t there. She’d had it earlier at the hotel because she’d tried to call Bree to tell her what was happening, but her roommate’s phone had been off and her messages too full to leave one. She’d sent her a quick text to tell her she was okay and would call later, and then she’d stuck it in her pocket. Or did I?


  As she checked her jeans pockets, she headed out into the living room, where the two men were standing, deep in discussion.


  “Have you guys seen my phone?” she asked.


  Kirkpatrick grabbed a small bag off the coffee table and procured a flip phone. Holding up the outdated model, he said, “You can use this one for emergencies only. Either Garrett or myself, whichever one of us is on duty, will hold on to it for you, and when you need it, you can—”


  “Whoa, hang on a second. I’m not even allowed to have a phone? Not even a flip phone?”


  Kirkpatrick nodded. “Or your keys. Your car will stay at your old apartment lot for now, since we’ll be using Garrett’s for any and all travel. This is for your safety—”


  “The no-car thing I can live with, but my phone? Does that thing even work? And it seems your agency has forgotten what decade it is, which makes me a little concerned about you guys.”


  “I can assure you, we get on just fine.”


  Biting her lip, she contemplated her decision. An old-ass phone was better than none at all. Besides, it would only be for a couple of days. Hopefully.


  “Fine,” she said, reaching for it, but Kirkpatrick was faster, and dropped it in his bag.


  “Sorry,” he said. “Those are the rules.”


  He didn’t seem very fucking sorry.


  She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. No need to get worked up. Surely they could negotiate this tiny little issue like adults. Flashing an easygoing smile, she said, “Now, fellas. The bad guys don’t live in my phone, so I think we can agree it’s a harmless item that I can only derive pleasure from. My friends’ numbers are in there, and I can assure you they’re all completely sane, other than their questionable music choices. Should you need blood and urine samples or background checks, I’m sure they would be more than accommodating if you paid them. So how about you hand me back my phone, and I’ll keep this our little secret? Please?”


  While Kirkpatrick stared at her, her heart thumped in her chest, but she didn’t dare move. This was about more than her damn phone—it was a power struggle, one she was intent on winning. If they couldn’t keep her safe without taking everything away from her, then they weren’t worth their damn salaries, in her opinion.


  Kirkpatrick smiled at her then, and she started doing inner victory dances, until the word “No” came from his mouth.


  Her smile fell. “Excuse me?”


  She heard a choked laugh from across the room and turned to glare at Garrett before focusing her attention back on Kirkpatrick.


  He patted her on the shoulder before moving away. “Nice try, Miss Shaw. We’ll be in the kitchen if there’s a real emergency.”
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  KATHERINE SHAW WAS determined, that was for damn sure. She didn’t like being told no, and if Jason had to wager, she wasn’t told that often.


  Since Kirkpatrick’s denial a few hours ago, she’d gone out of her way to be as loud and obnoxious as humanly possible, something he guessed wasn’t the norm for her. 


  First, it was turning the radio on and singing along with it at the top of her lungs. After he unplugged it, she flicked on the TV and began quoting lines from the chick flick playing, in between popping gum between those full lips of hers.


  Kirkpatrick had pulled the TV plug that time.


  After that, she followed them both around asking personal questions and trying to get a rise out of them.


  They’d then moved to the kitchen table and engaged in a game of Gin Rummy while she perched on top of the granite countertop with her legs crossed underneath her, trying to distract them.


  “So when was the first time you had sex, Kirkpatrick?”


  They ignored her, and Jason knocked on the table to signal he was ready to wrap up that round. The man across from him cursed under his breath and threw down one meld before counting the rest of the cards in his hand.


  “Forty-nine points, you bastard. What do you have this time?”


  Jason set three piles down in front of them and held up a single ace card.


  “One in deadwood,” Kirkpatrick said, shaking his head and groaning. “Seems to be your lucky number tonight.”


  Grinning, Jason reached for the notepad and wrote the number forty-eight in his column of points. Even after an hour of playing, the other man hadn’t scored yet. Years of downtime on Navy SEAL missions had perfected Jason’s game—hell, it’d perfected every game you could throw at him. It was surprising more military vets didn’t end up in Vegas as high rollers after their terms were up.


  “Can I play yet? You’re not doing such a great job over there, Captain Kirk. I think I’ll call you that instead. Kirkpatrick reminds me of that boy band guy.”


  “Another round?” Jason asked.


  Kirkpatrick shifted in his seat and tossed his cards across the table so they could be shuffled. “It’s a good thing we’re not playing for money, or I’d have stopped three rounds in.”


  “Nah, don’t feel bad. I’ve never lost a game.”


  “Never?”


  Jason shook his head.


  “Well why the hell am I wasting my time here? How about we switch things up. How do you feel about War?”


  “Or maybe you should let me try,” Katherine suggested.


  “War’s a game of dumb luck, not logic or strategy,” Jason said.


  “I love War,” Katherine chimed in. “Come play with me, Kirkland, and I’ll let you win at least twice.”


  “Oh, what the hell. Let’s do another round,” Kirkpatrick said, ignoring her.


  Nodding, Jason shuffled the cards and tossed out ten to each of them. Maybe after this job he’d consider heading to Vegas after all.


  Katherine sighed in exasperation. “Fine, have it your way. But just remember—you asked for it.” She uncrossed her long legs, bare from having changed into a pair of tiny shorts earlier, and he tried not to look at them as they swung back and forth off the counter, beating a rhythm into the cabinet as she launched into song.


  “Ninety-nine bottles of beer on the wall, ninety-nine bottles of beer. You take one down, pass it around, ninety-eight bottles of beer on the wall, Ninety-eight bottles of beer on the wall, ninety-eight bottles of beer…” she sang, and Jason struggled to put her nasally twang on mute.


  Christ, I forgot how annoying that song is.


  They continued playing until she got down to fifty-one bottles of beer, when Kirkpatrick pushed away from the table and threw his cards down.


  “All right, all right, all right,” he caved, and Katherine snapped her mouth shut and stilled her legs.


  Running his hand through his hair, he said, “Seriously, I can’t take any more. We’re not intentionally making your life hell, so give us a fucking break. Please.”


  Kirkpatrick grabbed his bottle of water from the table and looked at her and then back to Jason. “Wake me when it’s time to switch off.”


  Katherine stared down the hallway long after Kirkpatrick had shut the bedroom door. “No one understands,” she said quietly to herself.


  Scoffing, Jason shuffled the cards and put them back in the box.


  “What?”


  He shook his head. “You think you’re the only one we’ve dealt with who didn’t like this arrangement? Think again. The only difference is, they didn’t act out. They were grateful for the protection.”


  “I’m not acting like anything other than a normal person with bodyguards that are trying to make life harder than it has to be.”


  He cleared the empty plates from the table, and as he passed her on the way to the sink, he paused. “Grow up, Miss Shaw.”


  Her flaming green eyes widened as she gaped at him with nothing to say for the first time that night. He welcomed the moment of fucking peace, even as short-lived as he knew it’d be.


  She was too inquisitive, too lonely, and too stubborn to keep her mouth shut for long, and something about the over-the-top way she was behaving felt like an unusual act of rebellion.


  Whatever it was, he hoped it passed. At least being on night shift with her would mean she’d sleep soon and Kirkpatrick would have to deal with her for classes tomorrow, which was more than fine with him. She’d probably be more attractive with her lips zipped, anyway.


  



  * * *


  



  AFTER CHECKING THE outside perimeter surrounding the apartments and locking up for the night, Jason settled into the armchair by the fireplace with a pen and a book of crossword puzzles. He liked to keep his mind active and alert during night watches, and he’d fallen into the habit of racing the clock with each set he completed.


  Katherine, for her part, had stayed quiet, but he didn’t count on the silence lasting much longer. She was curled up on the far side of the couch with a schoolbook, but she didn’t seem to be paying much attention. Not to her studies, anyway.


  Her eyes flicked to him often as she twirled a strand of her fair hair through her fingers. He could tell she was trying to break the ice but wasn’t quite sure how to go about it yet. If she wasn’t so oblivious, though, she’d realize that a.) he didn’t want to engage in conversation with her, and b.) he knew she was watching him.


  Stupid on her part, because he noticed everything. Had she known that piece of information, he had no doubt her nose would be glued to her book and she’d be resisting any urge to give herself away.


  Number four going down…extensive fire. He stretched his legs out and thought for a moment before scanning the other letters. As he filled in the boxes with the correct word, conflagration, Katherine’s voice filled the quiet space.


  “I bet you go through one of those books every week.”


  Nodding, he read over the next clue and quickly filled in the box.


  “I never would’ve taken you for a crossword kind of guy, but you make it look…” She shrugged out of the corner of his eye. “Not so nerdy.”


  Nerdy. Not a word anyone’s ever dared to call me before.


  “You don’t talk much, do you?”


  He glanced up at her then and said, “No,” before focusing back on the next clue.


  “Why’s that?”


  “I’m not here to be your buddy, Miss Shaw.”


  “You can call me Katherine,” she said, closing her book. “Or Kat.”


  “Miss Shaw will suffice.”


  “Formal names, I dig it. So I should call you Mr. Garrett? Or is that like a code name?”


  “I assume you mean a call sign.”


  She snapped her fingers. “That’s it. Is Garrett your call sign?”


  “No.”


  “Okayyyy,” she drew out. “So…first name? Last name? It’s last name, right? Because no sane person would name their kid Kirkpatrick, unless that’s some kind of weird first and middle name hyphen thing.”


  “Yes. Congrats, Miss Shaw, your reasoning skills are extraordinary,” he said dryly.


  “Yes to which? Last name?”


  He pinned her with a stare, not wasting his breath to elaborate.


  Unperturbed, she asked, “So what’s your first name?”


  “None of your business.”


  “You know my name.”


  “I know far more about you than I care to, Katherine Elizabeth Shaw, daughter of Justice William Shaw III and the late Elaine Clyde Shaw. Age twenty-two as of last month, you recently re-enrolled at the university after taking a year off to visit your only aunt in London. The switch to a business degree is not one your father agrees with, but you seem to be in a state of rebellion right now, and he assumes you’ll come around to law school, hopefully sooner rather than later. Your favorite food is pizza with bacon and mushrooms, which you order from Saucelito’s Pizzeria every Friday night, and you feel guilty for not only keeping the food to yourself, but also for not returning your best friend’s affections.”


  Her book fell out of her lap and her eyes went wide. “Holy shit.”


  “Indeed,” he said, returning to his puzzle and filling in the next set of boxes.


  “All that stuff is in my file?”


  “Mhmm.”


  “And you have to memorize it all?”


  He shook his head. “No, but I have a good memory. Unfortunately, at times.”


  “Photographic memory?”


  “Something like that.”


  “Huh.” She sat back, stumped, and he felt her eyes watching him intently.


  “What was the name of your first best friend?” she asked.


  Deciding to humor her, he said, “Matthew Wilkins, who lived on Roxbury Drive, when we were around the age of four and a half.”


  “What did you have for breakfast last Monday?”


  “I don’t eat breakfast,” he said, but before she could ramble off another question, he looked at her. “But I did have a four-egg Southwest omelet a bit on the runny side with two bites of Texas toast and an iced water from the Dash Cafe around eleven twenty that day, served with a smile by a waitress named Nancy.”


  “Damn,” she said as he looked away from her again. She picked up her book from the floor, flipped to a page, and went through the motions of reading it before her distracted mind broke through the quiet again.


  “For the record, I’d share a slice with Steven if he was dying of hunger and begged for one. I’m not that selfish.”


  The side of Jason’s mouth twitched. “I doubt that, Miss Shaw.”
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  IT WAS BACK to life as usual the next day as she made her way from class to class, forcing herself to pay attention when her mind tried to drift to what was going on in her personal life.


  Which it did. And often.


  The only upside was that it was better than being cooped up at her father’s house.


  There was also a tall, good-looking guy following her around everywhere now, which earned her stares and more than a few whispers. Not that she’d ever been one to care about what people said about her. There seemed to be comments wherever she went, whether from her past or in regards to her father, so she’d developed a thick skin in that regard.


  After she’d apologized to Kirkpatrick for her behavior the day before, they’d actually gotten along just fine. He was unobtrusive while she worked, and had a calm disposition that didn’t make it too weird to have a bodyguard trailing her 24/7. And unlike with Garrett, she didn’t have to worry about a pack of butterflies letting loose in her stomach to distract her. Which they had done last night. Repeatedly.


  As they headed back to her temporary apartment, flashes of him raced through her mind: him sitting quietly beside the fireplace, one ankle crossed over his leg, and intently scratching his pen across the paper. Or the way he rubbed the stubble lining his chin that had to be there on purpose, because he was so meticulous in every other part of his appearance. The impassivity on his face when answering her questions so matter-of-factly; and finally, the annoyance in his voice when he called her out on being ungrateful.


  That last thought caused her to falter, and Kirkpatrick stopped and looked back at her.


  Is that what Garrett thinks of me? That I’m just some ungrateful woman he’s stuck with? But of course he would. She hadn’t shown him anything to make him think otherwise. Ugh.


  In her frustration at her father and the shitty situation, she hadn’t even considered his opinion of her. Not that he would ever be interested in her or anything. He had at least a decade on her, not to mention he was gorgeous and probably had women—hotter, more sophisticated women—knocking down his door and trying to tear his suit off.


  His impeccably tailored suit that fit every curve of muscle so perfectly—


  “Katherine?”


  She looked up to see Kirkpatrick watching her, concern filling his blue eyes.


  “Everything all right?”


  Flashing a smile, she said, “Perfect. I was just…remembering that I haven’t talked to Steven in a couple days, so I should probably give him a call. If that’s okay, I mean.”


  Note to self: Call Steven. Grovel for being a jerk if necessary.


  Then she remembered she didn’t have a phone. “Oh, wait. Does he count as an emergency phone contact?”


  “We’ll make sure Mr. Chambers stops by this evening.”


  She arched her eyebrow. “And how will you do that?”


  “You ask a lot of questions,” Kirkpatrick said, shaking his head as they began walking again.


  “You guys never answer any. Well, that’s not entirely true. I do know what Garrett had for breakfast last Monday.”


  Shooting her a quizzical look, Kirkpatrick asked, “He told you that?”


  “Mhmm.”


  “May I ask why that knowledge would be of importance to you?”


  “Nope,” she said, rounding the corner and beginning the climb up the stairs to the second floor.


  “I see. Well, in case you were asking because you’ll be making us breakfast tomorrow, I prefer waffles and eggs scrambled with salt and pepper, and picante sauce on the side.”


  She reached for the door handle and looked back at him. “That’s not too specific at all, thanks. I’ll get on that.”


  “Stop,” he said, his voice stern, and pushed her hand away from the knob. “Don’t ever enter a room before I’ve gone inside and given the all-clear. Got it?”


  Backing up, she nodded. “Yeah, okay. Age before beauty and all that stuff.”


  He sighed, and she cracked a grin.


  Once he’d gone inside and checked that all was in order, he motioned for her to enter. Garrett glanced up from where he was sitting at the kitchen table, an assortment of weapons laid out in front of him. He picked one up and polished it with the cloth in his hand.


  “You’re still alive, so I’m assuming it was a good day,” he said when they walked in.


  Her gaze didn’t waver from the table, and she tried not to be intimidated by the guns lying there, but the sight of them made her blood run cold. Still, she couldn’t tear her eyes away.


  Swallowing, she asked, “Do you have to do that here?”


  Garrett paused and looked up. “Should I do it in the bathroom?”


  Her fingers tightened on the strap of her backpack, and Kirkpatrick seemed to sense her discomfort, because he said, “Maybe not when she’s around.”


  “They’re not loaded.”


  “A little discretion, Garrett.”


  “It’s…fine,” she said, trying and failing to keep her voice steady.


  Her legs felt heavy as she struggled to move past the table and out of the kitchen. She bit down hard on her lip and held her breath until she was safely in the confines of her bedroom, the door shut firmly behind her.


  She couldn’t stop fucking shivering, and more than anything she hated that what she’d seen triggered a physical reaction she was powerless to control. And those two seeing it…dammit. She didn’t want anyone thinking she was weak. That she was emotionally scarred by her past. That she couldn’t handle the sight of a stupid gun without freaking out and having a panic attack.


  The voices in the kitchen faded out as she dropped her bag and walked to the connected bathroom to turn on the water in the bathtub. A cold shower always worked to shock her out of her anxiety. She wasn’t about to let them see her still frazzled when she emerged, so she needed to get her shit together.


  After stripping out of her clothes, she stepped in the shower and gasped at the frigid needles pelting every inch of her bare skin. Forcing herself to move forward, she breathed through the pain.


  She brought to mind the image of the weapons on the table, made herself feel the fear and the helplessness she had when she saw them, and held it there. Then she let it go, let it fall down her body, let it exit the drain. The pressure in her chest eased somewhat, and she called to mind another picture. The most painful one. The one she’d never forget.


  Hot tears ran down her cheeks as she remembered her mother’s face. Strong and beautiful and resilient, even facing her death. She’d never cried. Not when they’d hit her. Not when the knives cut into her body. Her sole focus had been protecting her child, making sure she was safe. Squeezing her eyes shut tighter, Katherine held the memory, made herself remember it, and then, with a shuddering exhale, let it go the same way.


  She lifted her face up and let the water rinse away her tears until her teeth chattered and the physical pain from the cold took the place of the emotional pain. It was a temporary fix, she knew that, but it always provided relief when her fear threatened to overwhelm her. Reaching down, she shut off the water and then grabbed the towel hanging over the curtain, still damp from that morning’s use. As she wrapped it around her and stepped onto the bath mat, she found she could breathe again.


  



  * * *


  


  WHEN SHE WAS dressed and able to project an unruffled air again, she headed back into the main room.


  You’ve got this. No reason to freak out. They’re not gonna hurt you. You’re strong, not a freakin’ wimp.


  Kirkpatrick looked up when he saw her, looking apologetic.


  “Are you okay? We weren’t even thinking about—”


  Dismissing him with a hand, she quickly said, “I’m fine. You didn’t know, and it’s not a big deal. Anyone hungry?” She rummaged through the snack bag, pulled out an apple, and frowned. “We need to go grocery shopping.”


  “Garrett can accompany you tonight, or we can go between classes tomorrow,” he told her.


  “Yeah, okay.”


  “Also, we reached out to Steven, but he wasn’t free to stop in this evening.”


  “Oh.” She furrowed her brow. “Did he say why?”


  “No, just that he’d try to check in with you some time this week.”


  Huh. That was weird. Maybe he was upset with her for snapping at him, but he wasn’t usually the type to hold a grudge.


  Shrugging, she said, “Okay, well…guess you guys are stuck with me again. What’s the plan for tonight? More Gin Rummy? Some Go Fish?”


  “Don’t you have homework to do?” Garrett replied, busy writing in a little black book.


  Kirkpatrick shot Garrett a death glare when he glanced back up, and he put his pen down and fixed his eyes on hers.


  “I apologize if what you saw earlier frightened you.”


  It probably took a lot for Garrett to muster even that much of a forced apology—he didn’t seem the kind of guy who just threw around “I’m sorrys.” He was giving her his full attention, but there was no emotion behind his amber-flecked eyes.


  Not wanting to make it a big deal, she merely said, “Thank you.”


  He gave a short nod and picked up his pen again.


  “Wait…what’s today?” she asked. “Wednesday?”


  “Thursday.”


  “Shit.” She ran back to her room and grabbed her backpack before bursting back into the kitchen. “Who’s up for a late night sexcapade?”


  When they both gave her blank stares, she shook her head. “Wow, I need you both to calm down, you got way too excited there.”


  More silence.


  Rolling her eyes, she threw a bag strap over her shoulder. “Class. I have evening classes on Thursdays. Here.” She took out a coin from her pocket and tossed it on the table. “You can flip for it.”
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  THERE’S A PATH that winds down to the edge of campus from Katherine’s latest place of residence.


  It’s brightly lit—for the moment, anyway. That can be taken care of easily and in time.


  She and the bodyguard walk directly underneath the street lamp, his eyes scanning the falling darkness around them.


  I bet she thinks she’s safe. That her protectors will always be there to guard her and keep her from harm—she’s wrong.


  I wonder if the hand the bodyguard gently places on the small of her back is a comfort to her as he leads her away from a passing cyclist? Or if the visible shiver that passes through her at his touch is from the biting January cold or something else?


  It’s the thought of the “something else” that has me enraged, and I bite down on the inside of my cheek until I taste blood. My hands ache to wrap around her smooth neck, to end this already.


  I hate the waiting.
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  NIGHT WAS FALLING as Jason escorted Katherine to her evening class. He was surprised at the number of students still roaming around campus, and told her.


  “Nah,” she said. “Evening classes are popular among the hangover crowd. They can sleep in all day, hit a night course, and then go straight to a party after. It’s a way of killing two birds with one stone, kinda.”


  Before he could stop himself, he asked, “Is that why you chose this one?”


  She wrinkled her nose. “Definitely not. It was the only one left during sign-up. Bree’s a pretty hardcore hangover member, though, always running off somewhere and trying to get me to go with her.”


  “Ah, Bree, the roommate.”


  “Mhmm. Well, former roommate now, I guess. I traded her in for two antiques.”


  When his eyes narrowed, she laughed. “God, you’re so easy to tease. Are you always so stiff? Wait…don’t answer that. I don’t wanna know.”


  “You, Miss Shaw, lack a filter.”


  “You’re right about that,” she agreed. “Bites me in the ass on occasion, but I’m too old to change my ways now.”


  “Twenty-two is considered old?”


  “Why else do you think they stuck me with you two?”


  Christ, her mouth…


  As they walked, she continued to chat about anything and everything under the sun. There was no doubt in his mind that she could talk her way out of a speeding ticket just by driving the officer crazy. Something about the way she talked made him feel like she was putting on a facade, but he wasn’t about to call her out on it. Whatever true self she was hiding underneath could prove to be much more irritating. Or worse—appealing.


  “Are you gonna make me talk to myself the whole way there?” she asked, breaking into his thoughts.


  Even as curious as he was about how much longer until they reached “there,” he kept quiet.


  “Okayyy.”


  The wind whipped around them suddenly, a ferocious gust that caused her long locks to go flying in every direction. She looked a bit like Medusa right then, hair thrashing about like snakes, hypnotic jade eyes blazing, and just as she lifted the hood of her jacket over her head, the wind died down.


  “Yeah, that just figures,” she muttered, as she put her hand inside the hood to smooth down her hair.


  His phone buzzed in his pocket, the caller ID reading Thompson. He answered before the second ring. “Sir.”


  “Just calling to check in with you, Garrett. I spoke with Kirkpatrick and went over the rundown on our end, and he gave me—”


  “Ow, shit, motherfucker—”


  A string of curses continued to fly from Katherine’s mouth, her arm caught in an awkward angle over her face. The bracelet on her wrist had hooked onto the jacket liner of her hood, and the more she tried to yank it free, the more it snagged.


  Thompson’s voice turned apprehensive. “Is everything okay over there? Is that Katherine—”


  “Yes, yes, she’s fine,” Jason said.


  “She doesn’t sound fine.”


  “Just a little…female issue.”


  “Female issue…? Ohhhh. I see. Well, good luck with that. Talk later.” Thompson hung up swiftly, and Jason shook his head. Wimp.


  Katherine stomped her foot as she continued to wrench her arm free, and he tried not to smirk at how ridiculous she looked.


  I should just leave her like that, he thought in amusement.


  “Are you gonna talk on the phone all night or are you gonna fucking help me sometime this century?”


  “Do you really want me to answer that?” he asked.


  “No, what I want right about now is a chainsaw to free myself and then stick up your ass.”


  He shoved the phone back in his pocket. “Sounds like foreplay.”


  She stopped struggling for a moment, and he tried not to notice the way her shirt had ridden up to display a few inches of her creamy skin. “Now the sense of humor comes out? Now?”


  Stepping forward, he grabbed her wrist with one hand and tried to get her bracelet free with the other, but it was lodged in tight. Her pulse beat rapidly under his thumb, and he stroked over it once before realizing what he’d done. A quiet gasp escaped Katherine’s lips.


  “Hold still,” he murmured, tightening his grip. “It might hurt.”


  With a quick snap, he ripped the hood away, a chunk of tattered material still clinging to the mangled jewelry. She pulled the bracelet off her arm and rubbed her wrist.


  “Thanks,” she said, a bit breathless.


  He nodded as he backed away, and she got the hint to keep moving and not mention it.


  They walked together in silence, for once, until a cluster of buildings came into view, and Katherine directed them toward it. When he saw her look over at him from the corner of his eye, he braced himself for the next round of questioning he knew was coming.


  “So…you never told me your first name,” she said.


  “No, I didn’t.”


  “Well, that’s rude. I thought we just had a moment there, Jason.”


  He stopped in his tracks, and she burst out in victorious laughter.


  How the hell did she know that?


  “And you thought I was unobservant.” She wore a smug look on her face. “I may be a lot of things, ruiner of jackets included, but give me a little credit here.”


  “Where did you hear that?”


  She shrugged. “It was a hunch. I’d referred to you as Jason Statham when I was talking to Steven at my father’s house, and I noticed you flinched when I said it. So, either you get that comparison a lot, or it was an involuntary reaction to hearing your name and trying not to react. Thank you for confirming my suspicions.”


  Well I’ll be damned. Not just a pretty face, are you?


  “Oh,” she said then, taking a step back. “Oh, no. That’s not…a tiny sliver of respect I see in your eyes, is it?”


  He grimaced. “No.”


  “Thank God,” she said with mock relief as she climbed the stairs to the main doors and stopped just outside them. “I couldn’t take it if you actually liked me.”


  He had nothing to say to that, too busy trying to see past the mask she wore that he’d only briefly thought about earlier. She was observant. I wonder what else she’s hiding…


  She turned around. “Can I ask you something?”


  “God knows you would anyway.”


  The Katherine that faced him now wore a serious expression, with no trace of the sarcastic woman he’d had to deal with the past few days. She cocked her head to the side as she studied his face.


  “Are you always this much of an asshole with your clients, or am I just lucky?”


  Before he could summon an answer, she reached for the door handle but then pulled away so he could enter first. She stayed beside him as she walked them to her class, and he knew she didn’t expect a response. After getting her settled and taking position against the wall nearby, he entertained her question.


  Two things he knew for sure: First, he was definitely an asshole. And second, under the current circumstances, he’d never refer to Katherine Shaw as lucky.
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  THE WEEKEND HAD passed, and still nothing from Steven. Not that he knew where she was or what her number was, but he sure as hell knew her class schedule. She knew his too, so after her Monday class, she hightailed it to the chemistry building, determined to get to the bottom of his weird behavior, and caught sight of him just as he was exiting the double doors.


  “Steven,” she called, but he was too engrossed in conversation to hear her.


  “Would you like me to forcibly drag him over here?” Kirkpatrick asked, reaching underneath his jacket for God knew which weapon.


  She grabbed his arm and shook her head. “Not necessary, but thanks.”


  He looked mildly disappointed, but removed his hand. “If you insist.”


  “I insist.” She looked over at the crowd of students outside the building again and spotted him greeting a guy she’d met in passing acquaintance with one of those obnoxious, complicated handshakes. “Steven!” she called out again.


  This time, he glanced over his shoulder and spotted her, his smile becoming tight-lipped as he nodded at her. After saying goodbye to his friend, he crossed the green, his shoulders hunched.


  Worry gnawed at her as she reflected on what was said the last time she saw him.


  Was I really that horrible that his smile falls now when he looks at me?


  She’d been upset, but surely that wasn’t enough to ignore her or rebuff the attempts her bodyguards had made at contacting him.


  Maybe something else had happened?


  There hadn’t been two days since she’d been back at school that they hadn’t talked or gone out for lunch or walked across campus bitching about incompetent professors and even more incompetent classmates.


  But, dammit, nothing came to mind.


  That day had been partially blocked from her thoughts anyway—the stress of dealing with her father and the news he’d shared just too much to absorb at the moment, so she’d filed it away for later. She and Steven had had a good morning…but then he’d decided not to go with her to the hotel. He’d claimed a group project instead of being there when she was scared and needed him. That caused an irrational surge of anger to flow through her, so when he walked up and said, “Hey,” she lost it.


  “Hey?” she asked. “Hey? That’s all you’ve got to say for yourself? Hey?”


  His eyes widened and darted between her and Kirkpatrick.


  “I can say bye too.” He started to leave, but Katherine reached out and grabbed his shirt.


  “What the hell is going on with you? Did you get a lobotomy in the last week?”


  He pulled away from her hold and straightened. “I’ve just been busy. I told you I had a—”


  “Group project,” she finished. “Yeah. You said that. I don’t believe you, though.”


  “Why would I lie about that?”


  “That’s a great question, Chambers. Why would you?”


  Sighing, he stared at the ground and kicked a rock. “That was true, but…look, you’ve got a lot goin’ on…”


  “And? That’s exactly why I need you around.”


  His forehead puckered, and he wouldn’t meet her eyes. “No, you don’t.”


  “I’m getting trailed by bodyguards protecting me from someone trying to kill me, so yeah, I kinda need my best friend right now.”


  That caught his attention. “What did you say?”


  “That’s what my father told me that day in his office. I guess he wanted to drive home the seriousness of the situation, although I can think of several more effective ways he could’ve gone about it.”


  “Someone’s trying to kill you?” Steven asked, bewildered, and rubbed his forehead. “Why the hell, Kat?”


  Shrugging, she said, “Probably some fellow business student who knows I’m about to become the next big thing.”


  He didn’t budge. “And the real reason?”


  Her eyes met his, and she could see the anxiety she tried to hide reflected back in his. “My mom. Whoever it is, it’s the same person who killed my mom.”


  He was silent as he stared at her, and when he opened his mouth again, he asked, “Why didn’t you tell me?”


  She threw her hands up. “And when have I seen you to tell you? You’ve been ignoring me. Unless it’s something I did that offended you or hurt you, then I won’t bug you about why. I know you need space to do”—she searched for the right words—“guy stuff or whatever.”


  “Guy stuff.” The side of his mouth quirked up a little, and he said, “Yeah. Something like that.”


  “Okay, so if the guy stuff is all over and done with, can we please hang out? I mean, don’t get me wrong, it’s been great with Captain Kirk over here.” She pointed with her thumb in her bodyguard’s direction. “But he’s not half as good as you at movie trivia. No offense, Kirkland.”


  “Other than the continual misuse of my name, Miss Shaw, none taken,” he replied.


  “Plus you haven’t seen where they’ve put me up. It’s so nice the furniture should be covered in plastic.”


  Steven shook his head like he was about to tell her no, but then blew out a breath instead.


  “Yeah. Okay, Kit Kat.”


  She smiled and threw her arms around his neck. “Thank youuuu,” she singsonged. When she pulled away, she glanced at Kirkpatrick. “Can you give him the address, please?”


  The man gave them both a long, hard look before finally inclining his head.


  “Great,” she said, taking off her backpack to grab a pen and paper, but Kirkpatrick stopped her.


  “No need for that.” His expression was severe as he stared Steven down. “I’ll say it once, and you’re not to repeat it, is that understood? I’m telling you only because we’ve done your background check. It could endanger her life if you start spreading it around.”


  Steven gulped and shoved his hands in his pockets. “Yeah, understood.”


  As Kirkpatrick rattled off the address, a palpable tension formed in the air, and Katherine cleared her throat so she wouldn’t choke on it. “Right, well…see you tonight, then?”


  Nodding, but never taking his eyes off Kirkpatrick, Steven said, “Later.”
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  KATHERINE BLEW OUT the candle on the cupcake as the clock turned past ten o’clock.


  Stood up. She’d never been stood up before.


  Who would’ve thought the first time would be by my best friend?


  She leaned over onto the kitchen counter on her elbows and swiped a sizable amount of chocolate frosting off the cupcakes she’d made, oh, five hours ago. They were Steven’s favorite and had been made as a sort of peace offering for whatever had sent him running, but apparently she’d be forced to eat them all by herself now. Time for sweatpants.


  Well, maybe she’d offer Garrett—Jason—one. Just one, though. Surely he was too preoccupied with his crossword puzzles to notice her stuffing her face with the other eleven.


  After placing one on a plate, she ventured over to where he sat in his favored armchair and stuck the cupcake under his nose. A shiver ran through her at being close enough to touch, and then the flutters were back in her stomach.


  Jesus, hold it together.


  “You’re welcome,” she said.


  “I didn’t ask for one,” he said, not bothering to look up.


  “True, but I figured I tortured you enough with the smell of them all night that I can sacrifice one.”


  His eyes flicked up to hers. “I appreciate that, but I’d hate to put you out.”


  “No bother. Take it.”


  “Giving up on your friend already?”


  She set the plate on the coffee table next to him and then flopped on the couch. “He’s not coming.”


  “How do you know?”


  “It’s after ten.”


  Jason cocked an eyebrow. “Do you have a curfew I don’t know about? You are twenty-two, right?”


  Narrowing her eyes at him, she said, “Are you suggesting I’m lame? I’m on house arrest.”


  “You’re not on house arrest.”


  “Um…yeah, I am.” She gestured around the room. “What do you call those iron bars on the window? And I don’t even have a phone.”


  “Really.”


  “Okay, fine, so you can’t see the bars, but it doesn’t mean they’re not there. And I can only use your emergency phone.”


  When Jason stayed silent, her eyes shifted to the front door. “Do you really think he’ll come?”


  “I don’t see why not.”


  “Exactly. It’s not like I did anything wrong. I don’t know why he’s being weird.”


  Jason mumbled something under his breath, and she gave him a sharp look. “What?”


  “Not a thing.”


  “No, you said something. What, do you know something I don’t?”


  He sighed and put down his pen. “Look, it’s none of my business. I’m not your advisor, and I’m not your buddy. But if you don’t see that the boy is obviously in love with you, you’re not as smart as I thought.”


  Stunned, she fell back against the couch. It wasn’t as if she didn’t know that. She did, and had for years, but it was one of those unspoken rules that said if you acknowledged the elephant in the room, everything would change. And she didn’t want it to change.


  How the hell did the fucking bodyguard pick up on it? Wait—did he just acknowledge I’m smart? Before she could summon a response, there was a knock on the door. Jason shot out of the chair and motioned for her to stay where she was.


  Steven.


  As he walked inside and was subjected to a pat-down from Jason, his baffled eyes found hers.


  Shrugging, she said, “What, groping doesn’t happen every time you walk in someone’s apartment?”


  After Jason nodded an all-clear, Steven straightened his shirt and hesitated by the couch. “Sorry it’s so late. I was trying to finish a paper and lost track of time.”


  She studied him, this time through a different lens. A potential lover lens. His chestnut hair was a tangled mess, probably from gripping the strands while working on his schoolwork, like she’d seen him do so many times. He lived in collared shirts and khakis, no matter the weather, and he hadn’t bothered with a jacket tonight, even though it was a few degrees above freezing outside. And he was handsome, if the way other girls reacted around him was any indication. He’d dated on occasion, but rarely went through the pretense of having a long-term girlfriend.


  Not that it had ever bothered her when he did, which should’ve been enough of a sign that she didn’t have any romantic inclinations toward him. It had been a source of contention when she’d had boyfriends, however.


  “You can have a seat. I even took the plastic off for you.” She gave him a cheeky wink.


  “Fancy digs, Kat,” he said as he sat down. “It even smells like chocolate.”


  “Oh yeah.” She grabbed the plate off the table and held it out for him. The nervous tingle that had shot up her arm when she’d offered the same cupcake to Jason earlier didn’t make a reappearance. Her stomach wasn’t full of butterflies, and she didn’t feel heat rushing to her face…or between her thighs.


  Was that because she knew him too well? Maybe if she kissed him she’d feel differently… No. No, she couldn’t imagine that.


  Steven’s brow rose in surprise. “Wow, had I known you baked, I would’ve said screw the paper.”


  “Not gonna lie, I was hoping you wouldn’t show so I could eat my sorrows.”


  He took the plate from her and sank his teeth into the cupcake. “Fucking delicious,” he said with his mouth full and his eyes rolling back in his head.


  “Well, at least now I know how to bribe you when you’re giving me the cold shoulder.”


  “No,” he said, licking the frosting off his thumb. “It wasn’t that.”


  “You’re a bad liar, Chambers.”


  He shoveled the rest of the cupcake in his mouth and swallowed. “You got any more?”


  She pointed toward the kitchen. “Help yourself.”


  Steven started to get up, but then caught sight of Jason sitting on one of the barstools in front of the container and changed his mind.


  “Is he gonna be in here the whole night?” Steven asked in a low voice, nodding at Jason.


  “Well, he is my bodyguard. Doesn’t make a lot of sense for him not to be near my body.”


  If he only knew how I really meant that…


  Steven looked around nervously, and she pushed his shoulder.


  “Seriously, what’s with you? Spill it.”


  He shook his head, and she groaned, her head falling on the back of the couch. Taking a deep breath, she sat up and curled her legs underneath her, facing him. Whatever he wanted to say was on the tip of his tongue, she could tell, but what the hell could be so bad?


  “Okay, I know I was awful the other day,” she said. “To you, to everyone. I was on my best asshole behavior, which you know only happens in the company of my father, so…I apologize. But come on, it’s not like we haven’t seen the worst of each other. And you totally out-tantrum me.”


  His lips tipped up. “Maybe.”


  “It’s true. So…is that it? Am I forgiven and we’re still best friends forever and ever?”


  He set the empty plate between them and raked his fingers through his hair again. Nervous energy poured off him. “Of course we’re friends, don’t be silly. I just…had some things come up that I need to deal with.”


  “What kind of things? Can I help?”


  “No. And I can’t tell you.”


  What?


  She felt the sting of his words like a slap on the face, but she kept her expression neutral. “You can’t tell me what’s going on with you?”


  His anguished eyes found hers, and his voice dropped to a whisper. “You’d never look at me the same way, Kat. And I don’t wanna lose you.”


  “What the fuck are you talking about?” she said, unable to keep her voice from rising. “You don’t trust me with your secrets?”


  “It’s not that, you just wouldn’t—”


  “No, don’t say it. Don’t say I wouldn’t understand. Who are you, my father now?”


  He bent over with his elbows on his knees as he dropped his head into his hands. After rubbing his face, he said, “I’m sorry, I am. It’s just bad timing.”


  “What is?” she shouted, jumping to her feet. “You’re not making any sense, so spit it the hell out or get out.”


  Lifting his head to look at her, he nodded once and stood up.


  “Wait,” she said, panic beginning to overtake her when she realized he’d rather leave than face whatever was going on. Grabbing his shirtsleeve, she turned him toward her, but he wouldn’t meet her eyes. “Please. Please talk to me. I don’t understand.”


  “I’ll tell you when the time is right, but for now…I need some time, Kat.”


  “But…” There were a million reasons why she couldn’t give him time away from her, but the only thing that came out of her mouth was: “I need you.”


  Steven glanced over at the quiet bodyguard. “Just stay with them, do what they say, and you’ll be fine. Be safe, Kat.”


  He kissed her on the cheek before giving her a strained smile and then left her standing there, her head spinning, and wondering if she’d just imagined that he came by. He’d dropped a bomb on her, and she still couldn’t fully grasp what he’d said.


  That wasn’t her friend. Some psychotic, mind-gaming alien must’ve taken over his body, because he would never just leave her. Not for a day. Not for a week. Not for some time.


  She stumbled onto the adjacent stool from where Jason sat in the dark, unlit kitchen. “What the hell just happened?”


  He peeled the wrapper off a cupcake, took a big bite, and then licked his fingers. “Hate to say it, Shaw, but I told you so.”
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  YOU WOULD’VE THOUGHT her fucking dog died, she was so miserable. Katherine had been moping about for well over a week now, and she’d hauled Kirkpatrick all over campus to sneak peeks of Steven to try to figure out what was going on. Even the chocolate cupcakes had gone untouched until they’d turned into the consistency of rocks, and Jason had forced her to dump them in the trash.


  She sat across from him now at Java House, a coffee shop on campus, enjoying a late night macchiato. Her hand was clenching a colored pencil as it flew across the sketchpad, and her long hair hung like a curtain over part of her face. Every now and again, she’d move back and he caught a glimpse of what she was drawing. It was strange to him that she was always hiding what she worked on when it was surprisingly good.


  “This is a passion of yours?” he asked when she sat up to sip on her drink.


  Quickly shielding her arm across it in an attempt to cover it, she said, “No.”


  Hmm. Licking her lips. Eyes darting to the left. Knee bouncing. She was lying.


  “Wasn’t your mother an artist?” he asked.


  She narrowed her eyes at him and turned her attention back to the drawing. “How would you know?”


  “Those paintings in your house—”


  “Not my house,” she said under her breath.


  “Did she draw those?”


  When she stayed silent, he pushed her again.


  “When we were doing a sweep of the house, I noticed there was an art room upstairs—”


  Slamming her pencil down, she snapped, “Aren’t you awfully chatty today? What, did you get to bust out that fancy revolver on a few unsuspecting patrons during your morning donut stop?”


  “You seem to be confusing me with a cop.” His eyes bore into hers. “Do I look like I couldn’t break someone with my bare hands?”


  “That would be useful, since that’s what you’re getting paid for.”


  Leaning in close, he said, “With all due respect, Miss Shaw, if you could thaw out the ice queen, that would be fucking perfect.”


  She held his gaze, fire burning behind her eyes, and the tension crackled between them.


  “Katherine?” a female voice squeaked, and a buxom redhead he recognized from the file as her roommate, Bree, came jogging over to the table. He stood up as she approached, and her eyes widened before she halted her steps. She looked back and forth between the two of them, unsure of what to do next, but Katherine jumped up and wrapped her in a hug. That seemed to relax her, because she squeezed her back and then let Katherine have it.


  “Where the hell have you been? And who is that? Why did a bunch of guys come and take all your stuff out of the apartment? Are you coming back?” She gave him a once-over and then grabbed Katherine’s left hand. “Are you married?”


  “No, no,” Katherine said, snatching her hand back and crossing her arms. “I’m sorry, Bree, I wanted to call you or come see you, but I’m on a bit of a lockdown at the moment.”


  “A lockdown?” the girl repeated. “For fucking what?”


  “It’s a long story, and I can’t really say right now.”


  “The hell you can’t. And who’s that guy, your bodyguard?” When she snickered and Katherine didn’t laugh, Bree’s face fell. “Wait…he’s your bodyguard? You have a fucking bodyguard? Jesus.” After looking around the room, she moved closer and whispered, “Is this some mafia shit?”


  “No, it’s not like that—”


  “Is it money trouble? Because I can talk to my dad—”


  “Bree, stop. No, it’s not about money. I just have to lay low for a while. I’m sure you can understand.” Katherine gave her a meaningful look.


  “Lay low…” Bree said slowly. “Right. Okay, yeah, I never saw you.”


  Katherine smiled. “Good. So how’re things?”


  Bree gave a dramatic roll of her eyes and launched into a long monologue about Greek life, parties, and the many dates she’d been on over the past couple of weeks. As she droned on, Jason considered stabbing himself in the ear with one of Katherine’s pencils. Even at her worst, Katherine could never be this insufferable. He’d rather hear her sing cheesy songs all day than have to be in a room with the other girl for half an hour.


  How the hell did these two end up as roommates?


  “…So you totally have to come to the Valentine’s Day soiree, it’s gonna be the biggest party of the year.”


  Katherine bit her lip. “I wish I could.”


  “Kat…you have to. Besides, Danny Riley will be there and he has not shut up about you. I’ve humored him by listening because, hello, he’s gorgeous, but ugh. I do not wanna talk about you all day. No offense or anything.”


  This girl is a piece of work…


  “I don’t know…” Katherine said, glancing his way.


  He didn’t have to shake his head for her to get the picture. At least someone was getting the message. Bree was not that someone.


  “Kat, you have to. I mean it. Call it life or death or whatever, but I need you there. At least try?”


  “I’ll try.”


  “Okay,” Bree said, her attention turning to him. “By the way…your bodyguard does allow conjugal visits, right?”


  Katherine looked over at him and raised a brow. “I haven’t tested that yet.”


  “Well you should,” she told her, and then reached down for Katherine’s coffee. “Is this a mocha?” Not waiting for an answer, she took a long sip and then pulled back, disgust written over her face. “Ew, what the hell is that?”


  “A caramel macchiato. I don’t drink mochas.”


  “Oh. Right.” She set the coffee back down and plastered a big, fake smile on her face. “Well, I hope you change your mind about the party,” she said, reaching into her backpack and pulling out a flyer to hand to Katherine. “You really should come.”


  Katherine gave her a tight smile. “I’ll see what I can do.”


  “Danny’ll be so excited. And so will I, of course, I mean, I never get to see you anymore.” Bree stuck her bottom lip out in a pout so fake Jason had to look away before the urge to wipe it off her face became too great.


  Strike the roommates deal, what the hell is that girl doing in the same room with her?


  After they said their goodbyes, Jason turned back around.


  “That’s Bree?”


  “The one and only. Fabulous, right?” Katherine said, her voice dripping with sarcasm.


  “Heinous is the word that comes to mind.”


  She sighed. “Yeah, she’s something, but she’s right about one thing—I could use a night out. Something stupid and fun where I don’t have to think and I can drink copious amounts of alcohol and make bad decisions.”


  “So, typical college behavior.”


  “Exactly.” She shoved the flyer inside her sketchpad and tucked her pencils in her pocket. “Ready?”


  When he nodded, she threw her coffee away and they headed out into the chilly night. The cold didn’t seem to deter a group of guys playing glow-in-the-dark disc golf nearby, and he steered them to the sidewalk to keep out of their way. They walked in silence along the path, the shouts of the rowdy group echoing off the buildings. Katherine seemed lost in thought, so he nudged her with his elbow.


  “What’s the saying? Penny for your thoughts?”


  Twisting her lips, she said, “You’d have to pay me more than a penny for those.”


  “Is nothing free anymore?”


  Managing a half-smile, she hugged her sketchpad closer. “Questions are free if I want to answer them.”


  “Generous of you. Can I ask why you’re friends with someone like Bree?”


  “I wouldn’t call us friends exactly. We’re roommates.”


  “You didn’t choose each other?”


  “No, I was assigned one when I stayed in a dorm, and it was easier to stick with her when I came back in the fall than find someone else. Plus, she had rented an apartment so I wouldn’t have to stay in the dorms again or try to find something of my own last minute.”


  “I don’t like her.”


  She laughed. “I can tell.”


  “No, I mean I don’t like her with you.”


  Katherine stopped moving, looking up at him with a curious expression on her face. Before she could respond, a disc went flying at her head and he grabbed her waist and yanked her back, the long length of her pressing firm against him. Having her in his arms felt natural, and the intensity he saw in the green eyes that flickered up at him sent an unexpected shot of heat coursing through him. What? Fuck no. He jerked away from her as though she’d stung him.


  No. No, that is not gonna happen. Christ.


  A look of surprise crossed her face as she gauged his reaction, and then the shutters went back up and her cool, unaffected air returned.


  “Nice reflexes,” she said before yelling a choice word at the Frisbee guys. “By the way, I’ve been meaning to bring up a very important topic.”


  “And what’s that?”


  “I can’t be seen with you anymore if you’re gonna dress like that.”


  “What?”


  She waved her hand at his outfit. “You know. The pristine business suit getup you always wear, like you’re either part of the secret service or going to your office the size of a penthouse. Or a Justice like my father.”


  “Trust me, I’m not old enough to father a brat like you.”


  “Ohhhh, touché. So how old are you? Forty? Forty-five?”


  He stopped. “Are you serious?”


  “Okay…thirty-five? Twenty-nine? I only started older because guys seem to get better looking with age, which is super unfair, and—” She caught herself and bit her lip. “Not that you’re attractive or anything.”


  Shaking his head, he said, “First, I look like your dad, and now I’m an attractive old guy? No wonder you’re socially awkward.”


  She gaped at him. “I’m not awkward. I mean, other than hanging out all the time with a guy dressed in a suit, which, by the way, doesn’t make you stand out at all. Really. You fit right in. At least Kirkpatrick wears jeans.”


  He looked down at his attire and then shrugged. “I’m not here to fit in. I’m here to protect you. You could be a little more grateful and less concerned with what everyone else thinks.”


  Katherine’s eyebrows shot up.


  “What?” he barked.


  “You’re kinda demanding.”


  “Says the client who wants me to dress like one of those frat boys.”


  “True,” she drawled, and then glanced at him again from the corner of her eye. “Speaking of frat boys…”


  Here we go…


  “Bree mentioned that party—”


  “No.”


  “But—”


  “No.”


  “You’re not even gonna listen to—”


  “No.”


  She threw her hands up. “Can I at least get out a full sent—”


  “No. No parties. No shenanigans. Nowhere you could disappear from my sight only to be found chopped up in tiny pieces inside a garbage bag in the bottom of the Oconee River. Not only would that be an unfortunate end for you, but I’d lose my job. And I quite like my job.” He eyed her with mock disdain. “Most days.”


  She bit back a grin. “Maybe you should think about training me. You know, self-defense. Just in case.”


  “That would be a tremendous waste of time.”


  “Yes, I’d hate to take away from the wonderful world of crosswords.”


  “I’d hate that too, believe me.”


  A groan of frustration left her lips, and she tried another angle. “Well…what happens when we catch the psycho and you leave me? I’ll need to know how to defend myself.”


  “Go to a martial arts class.”


  “Jason, come on. Please? Show me how to throw a few punches. I’m sure I can manage the crotch kick without any help, but a few tips on incapacitation would rock.”


  “Why don’t you ask Kirkpatrick?”


  “I’d rather ask you.”


  He froze at the suggestive tone in her words and dared a glance at her. Though her face was a picture of innocent curiosity, there was a hint of mischief in her eyes. She was issuing a challenge, and damn if he wasn’t tempted to answer it.


  Instead, he shoved his hands in his pockets and left her to trail him. “I’ll think about it, Miss Shaw.”
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  SHE KNEW IT was a bad idea.


  Stupid.


  Dangerous.


  Probably the worst idea she’d ever had in the history of bad ideas. That wasn’t enough to stop her.


  It was Saturday night, Valentine’s Day, the night of what Bree had proclaimed would be “the biggest party of the year.” She hadn’t planned on going. Knew she shouldn’t. But damn, she’d all but lost her best friend, her social life, and she was stuck every night with a bodyguard she couldn’t be in the same room with without fantasizing about tossing his crossword to the floor and mounting him right there in the living room chair.


  Nope, that would be the worst idea she’d ever had.


  So really, this was only the second to worst idea. And her current circumstances had forced her actions. That justification made her feel slightly better. A little less guilty for what she was about to do.


  From her spot on the couch, she peeked out of the corner of her eye to see Jason casually sitting in the armchair, sipping an iced water. Closing her schoolbook, she gave a big yawn and stretched her arms over her head.


  “I’m so tired tonight. I think these management courses put my brain to sleep.”


  “Quite the party animal, aren’t you?” he murmured.


  At those words, her heart stuttered, and she wondered if he saw right through her lie. But he wasn’t even looking at her. She willed her body to act cool for the next few crucial minutes.


  “Yeah, well, I’m sorry I’m not up for video games or Sudoku, but I’m sure you’ll figure out some way to live without me.”


  He looked at her then, his eyes twinkling. “You do always know how to keep things…interesting.”


  “Well, thank you for finally acknowledging how much you love my company.” She stood up and smirked at him. “Night.”


  He nodded, and as she headed off to her bedroom, she prayed the whole time that nothing about the way she was walking would tip him off. It was stupid—how could a walk tip him off? But she’d never been a very good liar and was more than a little paranoid.


  You’re fine. You’re just gonna have one drink…maybe two. Kiss a guy. Forget your life for an hour. Come home and no one will be the wiser.


  When she’d shut her bedroom door behind her, she quickly shed the oversized sweater she’d been wearing in favor of the tighter, low-cut shirt underneath. Even though it had long sleeves, it was thin and she knew she’d freeze, but a large red cup of alcohol would be warming her up soon.


  She threw on a pair of boots over her jeans and then leaned against the door to listen for any sign of footsteps. All she could hear in that moment, though, was the rapid beat of her heart as she willed herself to go through with her escape.


  Over the past couple of days, she’d been watching to see what the security setup was like, and she didn’t see any alarms, nor did she see the bodyguards set anything. They trusted locks and their guns, apparently, which was good for her. There was a tree outside her second-floor window with branches that looked thick enough to hold her. She’d tested the window in her room last night, and no alarm went off, no bodyguards rushing in to save her.


  Easy.


  She stuffed her comforter with extra pillows to make it look like she was lying underneath it, and stepped back to check out her work. It was a little lumpy, but eh, it was dark, and maybe he’d think she’d ate too many tacos that night.


  After grabbing her wallet off the dresser, she said a quick prayer by the window, and then slid it up. It didn’t squeak—thank God—and she stuck one of her legs out to test the weight of the branch before climbing out and sliding the window almost shut. It wasn’t a long way down, and when her feet touched the ground, she peered around at her surroundings and then crept near the building.


  The only reason she’d even considered going to the party at all was because of the proximity—it was across the street. Well, across the street and a few houses down, but close enough to walk.


  Fuck, it’s freezing. Stupid up and down Georgia weather.


  Holding her breath, she glanced up at her apartment window, but the curtains were shut, the light was on, and so far, it didn’t seem like anyone was coming after her.


  She exhaled slowly, her warm breath leaving a trail of fog in the cold air, and stayed close to the houses on her side of the street. The pounding of music from the party was getting louder the closer she got. Crossing the street, she approached the large two-story colonial house. Several partygoers had filtered out the front door and were taking smoke breaks on the front lawn, and she passed an…interlaced couple on the porch swing as she walked up the stairs.


  Keepin’ it classy, folks.


  The smell of marijuana assaulted her senses as she entered the house, the party clearly in full swing, half of them dancing, others engaged in an animated game of beer pong, and everyone had a cup in their hand. Now that was what she needed. And now.


  As she pushed her way through the crowd, a group of girls in the hallway called out to her, and she smiled at them before gesturing to a cup in someone’s hand. They pointed, in response, to the room on her right, and she blew them an appreciative kiss before entering the kitchen. An assortment of kegs lined the sticky laminate floor, and bottles of cheap vodka and almost empty mixers lined the counter.


  She grabbed an empty cup and was trying to decide which would be the lesser of two evils when she felt arms circle around her waist.


  “You came!” Bree shouted, squeezing her tight, her drink sloshing on Katherine’s sleeve. Her arms were stuck awkwardly against her sides in the girl’s tight embrace, so she lifted her hand to give Bree a pat wherever she could reach.


  “Can’t believe you actually escaped,” Bree said when she let her go. “Like my dress?”


  Katherine wasn’t sure she could call the bubblegum-pink confection Bree was sporting a dress. It was so tight Katherine was surprised her breasts hadn’t popped out already, and the hem barely covered her naughty bits.


  “Wow, um,” she said, trying to come up with something nice to say. “It’s really…festive.”


  Bree flipped her hair over her shoulder. “I know, right? I totally kill the red hair and pink dress motif. Sooo Valentine’s.”


  “Yeah, you kill it, all right.”


  “Hell yes I do. So, where’s your shadow? I should get his opinion too,” Bree said with a saucy wink.


  “My shadow?”


  “Yeahhh, that hot, scary guy that follows you around,” she said, looking behind Katherine for a glimpse of him.


  “Oh. I, uh…gave him the night off.” She tried for an easy smile, but her lips wouldn’t obey. Instead, a prickle of fear ran through her when she realized she’d left behind the only things that’d made her feel secure lately. And for what? A few minutes of fun? Shit, she thought, and looked down at the cup in her hands, debating whether to follow through with her decision to stay for an hour or turn around and head back home.


  “Oh my God,” Bree said. “Why is your drink empty?”


  After the girl grabbed her cup and took off across the room, Katherine tried to shake off her beer-drenched sleeve while her eyes searched around for a paper towel.


  Yeah, probably the last thing I’ll find in this place.


  “Here,” Bree said when she returned, shoving the full-to-the-brim cup back into Katherine’s hands. She sniffed it and, damn, whatever was in there practically singed her nostrils. She glanced at the large cooler in the corner of the room where Bree had gone. Hunch punch.


  Bree laughed and swayed before tripping over one of the kegs. “It’s strong but gooooood,” she singsonged. “Come on, Kat, pound it. You need to catch up to me. Oh…and Danny should be here soon.”


  Even as she looked down at the contents, Katherine’s conscience was screaming at her.


  Oh, what the hell. Her conscience needed to relax as much as she did.


  She lifted the drink to her lips and took a long swallow, but instead of the burn she’d been expecting, it tasted like Kool-Aid. So she took another. And then another. And yet another…


  



  * * *


  



  SHE DIDN’T KNOW how much time had passed, but she’d spent most of it on the dance floor celebrating with a group of new friends after winning two rounds of beer pong. She’d migrated back to the kitchen for a refill when she heard someone calling her name.


  “Katherine!”


  Whirling around, she saw Bree waving her arms in the air to get her attention.


  “Guess who just got here?” she shouted, and Katherine’s heart dropped to the pit of her stomach. Oh shit fuck. He’d found her. Jason knew she’d snuck—


  “Here ya go.” Bree moved out of the way, and Danny Riley, god of the baseball team, slinked around the corner. The sight of all six perfectly ripped and tanned feet of him had her breathing a sigh of relief. She smiled at him, and a cocky grin spread across his face.


  “Where ya been, Pussy Kat?”


  She cringed inwardly but tried to keep her expression neutral. She hated that nickname, but the buzz flowing through her made her overlook that annoyance. He was pretty hot in a traditional, jock kind of way. Not her usual type, but then again, she wasn’t looking for much tonight.


  “Told you I’d get her to come,” Bree said, elbowing Danny in the side.


  “That you did.” As Danny’s eyes roamed over Katherine with interest, she crossed her arms and tried to casually pull the top of her shirt a bit higher. Her buzz was starting to hit her harder, venturing into the “too much too fast territory.” She needed to leave soon.


  He tsked and shook his head. “No need to do that. I’m enjoying the view…” When his gaze rested on her chest, he licked his lips.


  “Hey.” Bree tugged Danny’s sleeve and he leaned toward her, never taking his eyes off Katherine. “You gonna pay up now?” she said.


  He looked down at her sharply and then back up at Katherine. When he saw her alarmed expression, he began to laugh, and ruffled Bree’s hair.


  “Such a kidder,” he said before pushing the girl away and stepping closer to her.


  Did she say pay?


  Someone knocked into Katherine from behind and she stumbled forward, grabbing Danny’s arm to hold herself up. The sleeves of his button-up shirt were pushed back, and an expensive-looking gold watch hung from his wrist. She’d expected him to be warm, but his skin where she touched it was cold, or maybe it was just cold compared to her. Sweaty strands of hair stuck to the back of her neck and suddenly she was dying of thirst. Pushing off him, she held up her empty cup and looked around for water.


  “More punch?” he asked, but before she could answer, he took her cup and moved to the cooler to refill it.


  Sighing, she reached into her pocket for her phone, but it wasn’t there. Panic hit, and she patted down the rest of her pockets before cursing when she remembered she didn’t have one anymore. After a quick scan around the room, she noticed there wasn’t a clock anywhere, but it had to be later than she’d intended to stay.


  When Danny came back with their drinks, she shook her head. “Sorry,” she said, leaning in to his ear. “I’ve gotta go.”


  “No you don’t.” He pushed a drink into her hand and then held his up. “It’s still early, and you have to cheers with me.”


  “I really can’t—”


  “Pussy Kat,” he said, giving her his best stern face. “Don’t break my heart. I’ve been wanting to get to know you for a while now.” He gripped her waist and then let his hand move around to her lower back.


  His touch didn’t send any tingles through her body, but then again, she was a little drunk, so maybe that diluted the whole electric effect that Jason had on her.


  Jason. Tall, powerful, sexy-as-hell Jason. No. That wasn’t who she needed to think about tonight.


  Her eyes refocused on Danny’s black ones. He was obviously interested, and was decent enough of a guy to get her another drink. Maybe that was what she needed. At least for a few more minutes.


  “Cheers,” she said, clinking his cup and then taking a big sip of the punch. It was beginning to taste less like Kool-Aid now and more like really strong alcohol, and a shudder ran through her. “Yeah, I’m not sure I can do any more of this tonight.”


  Danny stuck out his bottom lip. “I didn’t realize you were such a lightweight. Come on, you can’t waste the punch. You could get arrested for alcohol abuse.”


  Her lips twitched, and she brought the cup back to her lips to take another swig. His hand pushed against the bottom of it, forcing her to take more until it spilled down her chin and throat.


  She wiped her mouth with her sleeve and cringed. Yep. Definitely tastes weird now.


  “Oh, sorry, baby,” he said, “Let me help.” Bending down, he pressed his lips against her neck, his tongue darting out to lick the punch off.


  His mouth on her felt all wrong, and she pushed him away, rubbing at her neck. “I’m good, thanks.”


  “Maybe we should go upstairs where we can have some more privacy? We can clean you off.”


  “No,” she said, her head starting to spin. She was seeing two of him now.


  “You’re a mess, Pussy Kat. Let me help you.”


  “Yeah, I don’t think…” She swayed on her feet and her hand reached out to hold on to him. “Might’ve had too much.”


  Danny took the cup out of her hand and then she felt both of his arms around her waist, pulling her closer, but, somehow, also down the hall.


  “Wait, no…have to go. Door’s…other way,” she tried to say, but she couldn’t seem to get the words out as a fog descended on her brain.


  “Oh, don’t worry,” she heard as her eyes drifted closed, “I’m taking you out the back way.”
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  THE WINDOW IS still cracked where she left it open.


  Easy to enter without notice or alarms—and even easier to exit.


  I pause by the bedroom door, listening for outside movement. Nothing.


  The apartment is quiet except for the occasional loud snore from down the hall.


  Creeping to her bed, I reach for the comforter and pull it off to reveal a mass of pillows. I swiftly stick my knife into the center and rip them open. I’m not expecting to find what I’m looking for hidden in them, but I can’t stop myself from making sure my presence here is known when she comes back.


  She doesn’t take my threats seriously. She really should. They won’t be just threats for much longer.


  The bone-chilling wind that flows through the window causes the feathers to scatter, and I move on to search through her drawers. I tear through each one, littering the floor with her t-shirts, pants, her bras…but stop once I reach the drawer of her panties.


  I finger them lightly, each one. She seems to prefer boy shorts, though most of them are trimmed in feminine lace.


  Rubbing a pink pair between my gloved fingers, I debate for a moment whether I should take one.


  No. There’s something else I need.


  Something much more conspicuous.


  The one thing I know she’ll miss if she does indeed have it.


  My eyes catch on an ornate jewelry box sitting on top of her desk. Surely she wouldn’t have chosen something so obvious to hide what I’m looking for. But perhaps she never assumed anyone would come for it so many years later.


  I quietly make my way over and lift the lid. The top layer reveals several pairs of earrings, but the bottom layer contains a small red velvet pouch neatly tucked in the center, and inside…


  Ahhh, there it is.


  I pull out the bulky gold ring that contains an oversized ruby center, encircled by a cluster of diamonds, and hold it up so it catches the glow of the moonlight. The ring is a family heirloom, antique and reeking of extravagance, with the crest inscribed on the inside.


  They were right. She’s had it the whole time and never said a word.


  Not only that, but there is no indication she touched it, if the dried blood encrusted in the cracks is any indication.


  What a stupid, stupid decision.


  I place the ring back inside the pouch and shove it in my pocket. It’s too late for her now.


  A brightly colored object in front of the jewelry box catches my attention, and I unfold the crumpled paper. It’s covered with a slew of half-naked men and women cavorting about with the words “Valentine’s Day Singles Bash” and today’s date circled underneath.


  Hmm. So it seems the girl wants a bit more excitement in her life, does she? Bodyguards and stalkers not doing it for her?


  I reach again for the knife on my belt.


  Wish fucking granted.


  After stabbing the flyer to the desk with my knife, I turn and flee, without detection, the way I came.
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  THE THING ABOUT twenty-somethings was that they thought they were so fucking untouchable.


  Jason watched from the hallway as his very stupid client accepted a drink from a very stupid boy that he’d also watched drop a very stupid substance into her drink when she wasn’t looking.


  Isn’t this some classic frat party shit.


  He’d let the nonsense go on long enough. When Katherine stumbled and the boy started moving her toward the back hallway, it was time to intervene. The crowd parted for him easily as he made his way through the room. Maybe it was the murderous look he knew was on his face, or maybe it was the decade he had on the oldest person in the room that made them shrink back in fear. Or, he thought as he caught the simpering expressions of several girls he passed, it’s something else entirely.


  Two seconds after the boy had made his exit out the back door, Jason was there behind them, incapacitating the asshole with a kick to the back of his knees, causing him to fall face first on the gravel. Katherine tripped over her feet and dropped with him, but after a night of foolish decisions, she deserved a sore ass.


  Jason’s fingers dug into the back of the boy’s neck as he held him down on the ground.


  “What the fuck,” he grunted, struggling against Jason’s grip.


  “I’m gonna ask you this one time, so you’d be wise to answer.”


  “Get off me—”


  Jason cut his words off with a chokehold. His voice was calm yet lethal. “Was the plan to rape her, or more?”


  When the boy stayed silent, Jason stepped on his arm, digging his heel into the elbow, and then crouched down. The boy cried out in pain, and when Jason didn’t let up, he struggled to get his words out.


  “Wasn’t…gonna…hurt her.”


  Jason looked over at Katherine lying on the grass trying to open her eyes, and felt his temper flare.


  “You know what pathetic little fucks like you deserve, frat boy?” he spat, turning his attention back to the immobile body underneath him. His voice lowered to a menacing whisper. “You deserve your cocks filleted and fed to each other while taking turns getting pounded by a three-hundred-pound prison guard named Big Johnny. I can promise you his name’s not referring to his weight. Your asshole ready for that?”


  A whimper escaped, and he pushed down again on the boy’s arm.


  “O-okay,” the boy said, gasping for breath.


  “Okay, you’d like that? I’ll make a call—”


  “No!” frat boy cried. “Please…can’t…breathe.”


  “Oh, I’m sorry. Is this hurting you?” Jason lifted his foot off the kid’s arm for a moment of relief before slamming it down on his fingers.


  A string of curses left his mouth, and Jason felt a sick sort of pleasure at his screams. He reached into the boy’s back pants pocket, pulled out a small bag of pills, and held them in front of his face.


  “You do this often? Drug and rape women? There a reason you need them impaired before you fuck ’em?”


  Tears were starting to fall from frat boy’s eyes, and he squeezed them shut. “It was j-just…this…once. Swear, man.”


  “A-huh. So, if what you’re saying is true, and I’m positive it isn’t, man,” Jason said, his lips curling into a sneer, “then I’d say you made a bad, bad decision tonight. Wouldn’t you agree?”


  “Y-yes, sir.”


  He raised an eyebrow. “A little late for sir.”


  Beside them, Katherine stirred. A moan escaped her lips, and she said his name, once, faintly. She looked so vulnerable in her sleep, and he felt a twinge of guilt at letting things get this far.


  Even though she’d made the choice to cross the line and he’d wanted to see how far she’d let herself go, she was still his client. Still his responsibility. And still lying in the fucking grass outside a raging house party in freezing temperatures.


  Sighing, he released his grip and stood up. “Here’s what’s gonna happen. Once we leave, you’re gonna get up, limp home, and when someone asks what happened to you, you’re gonna tell them you lost a training wheel on your bike.”


  “But I don’t have a bi—”


  “Kid?”


  “Sir?”


  “Shut up.”


  The boy shut his mouth and stayed where he was, not daring to move without permission.


  “Now,” Jason said, bending down to grab the gun strapped to a holster at his ankle. Holding the shiny revolver up, he cocked it and watched the boy’s eyes widen, tremors racking his body before a gasping “Oh God.”


  Jason shot him a terrifying smile. “You should consider yourself lucky I’m not in a foul mood tonight. I’ve got eyes on you now, Danny Riley.”


  When Danny’s eyes darted to his with surprise and fear, he chuckled. “Oh yes. I know your name. Before tomorrow morning, I’ll know where you live. Where your family lives. The names and phone numbers of every female you’ve ever laid a hand on. I’ll know if you ever whisper a word of what happened tonight, and most importantly…I’ll know if you try this again. If and when you decide to test your luck and my patience, know that I won’t be far behind. And neither will Big Johnny.”
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  WHAT IS THAT bubbling?


  Liquid was being poured over her forearm, and the aftereffect was the sound of fizzing, like her skin was being soaked in acid—


  “No!” she shrieked, her eyes springing open as she sat up and jerked away from the source before she could be burned further. Cradling her arm, she examined the red abrasion that was foaming white on top. It didn’t hurt much more than a sting, and when she noticed the bottle of hydrogen peroxide on the coffee table next to her, she felt heat creep up her neck.


  “Oh,” she faltered. “Not acid…uh…never mind.”


  A pair of whiskey-colored eyes met hers, the expression in them hard.


  “No, you chose to partake in an entirely different illegal substance tonight,” Jason said.


  Her forehead scrunched up as she tried to remember past the incessant pounding in her skull. When she reached up to massage her temples, the sleeve of her shirt caught her attention. She wasn’t wearing the sweatshirt from earlier, she was wearing the top she’d worn to sneak out of the apartm—


  She let out a curse.


  The party. He knows I was at the party. But how the hell did I get back home?


  Jason cocked his head as if waiting for her to put the pieces together, but she could barely think past the hammer smashing her brains to pieces. Bree had been there. She vaguely remembered beer pong. Then she’d danced and seen Danny, who had gone to get her more—


  “Punch,” she whispered.


  He scoffed. “Is that all it was?”


  “Um…” It hadn’t tasted right when Danny had given it to her, but the other drinks had caught up to her right about the same time. Was it more?


  “I-I…don’t know. I think so.”


  “Wrong.” He grabbed her arm and began dabbing at the wound with a cotton ball. “Do you know where you’d be right now if I hadn’t been there?”


  When she bit her lip instead of answering, he stopped what he was doing and fixed her with a harsh stare.


  “Underneath frat boy and about five of his buddies. Does that sound like a good time to you?” He didn’t bother waiting for her response, but instead muttered, “Hell, maybe it does.”


  After pouring more of the peroxide on a fresh cotton ball, he wiped the long cut. It wasn’t too deep, but she could see remnants of what looked like gravel embedded.


  “What happened?” she whispered.


  “Casualty of taking care of business.” He ripped open a packet and applied the bandage with a gentler touch than she expected from him. “You really don’t remember anything?”


  She shook her head. “I would remember seeing you.”


  Like I could ever forget you.


  He sat back in the kitchen chair he’d pulled up alongside the couch, and tossed the bandage wrapper on the table. “The short story, much of which I think you do remember, is that you decided it would be a great idea to sneak out to meet up with this little boyfriend of yours and have a few drinks.”


  “He’s not my…” she said, but then shook her head. “Obviously you know he’s not my boyfriend if you were following me.”


  The tight-lipped expression her bodyguard wore was one she hadn’t seen before. He looked pissed beyond all hell, which somehow made him look even more attractive, and she mentally kicked herself for going through with such a dumb decision.


  It was only supposed to have been an hour to escape and breathe without one of them being within ten feet of her at all times. But as much as she missed her freedom, she would take it all back to never see the look on Jason’s face now. That look gave her chills.


  He crossed his arms and leveled his gaze with hers without saying anything for a long time. It felt like minutes passed before he spoke, his tone deadly.


  “Do you think I’m ignorant, Katherine?”


  She gulped, taken aback by his question. “Of course not.”


  “Do you think I would ever not cover my bases or think through every scenario when it comes to you?”


  The only response she could manage was a shake of her head.


  “See, this is what’s funny,” he said, with no humor whatsoever in his voice. “You seemed to think it would be easy to just come and go as you wanted. You never thought about the silent alarm on the doors and windows that connect to my phone when one is breached. You set them off the day before, but because I didn’t mention it, you thought you were in the clear. You also didn’t think I’d notice the way your eyes lit up when Bree approached you about the party. I could see your wheels turning then, as they continued to do ever since. I could go on, but I think you get the point. So.” He uncrossed his arms and placed his elbows on his knees before leaning forward until only inches separated them. “I can only assume that you think I’m a dumb guy. So I’ll ask you again, and this time I want the truth. Do you think I’m ignorant, Katherine?”


  Her breath was coming short and shallow at his closeness, but she didn’t dare blink or look away. Even though his words were severe, there was a protectiveness there that she didn’t want to dismiss as his just being her bodyguard. She wanted it to be that he cared what happened to her. That he cared about her…


  “No,” she said, barely above a whisper. “I don’t think that. It was stupid, and I’m so sorry.”


  A flicker of warmth in his eyes had her heart skipping for a beat, but it was gone so fast it was possible she’d imagined it.


  “There’s something else,” he said.


  The silence was deafening as she waited for him to expound on that. Well, silence if you didn’t count Kirkpatrick’s snoring—


  “Wait,” she said. “You didn’t wake up Kirkpatrick?”


  Jason gave her a tight-lipped smile. “No, I didn’t. Should I?”


  She fumbled with why he was asking her that. “Well…aren’t you supposed to?”


  “There’s something I think you should see before I do that.”


  She blinked. “Sorry?”


  “The consequences of your actions tonight caused far more damage than I think you anticipated.”


  More damage than humiliation and a gash on my arm?


  “And what do you mean by that?”


  “Come on,” he said, standing up.


  “Are we going on a field trip?”


  He ignored her question and held his hand out for her to take. Standing up on unsteady legs, she tried to read his face to get a feel for what was going on, but his expression remained impassive. He really did have the best poker face she’d ever seen.


  Once she found her balance, he dropped her hand and headed down the hallway to her bedroom. At the closed door, he turned around, a finger to his lips, and then pushed it open, his eyes never leaving hers.


  What is he getting at? She just wanted to go lie down again. Her head was throbbing, and her overindulgence at the party was starting to disagree with her stomach. But all thoughts left her mind when she stepped inside her room—if it could even be called that anymore.


  Her sheets were scattered across the floor, the pillows ripped wide open, and feathers covered every corner of the space. Her clothes and undergarments were strewn about, and papers from her desk littered the ground. A bitter chill nipped at her skin from the window that was still open an inch.


  And then she saw it.


  A knife.


  Stabbed to her dresser.


  She blinked twice, not comprehending what it was she was seeing. No, this had to be a nightmare. It had to be. She was still asleep, this wasn’t real, and she’d wake up soon.


  She rubbed her bleary eyes then held her palms against them and prayed that when she opened them again, everything would be fine.


  The knife was still there.


  A quiver began in her thighs and spread through her until her whole body was shaking.


  Someone had been in her room. The same someone her father had told her broke into his office weeks ago.


  “Oh God.” Her knees gave out beneath her, but before she could hit the ground, Jason caught her from behind and dragged her over to sit on the stripped bed. She bent over with her head in her hands. “They were here…in my room,” she choked out.


  “You made it easy to enter without detection,” he said, nodding at the open window.


  Lifting her head, she was about to respond when she noticed something else. Her jewelry box was open.


  No. No no no no no, please no.


  Jumping off the bed, she ran to the desk and saw that the top layer of the box had been removed, and the bottom compartment was bare. She rubbed her eyes again, hoping the effects of the drug were causing her to see things. Or not see things, rather. But no—it was empty. Her stomach dropped.


  No pouch.


  No ring.


  Gone.


  Her mind wasn’t working fast enough to catch up with what her eyes were seeing. It wasn’t possible. They hadn’t known for sure that she ever really had it, and she’d never taken it out since that night. Not once, ever.


  Jason was still watching her, so she tried to swallow her rising panic and felt herself failing. Why had they come for it after all this time? Why now?


  It didn’t make sense, and neither did the knife stabbed to the opened party flyer. Clearly, they’d wanted to send a message. But what?


  “Did they…follow me there?” she whispered, her eyes transfixed on the shiny weapon. Her hand violently shook as she reached for it—


  “I wouldn’t do that,” he said, grabbing her wrist before she could touch it. “I’ve already swept for fingerprints, but that evidence needs to stay there.”


  “Swept for…” She broke off, breathless, and tried to gulp in some much-needed air. That one foolish decision had led to the enormity of the aftermath it had sent a wave of nausea coursing through her, and she dropped to her knees, grabbing the wastepaper basket from under the desk. Tears stung her eyes as she emptied the contents of her stomach inside it, the burn of alcohol twice as harsh coming back up. She retched until there was nothing left in her body, leaving her hollow and trembling. Collapsing back against the bed, she curled her legs up to her chest and took the washcloth Jason offered to wipe her mouth.


  He sat down across from her and leaned against the desk. “I know it’s a lot to take in.”


  Squeezing her eyes shut, she nodded. Thank God he didn’t know what’d been lost tonight. What did it mean that they’d taken it? Were they still in danger?


  Jason seemed to be reading her thoughts. “Regardless of where you were, you were never in any danger tonight. I was there.”


  Her breaths were coming in pants, a full-fledged attack on the brink.


  “Stay right here,” he said, and returned a few seconds later with a paper bag. Without hesitation, she took it, inhaling and exhaling until her breaths began to slow. When she dropped the bag down by her side, she kept her eyes on Jason instead of the destruction surrounding them.


  “What happens now?” she asked, afraid to hear the answer.


  “I wake up Thompson. We call it in and handle it from there.”


  “You handle it. And what’s my punishment?” There had to be one. No way was she getting off scot-free.


  “We’d most likely be relocated to your father’s estate for the remainder of our—”


  “No. No, I can’t,” she said, then picked the bag back up and breathed into it again.


  “I’m afraid you won’t have a choice.”


  “No,” she said, wheezing. “My mom was… I won’t go.”


  “Katherine—”


  “What if…what if you didn’t call this in?”


  Cocking his head to the side, he studied her with curious eyes. “And why would I do that?”


  That he didn’t immediately shut down the idea gave her an ounce of hope.


  “Um…” She searched for something that would make sense. “It wouldn’t look great on you that not only did you know I was going to sneak out, but you let me, which put me in danger.”


  “Ah,” he said with a small smile. “So your concern is solely for my well-being?”


  “I think that’s a good reason.”


  “And what about all this?” he asked, gesturing around at the mess. “This all just goes away?”


  She gulped, willing away the thoughts she didn’t want to have until later. “You said you already swept for fingerprints and didn’t find anything…”


  “Yes.”


  “And they didn’t find anything at my father’s office when they broke in either, right?”


  “Mhmm.”


  “So what could they do if they knew about tonight? How would that help anyone? All it would do is have me on lockdown.”


  “Maybe a lockdown is what you need. They could always come back here.”


  “They could always go back to my father’s house too.”


  When he sighed, she sat up on her knees and almost grabbed his hands, but pulled back.


  “Please,” she said. “I can’t go back there. I promise I will never do anything like that again. It was stupid. Reckless. Irresponsible. I know that, and trust me—I’ll be paying for it. Just don’t make me go to my father’s house.”


  Jason’s lips pressed tightly together as he considered her. He glanced up at the knife gleaming above them as if to say, What about that?


  “I trust you. I trust you to keep me safe. And you’ll have to trust me too.”


  Leaning toward her, a glint in his eyes, he said, “So this will be our little secret, is that right?”


  “Yes.”


  He stared at her for what felt like hours, and she desperately wished she could look inside his mind at what he was thinking. There was no hint in his face, and she was about to start begging again when he got up and closed the window. Then he turned to face her, his arms crossed over his broad chest.


  “There’s no point in security if you leave the window open.”


  “I’ll never open it again,” she promised.


  “Then I suggest you get a trash bag.”


  Surprise had her scrambling to her feet and wrapping her arms around his broad shoulders. He was warm, so warm, and she had to stop herself from nuzzling her face into his neck. He didn’t reciprocate her embrace, but she didn’t care. He’d agreed, and everything else could wait.


  “Thank you, thank you, thank you,” she said before letting him go.


  “Don’t thank me. This could turn out to be a monumentally stupid decision on my behalf.”


  “It won’t. I promise it won’t.”


  Looking past her shoulder, he nodded at the damage. “Let’s clean it up.”


  As they rid themselves of the torn pillows and feathers and Jason bagged the knife, the momentary relief she’d felt at winning that battle transformed into dread. Whoever it was that was after her and her father had been here. In her room. Touching her things. Ripping them apart. Taking back what was theirs.


  Now, the biggest question was… Since they have what they were searching for, will they leave me alone…or will they come back?
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  THE RING WAS gone. The ring was gone. The ring was gone.


  Even as she repeated those four words to herself, it didn’t seem real. It wasn’t sinking in. She felt as hollow as the empty jewelry box on her desk.


  The ring was gone.


  The only reason her body was numb instead of scared shitless was because her eyes were still open. Too many terrifying images awaited her once she closed them, so she planned to stay awake and not dream. She wouldn’t think of the destruction they’d spent an hour erasing from her room, or the past that was trying to creep its way into her periphery.


  The clock by her bedside blinked four a.m. The last time she’d stared at a clock this early had been—


  No.


  Rolling over, she balled the pillow Jason had let her borrow beneath her head and tried to think of something happier to push that memory back and keep the anxiety at bay. The heady scent of him wafted over her, and she clutched the pillow tighter. Jason in his classic black suit and day-old stubble took center stage in her mind, and her shoulders relaxed. She couldn’t believe he had agreed to go along with her plan. It made sense that he would avoid trouble where he could, but she got the impression a guy like him didn’t give a fuck about what anyone else thought—even someone in authority.


  Maybe…maybe he actually cared enough to not see her so miserable? Okay, no, that was wishful thinking. It was probably more like, “God I hope the annoying punk doesn’t make a spectacular return to make my life hell.”


  There. That she understood. That made sense. A guy like Jason caring in a more-than-friendly way about someone as broken as her was just unfathomable.


  But he’d agreed…hadn’t he?


  That little bit of hope fanned the flames inside her chest, and she hugged her pillow.


  She took another deep inhale, pretending it was him lying there comforting her. He must’ve held her tight when he’d brought her back home, because his cologne also lingered in her hair, sweet and salty drops of seawater mixed with wood and spices—an intoxicating mix. Forbidden. That was what the hell he smelled like. Something she longed for but could never get her hands on.


  Or could she?


  Maybe after tonight, he’d feel compelled to show her those self-defense moves she had mentioned before. She’d been half joking then, but now it was obvious she needed to at least be prepared in some small way. And, if she were honest with herself, she was getting desperate to feel those strong arms around her—while she was conscious, this time.


  There was so much about him that he kept hidden away behind those inscrutable eyes, and she wanted to crack that unyielding exterior and force him to open up to her. After tonight, a sense of solidarity was there…after all, they had a secret now. She’d trust him to keep the events of tonight quiet, and he’d trust that she wouldn’t jeopardize his job. Maybe if she confided in him her truth, the whole truth, he would be the one person in the world to know and possibly help her.


  Yes, I like that…


  She yawned and curled her legs into the fetal position as exhaustion and the lingering effects of alcohol began to overtake her. Tomorrow, she’d begin to learn more about who the reticent man who’d saved her tonight was. And then she’d insist on some physical body-to-body action. But as she faded into sleep, her subconscious took over, forcing her troubles to the forefront.


  The last thing she remembered was the empty jewelry box…


  



  “Can you take the green bean casserole out of the oven, baby?” Katherine’s mother called over her shoulder as she reached for another handful of stuffing.


  Her arm was elbow deep inside the huge thawed turkey when Katherine walked around her to grab a pair of oven mitts, and she couldn’t stop the bubble of laughter at her mom’s…interesting position.


  “You look like you’re molesting that poor bird,” she remarked, opening the oven door and grabbing the handles of the dish inside before setting it on one of the hot pads laid out on the counter.


  “Well, you’ve gotta get it in deep. Can’t scrimp on the stuffing.” Her mother looked up at her and winked. “It’s your dad’s favorite part.”


  Katherine wrinkled her nose. “Why does that sound so much dirtier than it should?”


  Her mother shook her head, smiling to herself as she grabbed another handful. “Probably because—”


  “No, stop.” She covered her ears and squeezed her eyes shut. “My virgin ears aren’t listening, la la la.”


  “Oh, don’t be so dramatic,” her mother said as she brushed by and bumped her arm before heading to the sink to wash off. Her long blond hair was loosely knotted in a bun, not a strand of grey to be seen, and an oversized apron hung off her petite frame. “One of these days you won’t think it’s so gross. Wait a second.” Her head snapped up, and her ice-blue eyes pinned Katherine with an inquisitive look. “You said virgin ears. Does that mean you’re still—”


  “God, Mom,” Katherine said with a shudder. “Please don’t ask me that.”


  “Well, I know you and Steven are close—”


  “Not that close.”


  Her mom raised an eyebrow and grabbed a dishtowel to dry her hands before leaning back against the counter. “You spend an awful lot of time together…”


  “Well, yeah, we have all the same classes. Hard to miss him.”


  “And he drives you to and from school…”


  Katherine shrugged. “It’s on his way home. What are you getting at?”


  “Nothing,” her mom said, her tone suspiciously high. “I’ve just noticed he’s grown into a pretty good-looking kid, and wondered if maybe you thought the same, is all.”


  “Ugh. He’s like my brother. Now you’re just getting incestuous, so can we please change the subject?”


  “Will he be taking you to prom in the spri—”


  “Mom!”


  Her mother laughed and held up her hands in defeat. “Okay, okay. I’ll wait a few months to bring it back up.”


  Katherine rolled her eyes. “Can’t wait.”


  After grabbing an unlabeled mason jar from the pantry, her mom headed back to the turkey and propped herself on a stool in front of it. She shook some of the spices into her palm and began drizzling them over the large bird in generous heaps.


  “When are you gonna tell me what’s in the special spices?” Katherine asked, joining her mother and opening her hand so she could sprinkle some into her palm. Working her way down the side, she patted the mixture onto the skin.


  “Things are revealed as you’re ready to hear them.”


  “So secretive,” she whispered, concentrating on covering every bare inch. “It’s just a recipe.”


  “Your great-grandma’s special recipe,” her mom corrected, and twisted the lid back on the jar. “Besides. Some secrets are powerful and should be guarded.”


  “Dad says secrets always come out in the end, so it’s best to be open and honest in all things.”


  “Well, can you blame him for thinking that way in his line of work?”


  After wiping her hands off on a dishrag, Katherine passed it to her mom and said, “I guess not. You don’t agree?”


  “I think there are reasons people keep things hidden. Sometimes secrets are important to protect those you care about.”


  “Like mysterious, life-altering turkey spices that could change the world, right?” she joked. When her mom’s serious expression remained, Katherine’s grin faded. “Is…is there something you want to talk about?”


  Her mom looked at her for a long moment before shaking her head. “No. And don’t worry, you’ll learn of life-altering spices when it’s your turn to cook Thanksgiving dinner.”


  Something in her mom’s tone had changed, and Katherine couldn’t help but press her again. “Are you sure? I’m not a kid anymore, ya know. You can talk to me about the hush-hush adult stuff now.”


  “I was merely offering an alternative perspective to your father’s, is all,” her mom said with a dismissive wave of her hand.


  “Okkkay,” Katherine drew out and then decided to ask one last time. “But you’d tell me if it was something important?”


  Her mom gave her a sad smile. “Of course, baby.”


  Katherine pursed her lips, unconvinced, but attempted to lighten the mood. “Would one such secret have anything to do with a new car to match my new driver’s license?”


  That made her mother laugh. She opened the oven and heaved the turkey pan inside. “The only car you’ll be getting anytime soon will be one of the Flintstone variety. Be a doll and go grab that cornucopia centerpiece out of the hall closet for me so I don’t have to pull out the ladder. Top shelf.”


  As Katherine walked out of the kitchen, she called over her shoulder, “You know, if I didn’t know any better, I’d think this is all some sort of evil plan to keep Steven around to chauffeur me.”


  “Or an evil plan to keep you home for a little while longer,” she heard her mother say.


  Katherine smiled to herself. Their parents would’ve had them in an arranged marriage years ago if this was 1800s England. She wondered if she’d fetch at least twenty cows for her dowry, or whatever the going rate was.


  The door to the “hall closet” in their house was lodged in the front hallway next to her dad’s office, and it wasn’t actually a closet at all. The man that had built and owned the house before them had been a famous, but reclusive, writer, paranoid about government conspiracies, and had installed a panic room. When they’d moved in, they’d promptly stored her mom’s endless assortment of knickknacks and discarded paintings into it but left the ’70s-era setup as it was. There was even a panic button inside that, once pressed, locked out anyone outside the room and alerted authorities.


  Growing up, her friends were fascinated by it and, during sleepovers, they’d taken turns locking each other inside. That is, until the police showed up at their door, causing her father to ban her from even looking at it. She’d gotten her privileges back when she’d outgrown her mom and became useful at retrieving items she couldn’t reach.


  Standing in front of the bookcase that shelved her father’s law guides, she pushed in a faded green hardback and heard the door click before whooshing inward. She stepped inside and flicked on the light, scanning around the top shelves for the awful cornucopia that was, unfortunately, a tradition her mom’s side of the family insisted on keeping. Good grief, her mom was a packrat. Silver shelving units lined all of the walls, piled high with who knew what. No doubt a garage sale would net a down payment on her first vehicle, easy.


  Making a mental note to bring that up to her parents, she pushed up to her tiptoes and moved a few items closest to the front out of the way to peer at the back row. When a familiar rectangular box that she hadn’t seen in years was revealed, she gasped.


  “Oh my gosh,” she said, reaching up for the item hidden under a spare microwave. Grunting when she couldn’t quite wrap her fingers around it, she pulled back and grabbed the ladder. After pushing the door to a close, she sandwiched the ladder between the entrance and the shelving unit and climbed up to snatch her lost board game, Ask Zandor.


  She stared at it, wide-eyed. After Zandor had told her when she was eight that she would be at least six feet tall before she’d stop growing, she’d cried for days that she’d be taller than all the boys in school, and had taken to placing heavy books on her head to stunt her growth. Her parents were not amused by her extreme reaction, and had snatched the game up and told her they’d thrown it away.


  Hah! Thrown it away to the junk room, they meant. That prediction had turned out to be pretty right-on, though, since she now hovered right under the six-foot mark. Maybe she could get some more answers out of that little genie. She bet Steven would play it with her. After setting it down on a lower rack, she started back on her search for the ugly ceramic horn of fruit.


  The muffled sound of her mom yelling sounded through the closed door, and Katherine muttered under her breath, “Yeah, yeah, I’m coming. Would be a lot easier if you weren’t a hoarder.” She spotted the cornucopia on the opposite shelf and climbed down the ladder to make her way over to it. But when her feet touched the floor, she heard a man’s voice.


  No—more than one man’s voice. At least two—no…three. Rough and angry and mingled with her mom’s cries—


  Oh God. Her stomach bottomed out as she moved the ladder away from the entrance and pulled open the door. And then…


  For a long moment, time stood still.


  For a long moment, she couldn’t move.


  Couldn’t breathe.


  Couldn’t look away.


  The scene in front of her could not be real.


  There were three of them, all in black, faces covered except for their eyes.


  Her mom—apron ripped and hanging to the side.


  Knives in their hands.


  One holding her by the hair. One slashing at her stomach. Her chest. Her face. Drops of red steadily hit the hardwood as her mother’s screams rang out, and still, the overwhelming horror of what was happening in front of her wasn’t registering.


  Why couldn’t she move her feet…help…she needed help… Oh my God, Mom, oh God—


  “Where’s the daughter?” the third asked, his voice clipped, casually walking through the house as if nothing was going on in front of him.


  “Not…here,” her mother rasped before falling to her knees, her shaking hands sliding across the pool of blood on the floor as she bent over.


  Oh God, Mom, look at me… Please look at me…


  The third man cocked his head. “I don’t believe you. Maybe this will entice you.”


  The man behind her grabbed her hair again and lifted her up as the man who’d spoken slashed a cut across her chest so fast that it caused something to fly from his hand and roll toward where Katherine stood frozen in the half-open doorway.


  The whole scene had lasted only seconds, but as all eyes turned toward her and the ring rolled past her and inside the room, her mom finally looked in her direction. Sickening gashes covered her pale face, and her eyes were pleading.


  “Mom!” Katherine screamed, her body fighting to move forward to help her, save her. But before she could take a step, they were coming toward her.


  The third man’s eyes were a murderous shade of black—a horrifying image she’d never be able to unsee. Her cries cut off as her adrenaline kicked in, and she jerked back inside the room. Her eyes landed on the limp figure of her mother, discarded in a heap on the floor, and that was the last thing she saw before she slammed the door shut and hit the panic button.


  Sliding down to the ground, she cried out in hoarse wails for her mother, for help, for it all to stop and be some kind of fucking nightmare. With her forehead against the door, she reached up and punched the button, over and over, unable to hold back her blood-curdling screams that matched her mother’s before overtaking them when a single gunshot sounded—


  Wake up, her mind screamed. Wake up!


  



  Gasping, she shot up in the bed and clutched her chest. Her heart was beating too fast, her hands sweaty, but as she looked around the dark room, she remembered where she was.


  In her room.


  In the apartment surrounded by bodyguards who wouldn’t let anyone touch her.


  She was safe.


  For now.
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  “DAMN, THAT MUSCLE relaxer knocked me out last night,” Kirkpatrick said with a groan as he walked into the kitchen the next morning, stretching his arms over his head. Audible cracks were heard as he leaned from side to side before rubbing his lower back. “Maybe I’m just getting old.”


  Jason smirked from where he sat at the bar, and shook his head. “I’ve got you beat, so I doubt it’s time to break out the orthopedic mattress.”


  Opening the fridge and taking out a pint of half and half, Kirkpatrick said, “Speaking of mattresses, I think that’s what did it. I wouldn’t be surprised if that thing is made out of fucking cement.” Then he opened the dishwasher and pulled out the orange mug he drank out of every day, shaking out the remaining clean water. “Sorry for the late switch-off. Anything interesting happen last night?”


  Jason looked down at his coffee mug, deliberating for the hundredth time in the past few hours. The lines between right and wrong had always been a grey area, but he was treading into uncharted territory now.


  Katherine’s eyes had been so haunted last night…so scared. He’d seen that expression in clients’ eyes before and never gave them a second look, so he couldn’t place the pang in his chest he’d felt while watching her fall apart. The same pang he felt beneath his breastbone now as he thought about her. It was unwanted. It was foolish. But he was powerless to stop it.


  When he glanced up at Kirkpatrick, he gave a curt shake of his head. “No.”


  “Eh, course not. I’m sure this is boring for you compared to Senator Whatshisname with the death wish.”


  “That guy shouldn’t be allowed within a hundred miles of Washington. Threats for him are entirely warranted, that’s all I’ll say.”


  “I’ve heard the stories. I’ve heard the ones about you too.”


  Jason’s eyes cut to the other man’s. “Is that right.”


  Pouring himself a cup of coffee, heavy on the creamer, Kirkpatrick nodded. “You don’t take any shit, Garrett, that’s for sure. I was surprised to see you on this case, but then after that whack job, I’m sure you needed a change of pace.”


  “Nah, was just time. I wouldn’t let the quiet jobs fool you, though,” Jason said, pushing back his stool and standing up. “Sometimes they turn out to be the most surprising.”


  As he took a last remaining gulp of his bitter coffee, his eyes caught on the figure in white stopping at the edge of the hallway and staring straight at him. Freshly showered and with no trace of last night’s events showing, Katherine was a fucking vision.


  His eyes couldn’t help but roam over her in her minuscule white pajama shorts that showcased just how endless and lean her creamy legs were. As his gaze lifted, he noticed the way her long, wet hair left see-through trails across the front of her tank, and his cock jumped, much the same way it had when she’d thrown her arms around him last night.


  Forcing himself to look away, he stepped back behind the counter again. Her eyes were on his bare chest, though, and he cursed himself for not bothering to put on a shirt after his own shower earlier.


  Fuck. This was the last thing he needed to be dealing with right now.


  A small smile crossed her face as she entered the room. “Mornin’.”


  When she pulled up a stool across from him and reached for a banana out of the fruit bowl, he could see the faint dark circles under her eyes, and he felt that damn pang again.


  “Class at ten?” Kirkpatrick asked her.


  “Mhmm,” she responded, peeling the skin down the banana. Keeping her eyes on Jason’s, she leaned down over it, her lips grazing the tip. “Didn’t think you’d still be awake,” she said, her jade eyes flashing, before taking a bite.


  Like hell she didn’t. Her perusal was obvious, and he wondered what had caused this about-face. Was this how it played out now? They had a secret and she’d use it to provoke him into a response? It was already taking every ounce of willpower he had to force his erection down after her blatant displays, and he’d be damned if he let her see she had any kind of effect on him.


  “I’ve never had trouble staying up before,” he told her.


  She choked on her banana and then coughed.


  Kirkpatrick was quick behind her, slapping her back, and the half-chewed piece of fruit flew out of her mouth and landed in front of Jason on the counter.


  Her eyes widened in horror, her face turning a dark shade of crimson. When Kirkpatrick came back with a napkin to clean it up, her flush deepened even further.


  “Can’t have death by choking on my watch,” Kirkpatrick said, tossing the napkin into the trash.


  “Just death by mortification,” he replied, which caused an unappreciative glare in his direction from the red-cheeked troublemaker across from him.


  She closed her eyes on a deep inhale, and the color began to drain from her face. When she exhaled, she opened them again and cocked her head at him.


  I know that look. What is she up to now…


  “I guess we should add CPR and first aid to the list,” she said.


  “What list?” Kirkpatrick asked.


  “The list of things Garrett offered to teach me during downtime.” She winked at him.


  And there it is.


  “The first thing, of course, being self-defense moves. Ya know, in case a guy gets too handsy.”


  “Oh yeah, that’s a good idea,” Kirkpatrick agreed, popping two pieces of bread into the toaster. “Make sure to show her the mount position too; that’s always a crowd-pleaser.”


  One of Katherine’s eyebrows shot up. “Mount position…” she drawled. “Yeah, make sure to show me how to work that, please.”


  Fucking trouble, this woman.


  Jason shook his head and walked around the bar, placing his mug in the sink.


  “I’m off. Wake me if you need me,” he told Kirkpatrick. As he left the kitchen, he heard Katherine say, “Looking forward to our lesson.”
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  MONDAY MORNING ARRIVED, and if you’d asked her what any of her professors had discussed that day, she couldn’t have told you. Her mind was focused. He was going to touch her tonight. And she wasn’t the least bit ashamed at having roped him into it.


  Getting her mind off the frightening images still looping in her head had been the primary reason for this evening’s self-defense training, but she couldn’t deny that the prospect of Jason’s muscular arms wrapped tightly around her had her doubling her sports bra padding so her arousal wouldn’t show.


  After what had happened Saturday night, it was smart to learn some techniques in case she ever needed them, but how she’d focus on learning them and not just drooling over him the whole time would be a lesson in extreme concentration. It’d be worth it, though. She was practically bouncing on her toes with excitement, glad to have something else to occupy her thoughts. Especially something as sexy as Jason Garrett.


  He’d said they’d be heading to a nearby park, since it was an unseasonably warm day. Seventy-five degrees today, but there’d probably be a blizzard tomorrow, knowing Georgia temps. She grabbed a hoodie sweater just in case.


  “All ready,” she announced, walking into the living room. Her breath caught, though, when Jason stood up, clad in black cargo pants and a fitted black t-shirt that clung to every ripped muscle.


  She’d known he had a good body underneath those suits, but every image she’d conjured paled to seeing him up close and personal. It had taken a minute before she could even walk into the kitchen last week after catching him with his shirt off. No doubt if someone was caught in a headlock, he’d snap them like a twig without trying to. She shivered at the thought, wondering if he’d be as rough in bed as the dangerous image he projected.


  His gaze traveled over her, face impassive as always, and she wished she knew what he was thinking. His expressions were always so stoic. So nonchalant. It made her want to press his buttons even harder to get a reaction.


  “Is that all you’re wearing?” he finally asked.


  She looked down at her sports cami and cropped workout pants before meeting his eyes. “Does this not work for what you had in mind?” When he stared at her without responding, she offered, “I can take them off if you prefer…”


  “Let’s go,” he clipped out, and she followed him with a smile on her face.


  



  * * *


  



  HIS CAR WAS sleek and fast and not at all what she’d expected a bodyguard to drive. It certainly wasn’t what the others drove. She sat back in the passenger seat and ran her fingertips over the supple leather, taking in the immaculate inside that boasted several high-tech features she knew he had to have paid a pretty penny for.


  It was a far cry from her worn car that featured air conditioning that sputtered to life whenever the hell it felt like it—which, of course, was usually the opposite of when she needed it. The look on her father’s face when he saw the car pull up behind the brand-new luxury vehicle he’d plastered a big red bow on the day of her graduation had been priceless.


  The memory had her smiling sadly, and she peeked at Jason out of the corner of her eye. Something about him made her think he was rebelling in his own life, though he seemed to follow orders and protocol in his job, Valentine’s night not included. Maybe this car was an act of rebellion in the same way hers had been. Maybe they had more in common than either of them knew.


  He pulled into a parking space with the swiftness of a racecar driver, and when they got out, she followed him past the monkey bars and throngs of kids running around. There was a small clearing on the other side of the park, isolated enough that no one bothered going that far down. After dropping her sweater on the grass, she faced him.


  His demeanor was calm, but she could tell he was on alert. Always on alert. But his face was unreadable.


  She wondered if he thought about touching her at all. Did her outfit today have any effect on him? Did he find her attractive? Probably thought she was too young. But maybe she could change his mind…


  “The first rule of self-defense is that there are no rules,” Jason said. “If you feel you’re in danger, use anything you can to get away. If you can run, do it.”


  Hesitating, she asked, “Use anything, like weapons?”


  “If you don’t know how to properly use a weapon, you shouldn’t carry one.”


  “No weapons. No rules. Run. Check.”


  He eyed her legs in a way that had her looking down again to make sure she hadn’t lost her pants somewhere.


  “You’re a runner?” he asked.


  “Not since my freshman year in high school.”


  Her answer seemed to appease him, and he moved on.


  “First, we’ll go over the ear clap to warm you up. It’s a basic move that you can use several different ways. Come here.” He motioned her forward with his finger.


  Bossy. I like this already.


  “Cup your hand like this for me.” He curved his hand and pressed his fingers together, and she imitated him. “Now, when you do this, make sure not to hit with your fingers. You’re gonna hit with this cupped part right here. I’ll demonstrate on you, and then I want you to do the same thing to me.”


  She nodded, and his arm jetted out and pushed against her shoulder, causing her to stumble back a step.


  “Keep your weight in your heels while we work, and you won’t go flying around.”


  “Okay. Do it again.”


  His hand reached out and clapped against her shoulder, pushing her away again, but her feet were firmly planted this time.


  “Your turn,” he said.


  Cupping her palm, she mimicked his move.


  “Good. Now harder.”


  She bit her tongue to keep from grinning at the dirty thoughts that entered her mind with that instruction. Stepping forward, she hit him with more force.


  “Do I look breakable to you, Katherine?” he asked.


  Her eyes widened, and she shook her head.


  “Then give me all you’ve got.”


  Ah, so he does like it rough.


  She took a deep breath and let it out just as her hand collided with his shoulder. His body jerked back, and his lips tilted up in approval. “Good. Like that, but with your other hand now.”


  She obliged, and he showed her how to use the technique on the ear before moving on to the next one.


  “Remember when I said use whatever you can to get away?”


  “Yes,” she said.


  “If the attacker is close enough, gouge his eyes. Scratch them, poke them. Rip ’em out, if you want.”


  She cringed, the visual of blood and hanging eyeballs making her glad she didn’t eat dinner before they came. “Yeah, that sounds appropriately horrifying.”


  “If someone’s trying to kill you, Katherine, I assure you—you’ll want to gouge their eyes out at the very least.”


  Swallowing, she nodded. “True. You’re right.”


  He grabbed her hand and circled the heel of her palm. A shiver ran through her at the unexpected touch.


  “You can go for the nose with this part right here. Strike from an angle if you can, like this.” He demonstrated the move, but all she could take in was the feel of his warm, rough fingers on her hand and her arm. It was the first time his body had been connected with her bare skin in a way that felt…intimate.


  Well, the first time coherently, anyway. The drugged carry-of-shame after the party certainly didn’t count.


  “…Can you do that?” His voice broke through her thoughts, shaking her from her stupor.


  “Uh, yeah. Angle and hit with force to try to break the nose. Got it.”


  “Right,” he said. “But please don’t try that move here.”


  She laughed. “Course not.”


  “Now the groin.”


  “Excuse me?” she asked, her eyes wide.


  He began to circle her slowly. “Surely you know the groin is a sensitive area for both men and women?”


  In bed?


  Her head whipped back and forth, following his path. “I might’ve heard that.”


  “Makes sense you could debilitate an attacker with a swift kick or punch there, right?”


  “Complete sense. Yes. Agreed.”


  He stopped circling and came to a stop in front of her. “If all else fails, a knee in the right spot will have anyone down on the ground. Spread your legs.”


  She blinked. “What?”


  “Yours are pretty tightly locked together, which I doubt any attacker’s would be.” When she continued to stare at him, he leaned in closer. “I can’t show you the move unless you open them, Katherine.”


  He was so close she could feel his warm breath on her lips, and seconds passed as she tried to remember how to breathe herself. Spreading her stance, she waited for him to make a move. Instead, his hand reached down to graze the inside of her upper thigh.


  Oh, fuck.


  “Right here,” he said. “For now, aim right here. Weight in your heels.”


  She rooted herself to the ground, willing herself to stop shaking. God, he’d barely touched her and she was wet.


  For God’s sake, pull it together.


  With his hand, he lightly struck her on her thigh in the ear-clap move he’d shown her earlier. “You can do that, or…” He placed his hands on her shoulders and brought his knee to the inside of her leg. “That. However you can get to it, use what you’ve got. Your foot’ll do too.”


  Too soon, he let go of her and moved back, indicating it was her turn. She eyed his legs in the loose cargo pants. “So I should aim for about…”


  “Here,” he said, motioning to a spot higher on his inner thigh than she’d gauged.


  Cupping her palm, she hit him where he’d shown her, and it was like she’d smashed into a rock. Then she took a step forward and locked eyes with him as her hands fell on his shoulders. His whole body felt like a suit of armor, and damn if that didn’t have her wishing she had the strength to throw him on the ground.


  Looking down, she connected her knee to his leg, brushing slightly up against his groin as she pulled back. Surprise flashed in his eyes at her bold move, but no one was more surprised than she was—he’d been semi-erect.


  His expression turned hard, and he backed away. “I think that’s enough for today.”


  “I’m sorry, it was an accident.”


  “With you, I’m sure nothing’s an accident.”


  “Please, can we just go over everything again to make sure I’ve got it? I promise it won’t happen again.”


  He glanced at his watch and then ran a hand over his buzzcut. “Fine.”


  She kept true to her word and didn’t let her hands, or knees, wander anywhere they weren’t supposed to be as he showed her a few more moves, and they practiced for another half-hour, but she relished every small contact their skin made.


  They only stopped when the sky turned an ominous black, and a few scattered raindrops hit her arms. She grabbed her hoodie and shrugged into it, and they began trekking across the park to his car.


  “Can we do this again? Show me more?”


  “If you wish,” he said without stopping.


  After taking a deep breath, she asked, “What about weapons?”


  “What about them?”


  “Well, you said you shouldn’t carry them if you have no idea how to use one.”


  He stopped and looked at her. “No. Absolutely not.”


  “You don’t even know what I was going to say,” she said as he began walking again.


  “I do know. And the answer is no.”


  “But don’t you think it’d be smart to learn and have something on me just in case—”


  He wheeled around so fast that she stumbled into him.


  Grabbing her arms, he hauled her in close, so they were nose to nose. “That would be stupid. And dangerous. I saw what happened to you when my weapons were lying out on the table. You can’t handle it, Katherine, and you shouldn’t have to.”


  She looked away and bit her lip, trying to ignore the prick of tears behind her eyes. Her reaction to what she’d seen was exactly the reason she wanted him to show her. To help her move past it. It wouldn’t be so bad if he was the one teaching her, maybe…


  “Hey,” he said, tilting her chin up with his thumb. His expression softened, and she felt the familiar nervous flutter in her stomach stirring. “It’s not that I think you couldn’t take care of yourself. But you’ve got Kirkpatrick. You’ve got me.”


  Full-on flutters now.


  His gaze didn’t move from hers. “Trust us to keep you safe.”


  “I trust you,” she said, breathlessly and without hesitation. And she did. He was so confident and sure. He wouldn’t put her in a situation he couldn’t handle, and Lord knew she wouldn’t be breaking the rules to test him ever again.


  “Good,” he whispered, and dropped his hand. A rumble of thunder clapped through the sky, and he looked up. “We should probably get going.”


  Still caught in a daze, she nodded absently, forcing her feet to follow him back to the car.


  Did he feel that? The spark that ignited when they touched?


  No, she decided. This couldn’t possibly be one-sided. Not after the way she’d caught him looking at her. And definitely not after the physical reaction she’d felt when she’d brushed against him. But just that one touch wasn’t going to be enough. Not by far. She’d had a taste, and now…


  Now she wanted more.
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  “I’M NOT SURE how you sleep after drinking that so late,” Jason said, nodding at the large coffee cup that was currently warming her frozen hands. It was after her Thursday evening class, and sure enough, Georgia weather had turned frigid, so he’d humored her by stopping by Java House before heading back to the apartment.


  “Doesn’t everyone get hyped up on caffeine before bed?” She opened two packets of sugar and poured them in her cup. The newbie behind the counter hadn’t added enough syrup, and it was super bitter. After popping the lid on, she took a sip, not bothering to blow on it first.


  “Much better,” she said with a happy sigh.


  “You do know they could’ve just remade it the way you wanted it.”


  “No way. Never send back food, never send back drinks. Who knows what they’d put in there for being a pain in the ass customer.”


  “Smart,” he said, holding open the door so she could walk through.


  Making sure her body brushed his as she passed, she teased, “Did you say smart? As in me? Can you say that again in my good ear?”


  When she turned back to him, his gaze was on a group standing outside at the far side of the cafe. Bree was taking long puffs of a cigarette and blowing shapes out into the cool air, her friends laughing and chattering around her. When Katherine caught her eye, Bree’s face turned to panic before she swallowed and put on a huge smile.


  “Kat,” she called out. The group she was huddled with all turned to stare in her direction. A few of the faces she recognized from the party, but most were unfamiliar. Almost all of them glared at her accusingly, though, and she looked behind her to see if someone else had provoked those reactions. When a tall, blond head at the back of the group turned around, she got her answer.


  Danny Riley looked seven ways to shit. One side of his face was bright red and bruised, as though he’d fallen face first into the pavement, and one of his arms was in a sling. When he caught sight of Jason behind her, his eyes bulged and he knocked over a couple of the guys beside him to get away.


  “Fucking pussy,” Jason remarked behind her. “His arm isn’t anywhere near broken.”


  She raised a brow, looking back at him. “What the hell did you do that night?”


  “Scare tactics,” he said with a shrug.


  Nodding with approval, she said, “Nice work, bodyguard.”


  Bree handed off the cigarette and left the security of the crowd to head over to them.


  Katherine wrinkled her nose. “When did you start smoking?”


  “Why does it matter to you?”


  “I’m not…it doesn’t…ugh.” She shook the jumbled thoughts out of her head and tried again. “How are you?”


  Bree rolled her eyes and picked an imaginary piece of lint off her shirt. “I’m just fantastic, and yourself?”


  A feeling of unease settled in Katherine’s stomach, and she asked, “Is there something we need to discuss?”


  “By ‘discuss,’ do you mean having your bodyguard give me a bloody nose and a broken arm as well?” Bree asked. “’Cause that’s not something I’m in the mood for.”


  “For fuck’s sake,” Jason interjected. “His arm isn’t broken, it’s bruised. Tell him to man the hell up and stop looking for a sympathy screw.”


  “All right,” Katherine said, pushing him back behind her. “I don’t care about the douchebag. What I do care about is why you’re hanging out with a guy that tried to attack your friend the other night.”


  Bree pinned her with a hard stare. “I was there, Katherine. He didn’t attack you.”


  “He drugged me to attack me.”


  “Says you. You had a lot to drink that night. Being drunk and making decisions you regret is not an excuse to cry date-rape drug and make false accusations.”


  Jason pushed past her again. “I saw the little shit put the pill in her drink, so you can just stop right there. I’ve also got the remaining bag of evidence to prove it. But I will say, I’m pleased that he’s spreading this garbage around after our discussion the other night.” He grinned, showing all his teeth. “He won’t need any sympathy screws soon. His ass will be closed for business.”


  Katherine bit her lip to avoid smiling as she stared at him through a new lens. He was totally getting off on this, and standing up for her to boot. Truth be told, she found it hot as hell.


  “Well then, there you have it,” she said, turning her attention back to Bree.


  “Whatever.”


  “Huh. So…that’s it?”


  Picking the polish off one nail, Bree said, “What do you want me to say, Kat? You’re a total buzzkill lately, not that you were ever a bag of fun to begin with. I only wanted to room with you so I could use your father for a letter of recommendation when I graduate, but you both have some crazy mafia shit or something going on, and I don’t need that in my life.”


  Katherine’s jaw dropped.


  Bree rolled her eyes. “Surely that can’t come as a shock to you.”


  “You…psychotic…bitch,” Katherine managed, trying to process the nonsense that had just come out of her supposed friend’s mouth. “Crazy mafia…buzzkill…are you fucking serious? What the hell is the matter with you? Are you on drugs?”


  “Figures you’d think anyone who disagrees or dislikes you must be on drugs,” Bree snapped.


  Katherine’s head was spinning. “Have you all lost your minds this week? I feel like I’m the only sane person on this damn planet anymore.” Jason’s hand was on her elbow, leading her away, and she let him. “So I guess that means we’re not roommates anymore, right? Maybe you can find another buzzkill to use and take my spot.” She was yelling across the quad now as Bree turned her back and walked back to her friends, all of them snickering. But Katherine didn’t give a shit. Two friends down within the span of a month, that has to be some kind of record, right?


  She held up her coffee. “Can we stop and get some vodka for this?”
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  I NARROW MY eyes at the scene before me.


  If she thinks for one second her precious boy toy will finish something I started, she better fucking think again.


  Stupid cunt.
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  TWO HOURS AND no vodka spike later, Katherine had taken her frustrations out on a rendering of Bree as a demon. Some of her best work, if she said so herself. She’d have to frame it for a dartboard. That demon, however, had led to another one, and she couldn’t stop herself from drawing what was familiar. What was scary. What was lost.


  As she finished filling in the ring’s jeweled centerpiece, she heard Jason enter the room, and she shifted her arms to conceal it.


  “No homework tonight?” he asked her from where he was leaned against the kitchen counter, rolling up the sleeves of his white button-up shirt. He’d taken his suit jacket off and unfastened the top few buttons, exposing a swath of tanned skin that had her licking her lips.


  She met his eyes and smiled. “Checking up on me?”


  “That depends. Do you want me to?” His lips lifted on one side in a cheeky grin that just about had her melting.


  Oh, I want you to do more than that.


  He seemed to read her mind, because his smile grew wider. Damn. He’d never flashed a full-wattage grin at her before, and until now, she’d never realized how utterly deprived that had made her. If she’d thought his intensity before was hot, then he was off-the-charts sexy when he was smiling and flirting.


  Holy shit. He’s flirting. That revelation had her tongue-tied, something that never happened.


  “So, I was thinking,” Jason said as he pulled up a chair next to her. “Since we’re…sharing secrets now, that means I get a peek of what you work on during all your downtime.”


  Instinctively, she covered the drawing, just as she’d done every time someone had tried to catch a glimpse. Well, everyone but her mother. She’d never shared her art with anyone but her, and she most certainly had never let anyone see the ring. But…she’d decided to trust him, hadn’t she? To let him be the one person she could let in without judgment.


  Letting the sketch she’d held up to her chest fall back to the table, she swallowed and watched as his eyes scanned over it. He was a master at never letting anything show, so she had no idea whether he thought what was on the paper was pure crap or actually not too bad. She also had no idea how to judge her skills, since, even though her mom had been a professional, she was kind of obligated to say it was good. She’d always encouraged her and told her she had talent, but wasn’t that what mothers were for? To make you feel better about yourself and help you find your place in the world?


  Her place in the world…she still hadn’t found that yet.


  “Katherine?” Jason’s voice broke through her thoughts. Chewing on her lip, she looked up at him, hoping she wouldn’t see a look of dislike on his face. But the expression in his eyes was one of admiration mixed with another emotion she couldn’t discern.


  “It’s a rough sketch, of course,” she said, looking back down and shading a bit more of the side detail. His hand settled over hers, stopping her.


  “This is incredible.”


  Her head shot up in surprise. “Really?”


  His lips quirked up on one side, and he nodded. “Yes, really.”


  Blowing out a relieved breath, she smiled shyly. “You’re not just saying that, right? I mean, I don’t need you to blow smoke up my ass.”


  A chuckle escaped his lips, and his hand left hers, causing her to immediately miss his warm touch. “I hope you’d know by now that I would never go near your ass.”


  Something in the way he said it felt sexual in nature, and her heart skipped a beat. Oh fuck it, she thought, cocking an eyebrow. “Never?” she asked. “Not even if I asked you to?”


  His eyes lingered on hers. “I have to obey orders, of course.”


  Licking her lips, she repeated, “Of course.”


  “I didn’t say I had to obey yours.”


  Her eyes shot back up to his, and her face flushed, which made him laugh. Clearing her throat, she glared at him and went back to drawing.


  “I do have a couple of questions…” he said, while she studiously ignored him. “The first being, you hate business management.”


  “That’s not a question.”


  “Right, smartass. Why the hell are you wasting your time with that when it’s obvious you have a talent and passion for art?”


  And there it was.


  She tapped the pencil on the page. “This was my mom’s thing. She was amazing…she could do anything—sketch, mold, design—but she was best at painting. Her work is in museums all over the world.”


  “So you got the art gene from her. Why not use it?”


  “Because,” she said, “it was her thing. Hers. It was just something we did together sometimes for fun, but now…”


  “Now…?”


  “It would remind my dad of her. That’s too much. I used to watch him sit in her workroom upstairs for hours after she died. It wouldn’t surprise me if he still does that every night. I can find something else I’m good at.”


  He stilled her hand that was still tapping in a rapid beat on the pad. “You don’t want to do something you’re passionate about and good at because you’re scared to hurt your dad?”


  “Something like that.”


  “The dad you can’t seem to stand being in the same room with?” he asked.


  “It’s complicated.”


  “So uncomplicate it.”


  “I know what you must think. You think I hate him. I don’t fucking hate my dad. I’m frustrated that he couldn’t be there for me in the way I needed him to back then, and I’m disappointed everything else gets his attention instead of me. But no, I don’t hate my dad. Just the opposite. I want to protect him, I guess.”


  He didn’t say anything, just continued to look at her with an unreadable expression on his face. As usual.


  “What?” she asked.


  “I think he’d be incredibly proud of you if he could see what you do.”


  “Well, he’s not going to see it, and you’re not gonna say anything. Capisce?”


  “I think you’re wasting your time—”


  “I’m not,” she said, a little too forcefully, and then lowered her voice. “I’m not wasting it. Getting a business degree is smart. I can do a lot of things with it. What would I do with an art degree?”


  “Oh, I don’t know…get your work shown in museums across the world, for one?”


  She shook her head. “Didn’t you have a second question?”


  “Just think about it.”


  “Second question?” she repeated.


  He sighed. “What is that you’re drawing?”


  She knew what he meant, but chose to play dumb. “If I have to tell you what it is, I’m not drawing it very well.” When he tipped his head to the side, she laughed once. “You asked.”


  “It’s very specific, that ring,” he said, looking down at the drawing again. His finger ran lightly over the detail of the symbol. “What does this mean?”


  Decision time. She could pretend it was nothing, or she could tell him the truth.


  Swallowing hard, she said, “I’m not sure what it means.”


  “No?” he asked.


  “It’s not something I made up. It’s something I remember.”


  His hand stopped moving, and his eyes flicked up to hers, questioning.


  “Do you remember that night, when my room was ransacked?” She shook her head. “Of course you do. I just… Something went missing that night. Something I didn’t tell anyone about. Something I’ve never told anyone about…”


  He sat up, waiting for her to continue, and she ran her fingers over the drawing as she spilled the words she’d never thought she’d say out loud.


  “The night that my mom was…murdered…a ring flew off when one of the men was…” She swallowed. “It rolled into the room I was hiding in.” She touched the center stone on the drawing. “This ring. I found it and kept it all this time. Until someone stole it from my room the night of the party.”


  Jason sat there, silent and immobile, before saying, “You had a piece of evidence that could’ve helped put your mom’s killers away, and you sat on it. Is that what you’re telling me?”


  A stab of pain shot through her chest, and she shook her head vehemently. “I didn’t have a choice.”


  “We always have choices, Katherine,” he said, his voice dispassionate.


  “No, I…I was told I couldn’t say anything. If I did, they’d come back for my dad. They’d kill us both.”


  Jason’s eyes hardened, and his jaw clenched. “What do you mean, ‘they’ told you? Who’s ‘they’?”


  Looking up at him through a watery veil of tears, she said, “The ones who killed my mom.”


  



  Katherine sat alone in one of the cold plastic chairs lined up outside the interrogation room at the police station headquarters while her father was being questioned.


  It’d been three days. Three days since her life had changed forever, and she was numb and more alone than she’d been in her whole life. All the tears had been cried out of her body, and she couldn’t fathom how any more could possibly come, though with her mother’s funeral taking place later that afternoon, it was sure to happen. Closing her eyes, she slumped down in her chair, feeling invisible and scared.


  “Is this seat taken?” A man’s deep timbre rang out to her right, and she opened her eyes briefly to shake her head at him before closing them again.


  “Always so frigid in these places,” he complained, and she sighed inwardly.


  He was gonna be one of those chatter types, and she didn’t feel like making small talk. Not today. Not ever.


  “I know what you have, Katherine Shaw.”


  Her eyes flew open and she jerked out of her seat, standing and taking a good look at the man who had sat next to her. He had a weathered, tanned complexion, and his eyes were sharp. A distinctive black mustache lined the top of his upper lip. Besides the fact that he’d said her name and knew who she was, the look of the man unnerved her.


  She whipped her head around, looking for witnesses to see the stranger talking to her in case he tried something, but the place was empty, save for an officer walking down a far hall, his eyes reading over the paperwork in his hand.


  “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” the man in the chair said. “Sit down, please.”


  The pounding of her heart and the feeling of adrenaline to get away took over. She stepped back, ready to turn and pound on the interrogation room door, but the man’s voice turned angry.


  “I won’t hurt you today, but all bets are off if you make a sound. We have something to discuss, you and I. Sit.”


  His tone brooked no argument, and she hesitated between trusting that he wouldn’t hurt her there in the middle of a police station with her father only feet away and risking his wrath, whatever that would be. He sat almost directly in front of the room she’d need to get to anyway, and she knew she was trapped. Moving to the far end of the row of chairs, she perched on the edge of one.


  “It must be a torturous fate, knowing that you should’ve died and having to live without that which brought you into the world.” He twirled the ring on his finger, not in a fidgeting way, but almost like it was a way to keep his hands from doing something more violent. Something like snapping her neck like a twig.


  “Who are you?” she managed to ask.


  Shaking his head, he said, “You don’t want to know the answer to that question, I promise you that.”


  She clasped her hands in her lap to mitigate the trembling that had begun to take over her body. “What do you want with me?”


  “Now that’s a better question.” Turning his body, he propped an elbow on the back of the chair. “You have something very precious in your care. Something that could do harm to the people I’m sworn to serve. I’m here to make sure you keep quiet.”


  “I-I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  “Oh,” he said, raising an eyebrow. “But I think you do.” He twirled the ring on his finger again, and when she glanced down at the movement, he stopped.


  That was when she remembered the ring that had flown off from the man’s hand that night…it had gone… Wait. Where had it gone? The panic room?


  The confusion on her face must’ve been evident, because he said, “Ah. Is it all coming back to you now? Shock will do that. You know where it is, don’t you, poppet?”


  The urge to be sick was rising as she thought of the ring in that room. The one she’d forgotten about in her numb state over her mom. The one the police obviously didn’t find in the search. And why would they? She hadn’t told them about it, and the crime scene was in the hallway, not the panic room.


  Bending over, she covered her mouth, dry-heaving since there was nothing in her stomach after days of not eating.


  “Shh, let’s not make a scene. Like I said, I’m not here to hurt you. I’m here to warn you.”


  She took a deep breath, trying to get herself back under control, but it felt like someone was sitting on her chest. “Warn me?” she gasped out, tears stinging her eyes.


  “We can agree that little piece of evidence would be quite…incriminating, would it not?”


  Biting her inner cheek to stop her teeth from chattering, she lifted her head to face him.


  “Yes or no, poppet? Use your big girl words.”


  Breathe. Just breathe, she thought before giving a small “Yes.”


  “Good. Now, you wouldn’t want anything bad to happen to you or your dad, now would you?”


  Her chest was rapidly rising and falling as she fought to keep her panic in check. Swallowing, she said, “No.”


  “Right,” he said with a plastic smile. “I’m here to make a deal with you. Keep quiet about what you know, and we’ll let you and your daddy stick around.” When she looked up at him, his smile fell. “I don’t think I need to tell you the alternative.”


  Shaking her head, she asked, “Why? Why are you doing this?”


  “Ah,” he said, sitting back in the chair. “Your father could be useful to us in the future. But if not…well, it’s sort of a game, really. You’ll always be looking over your shoulder, wondering if we’ll come back. A fate worse than death, that’s what you’ll have. You could say your mom was lucky.”


  “Lucky?” she asked incredulously. A raised eyebrow from him had her wanting to scream and cry for help. Inhaling deeply through her nose, she forced herself to try to understand what he was telling her, though nothing about any of this made sense. “So what you’re saying is…if I don’t say anything…you’ll leave us alone? That’s it? You’ll go away and forget we exist?”


  “Wellllll,” he said, and clucked his tongue. “I don’t think the Shaw family could be so easily forgotten. But for the purposes of this deal, yes.”


  She tried to rub the goosebumps on her skin away. “I don’t understand…why you want to hurt us. Why you killed my mom.”


  The man stood up. “That’s none of your business, poppet. I hope we won’t be meeting again.”


  As he began to walk away, the hysteria she felt took over, and she wrapped her arms around herself, one hand rubbing her chest to ease the pressure that was increasing. “They’ll find you all anyway,” she said under her breath, more to herself than to him. “They’ll find you.”


  He glanced over his shoulder at her and gave her a smirk. “I can assure you—they won’t.”


  



  “I went home and searched the panic room until I found it,” she said. “It’d gotten lodged in the back between my mom’s paintings. There were still drops of her blood on it, and I couldn’t bring myself to wash it off. I picked it up with a jewelry pouch I’d kept my pearl necklace in, and it’s been in there ever since. I checked on it every now and then to make sure it was still there, but seeing as we were still alive, that was a pretty good sign they hadn’t come back.”


  She ripped the paper out of her sketchpad and pulled a lighter out of her pocket. With a quick flick, she set the tip on fire, watching until it burned into nothing. Then she blew the last of the flame out and put the lighter back in her pocket. She looked up at Jason to gauge his reaction.


  “You draw that often?” he asked.


  “Yes.”


  “And you burn it every time?”


  She nodded. “Yes.”


  He blew out a long sigh and rubbed a hand over the stubble on his head. “You said the guy had a distinctive mustache. You remember what he looks like specifically?”


  “I do.”


  “You ever draw him?”


  “I could draw him now,” she said, picking her pencil back up and flipping to a fresh sheet of paper. Her hand flew across the page, her memory of him still strong even after all these years, as well as from the repetition of sketching him so many times before. A few minutes later, she stopped and pulled back to give him a good view of the man who’d threatened her that day.


  Jason studied the picture, his eyes hard and taking in every detail. “You ever see him again?” he asked.


  “Not that I know of. I’m sure he’s been watching. Him or…someone.”


  When he moved back from the paper, she ripped it from the pad and pulled the lighter back out. “I just wonder…” Setting the paper on fire again, she continued, “I wonder why. After all this time…and I’ve never said anything. Why did they come back for it now? Why the threats? If they’d wanted to get to me or my father, I’m sure they could’ve.”


  “It’s a game,” Jason stated when she blew out the last of the flaming paper. “Psychotic people don’t usually make a lot of sense, so they’re playing with you.”


  “Why? What did we do, Jason?” she asked, unable to stop the words from pouring out. “How do we deserve any of this?”


  “You don’t deserve it.”


  “No, we don’t,” she snapped. “And you don’t know why, I don’t know why, my father doesn’t know, the cops don’t know. No one can figure out a damn thing, and now what? You’re supposed to be my bodyguard every day for the rest of my life? That’s not a fucking life.”


  “You’re right, it’s not.”


  “I feel like this is all just a countdown to something. Some moment, some point where everything comes together, and then bam—we’re dead.”


  He narrowed his eyes at her. “You don’t think very highly of what it is I do, do you?”


  “No, that’s not what I meant.”


  “Katherine…” he started, and then stopped himself. “This won’t be the rest of your life.”


  “You don’t know that,” she said, shaking her head sadly. “So stop trying to make me feel better about my inevitable end. It won’t work.”


  Shrugging, he said, “Yeah, you’re right. I should just start the dead-girl jokes now.”


  She didn’t crack a smile, and his face turned serious as he leaned toward her. “Nothing will happen to you on my watch,” he said, his tone solemn. “Tell me you heard that.”


  He seemed so sincere, as if he truly believed it, and it made her want to believe too. And why shouldn’t she? He was indomitable. She couldn’t fathom anyone besting him at anything, not even the terrifying mustache guy. He could probably kill someone with a glance if he wanted to. “Yes,” she said, and then cleared her throat. “Yes, I hear you.”


  “Good.” He sat back and then gave her a side eye, his lips twitching as he tried to hold back a smile. “Can’t promise anything on Kirkpatrick’s watch, though,” he said, and then laughed when she smacked him hard on the arm.
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  FRIDAY NIGHT AND this was what her life was relegated to. Studying the most eye-stabbing schoolbook ever and eating stale popcorn for dinner. Well, studying if you counted rereading the same page twenty times. At least she had a rewarding piece of eye candy sitting on the other end of the room in the armchair. Although Jason was probably the reason for the distraction in the first place.


  After the flirting and her revelations last night, she didn’t know what to expect tonight, but he was acting like nothing had happened. Enigmatic as ever, and damn if that wasn’t frustrating as hell.


  She tried in vain to focus, but her eyes kept looking up at him every time he turned the page of the book he was reading. She’d glanced at the cover, but it was some military biography that didn’t look much more appealing than her book.


  He flipped to the next page.


  That was it. It was impossible.


  “Fuck,” she said, throwing her book on the ground. “I hate this.”


  Jason lifted an eyebrow in response.


  “It doesn’t make any sense, and honestly, all you need to know about management is how to tell people what to do. Like I need help with that.”


  “That’s not an arrogant attitude at all.”


  “You think people choose this major to be the low man on the totem pole? Hell no. They’re aggressive assholes.”


  His lips twitched. “So you’re an aggressive asshole.”


  “Sometimes.”


  “And you hate your classes.”


  “Yes, I hate my classes.”


  After bending the corner flap of the page he had been reading, he closed the hardcover and said, “Katherine.”


  “What?”


  “Why the hell would you choose something that makes you throw books?”


  Good flippin’ question.


  She threw her hands up. “I don’t know. I didn’t know what to choose, so I just picked one.”


  “You just picked one,” he repeated.


  “Yeah, you know. Eeny-meeny-miny-moe picked one.”


  Sighing, he bent over and groaned as he rubbed his face with both hands. “Why do I feel like that’s not a joke?”


  She shrugged. “’Cause it’s not. Steven watched me do it.”


  “Ah yes, Steven. Doesn’t he ever call you out on your bullshit?”


  “Excuse me?”


  “Nah, of course he doesn’t,” Jason said under his breath. “That’s your problem.”


  “Steven is my problem?” she asked incredulously.


  “Being surrounded by kiss-asses is your problem.”


  She slammed her pen on the table. “Do you think maybe a whole day could go by when you’re not insulting me?”


  He leveled his gaze on hers. “That depends.”


  “You know what? I’m sure whatever you want to add to that is nothing I wanna hear, so please don’t elaborate,” she said as she rose and began to gather her books. “You’ve called me bratty, annoying, surrounded by kiss-asses… Did I leave anything out? I mean, the flattery is really getting to be too much—”


  “Pain in the ass,” he announced. When she halted and stared at him, he pushed off his chair and sauntered toward her. “You forgot to add pain in my fucking ass, Miss Shaw.”


  “Suddenly I’m Miss Shaw again?” She raised her chin defiantly.


  He grabbed a book out of her arms and tossed it on the floor.


  “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” she said, and hugged the remaining books to her chest. He stole them away from her with ease and dropped them on the floor before taking a hold of her elbow and walking her toward the front door.


  “Let’s go,” he said.


  She wrestled out of his grip. “I’m not going anywhere with you. I have to study.”


  “Study a subject you hate,” he stated, his eyes boring into hers.


  “Well…yes,” she said, hating that one look from him and he had her second-guessing herself. Ugh. Why does he have to be so damn gorgeous, especially when he’s being a jerk? Stupid gorgeous eyes. Stupid gorgeous mouth.


  “Why?”


  “Because that’s what you do, okay?” she said in a huff, tucking her hair behind her ear. “You go to an expensive college, you pick an absurd major that will please your parents, or in my case, piss them off, and then you end up in a job where you’ll never use that degree but spend the next twenty years paying off your student loans.”


  “Sounds like a nightmare.”


  “No, a nightmare is—” She stopped herself before she could utter the words that had almost tumbled from her lips. In her aggravation at him and at school, she’d pushed the memories of her mom to the back of her mind. They came crashing forward then with a vengeance, and she rubbed her forehead. “You know what? Never mind.”


  When she tried to turn away, Jason took a hold of her arm again and then pulled the keys out of his pants pocket.


  “Don’t fight me on this, Katherine,” he warned her. “We’re going.”


  



  * * *


  



  “OH MY GOD,” she said, her voice muffled as she moaned around a large bite of pizza. She leaned back and closed her eyes, savoring the delicious mix of cheese, bacon, mushrooms, and fried dough. “I hope heaven has Saucelito’s.”


  When he’d forced her to leave the house, she thought maybe he’d finally had enough of her and was ready to dump her on her father’s doorstep and wipe his hands of it. But then he’d driven her to her favorite pizza place and ordered her a large with her staple toppings on it without even asking. And then he’d gotten one for himself.


  If she hadn’t been so busy drooling, she would’ve kissed him. Well…maybe she’d try that later if she felt like pushing her luck.


  Jason was licking sauce off his thumb, and he made even that look sexy. “Not bad, Shaw, not bad. I think you’re depriving yourself by getting mushrooms instead of sausage, but that’s why I got my own.”


  She gaped at him. “I know I did not just hear the impenetrable, humorless Jason Garrett tell me I need to eat more sausage.”


  “I think you’d be more pleasant with a sausage in your mouth, yes.”


  “Holy fuck.” Her eyes were practically bugging out of her head, and she was trying hard to ignore the heat that shot down between her thighs with that statement. Squirming in her seat, she asked, “Who are you and what did you do with my bodyguard?”


  He laughed and picked up another fully-loaded-with-all-the-toppings slice. “I can see why you kept this to yourself.”


  “It’s a public place.” Cocking her head to the side, she studied him. She hadn’t seen this side of him yet—the relaxed, smiling, almost ordinary human being. He was even in jeans and a lightweight olive sweater that he filled out to perfection, and it hadn’t escaped her attention that he’d listened to her suggestion about ditching the suit. It also hadn’t escaped her attention that every female in the room was glued to his every move.


  “This is what you normally do on Friday nights, sans bodyguards,” he said. “It’s been a few weeks, so I’m guessing lack of pizza gorging is to blame for your…endearing mood.”


  “Hey!” She flung a mushroom in his direction, hitting him squarely in the neck. He didn’t even flinch, merely peeling it off and tossing it in his mouth before picking up a sausage from his slice and holding it up. “If you think I’m wasting one of these by throwing it at you, you’re out of your mind.” Then he popped it in his mouth.


  “So you’re stingy with your sausage…”


  When both of his hands were occupied lifting the massive slice to his face, she quickly reached across the table to steal one from his plate, but his hand clamped down around her wrist so fast she didn’t even have time to blink. There was a twinkle in his eye as he told her, “You’ll have to work a little harder for it than that.”


  Swallowing hard, she stared at him. His fingers were still wrapped around her wrist, the heat from their connection so scorching it was as if he was branding her. Which, in that moment, she wouldn’t have minded one bit. His eyes were still on hers when she heard her father’s name.


  



  “…Some say Justice Shaw is too biased to continue overseeing the case, citing the brutal slaughter of his wife, Elaine, and attempted murder of his daughter, Katherine, five years ago. That case has never been closed, and there are no current leads, though many believed the murder was retaliation for the death sentence Justice Shaw upheld in the Oliver Graham case. Oliver, the son of alleged kingpin Warren Graham, was found guilty and sentenced to death row for his part in the Sawyerville murders, which some claim was a drug deal gone bad. There has never been any evidence, however, that the Grahams had anything to do with—”


  



  Her blood ran cold as she watched the news story playing on the television in the corner of the room, the faces of her father and two other dark-haired men filling the screen. She’d seen those men mentioned many times, but they’d never been formally connected to her mother’s murder, and neither looked familiar to her. Still, she hated them, just as she hated that her father’s cases were always in the news and that they never stopped talking about the past.


  No wonder she’d had to leave the country for a year—a few months back here and it was like she’d never even left.


  She could feel Jason watching her, and then his hand lifted from her arm and he went over to the hostess. The girl nodded at something he’d said and clicked a button on the remote to change the channel to sports.


  “Thank you,” she said when he sat down again.


  “Too heavy for a Friday night crowd, anyway.”


  Nodding absently, she picked at her pizza, her appetite gone.


  “So what’s the dessert menu like here?” he asked.


  Sighing, she wiped her fingers on her napkin and leaned back. She appreciated that he was trying to lighten the mood, but it was like an ice bucket had been dumped over her head and she couldn’t think of anything other than how fucking cold she was.


  Cold and alone and trying not to panic.


  “Okay. You wanna talk about it? Not talk about it? What’s the correct response here?”


  His warm hazel eyes were concerned and intently watching her. Though he was too gorgeous for his own good, up close she could see the flaws that somehow equaled perfection as a whole—the scar above his left eyebrow, another faint line along his jaw. Nothing you’d notice if you weren’t looking too close. She decided then that he had what she’d call an honest face. Not to mention he called her out on her bullshit. Constantly. While that annoyed her to no end, she respected it. He’d gained her trust without her even realizing it, and wasn’t that what she so desperately needed right then? Someone to confide in, someone to take the pressure off having to hold it all inside?


  “I don’t like him much,” she blurted out.


  He rested his elbows on the table and steepled his fingers under his chin. “The Grahams?”


  “My father. Though I don’t see anything redeemable about that family either.”


  “You were close before?”


  Biting the edge of her bottom lip, she nodded once. “I was the typical daddy’s girl. I thought he hung the moon, and I couldn’t wait to be just like him. Follow in his footsteps, go to law school…” She looked up at him. “Shocking, right? Me, a lawyer.”


  “Not really. You’re smart. You’re outspoken. Not a big stretch.”


  “Outspoken…that’s one way to put it,” she said with a small smile.


  “I was being nice.”


  “I know.” Her smile faded. “Before it all happened, he’d started working a lot more…taking on more cases, and then he was appointed to the Georgia Supreme Court. You can imagine we stopped seeing him as much. And then after Mom…it was like I didn’t exist. He threw himself into work all day. All night. Leaving me in a big, empty, bloodstained house when I needed him. I was alone, I was scared, and I couldn’t stop the nightmares. And where was my father?” She scoffed. “Trying to play catch a killer. Trying to be a hero and put away those he had some control over.”


  Jason nodded at the television. “The news seems to point a few fingers.”


  “Yeah, right. It’s been five years. I get it, my dad was the one who didn’t stop his kid from getting sentenced to death, so, theoretically, retaliation makes sense. Pain for pain. No doubt there are probably so many eyes on him right now that if he tried something, they’d know. Which means the threats now…well, if it’s all tied together somehow, past and present, then I just don’t think he’s that stupid.”


  Jason snorted. “The guy deals drugs for a living. I doubt there are many brain cells left up there.”


  “Good point.” She cracked a smile before asking, “And what about you?”


  “I’ve never touched the white stuff, so my brain cells should be pretty intact.”


  She rolled her eyes. “No, what’s your story? You know every last detail about me, and I can’t get anything out of you.”


  After tipping back the rest of his water, he dug into his pizza, pointedly ignoring her question.


  Groaning, she tried again. “Kirkpatrick mentioned you were a Navy SEAL.”


  “No, he didn’t.”


  “Okay, fine, he didn’t.”


  “But you wouldn’t be wrong.”


  Her eyes widened. “Hot damn. That was a wild guess.”


  He grinned at her and tore off another bite, and she took the opportunity to grab a sausage off his plate. Again, he grabbed her wrist before she could get close.


  Chuckling, she pulled her hand out of his grasp and asked, “So, how’d you end up doing that?”


  “It was better than the alternative.”


  “Which was…?”


  His lips tipped up wryly. “Dealing with family drama.”


  “I knew you were a rebel. Sounds familiar.” Leaning forward, she propped her chin on her fist. “So…I’m not keeping you away from a wife and ten kids, am I?”


  Please say no. Please say no.


  Holding up his left hand, he looked at his empty ring finger and then back at her. Relief swept through her.


  Well that settles that, thank God.


  “Where’s home?”


  “Don’t have one,” he said. “Don’t need one.”


  “No family, no home base, jumping from place to place…doesn’t that get kinda lonely?”


  He shrugged and swirled the remaining ice in his cup. “I’ve been on my own so long I don’t know any other way.”


  His tone indicated that the time for questioning was over, so, after clearing her throat, she teased, “You’d just rather bask in my fabulous presence, don’t lie.”


  A contemplative expression came over his face. “Something like that.”


  The way he was looking at her had her heart beginning to beat faster, and she swallowed. “Care to explain?”


  “No.”


  When her face fell, he opened his mouth and then closed it again, shaking his head. “You are…unexpected,” he said, finally.


  With those three words, the burn in her chest exploded, filling her cheeks with heat and spreading through her body.


  Unexpected. She could work with that.
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  UNABLE TO SLEEP after waking from a steamy dream featuring her favorite bodyguard, Katherine got up the next morning as the sun was beginning to rise. Jason always went for a run before he and Kirkpatrick switched off for the day, and she’d made a decision while lying there to find any opportunity to get close to him.


  After tying her hair up and shimmying into her workout clothes, she made her way out to the kitchen to see Kirkpatrick sitting at the bar sipping a coffee.


  “You’re up early,” he said, and then took in what she was wearing. “Are we going to the gym today?”


  “Actually, I was hoping to catch Garrett and join him on his run.”


  He stopped mid-sip. “You do know the man is a beast?”


  “Do I look like I can’t handle a jog?” she asked, her hands on her hips.


  “A jog, yes. Garrett’s marathon morning run, no.”


  “Care to wager?”


  “Maybe.” He glanced down at her legs again. “You a runner?”


  She let out a growl. “Why does everyone keep asking me that?”


  “Okay, okay,” he said, heading to the door. “If you insist on dying today, I can’t stop you.”


  “Oh ye of little faith.”


  “You’re damn right,” he said as they bounded down the stairs. “All right, how about this. When I win, you owe me a big-ass breakfast, but for dinner. I want waffles, I want eggs with the picante sauce, I want hash browns. Throw in some grits. And then a beer to wash it all down with.”


  “That’s disgusting. Okay, when I win, I want…” She tapped her finger on her chin and then whispered her wager in his ear.


  “Oh, come on!” Kirkpatrick complained.


  With a devilish grin, she said, “Nope, that’s what I want or no deal.”


  His gaze drifted over to Jason, who was doing a series of stretches. Kirkpatrick began to nod, and a Cheshire smile stretched across his face.


  “Yeah, you’re going down, Kitty Kat.”


  “Like hell I am, Kirkwad.” Best idea ever.


  “Hey, Garrett, she wants to come with,” Kirkpatrick called out as she crossed the street.


  Jason looked up from his stretch, and his lips quirked. “Oh yeah?”


  “Yeah,” she told him, and let her eyes rove over his workout attire. He wore a black hoodie, hood pulled up, and his shorts highlighted his muscular legs. Yum.


  “Try for an extra mile this time. I’ve got a bet riding on this,” Kirkpatrick yelled before bounding back up the stairs.


  “A bet?” Jason asked.


  “He doesn’t think I can hang.”


  The way Jason pressed his lips together had her wondering if he agreed and she’d just made the stupidest decision ever.


  No, not stupid. This was quality time together and a chance to have him sweaty and panting next to her, to hopefully make him think of other sweaty and panting activities they could participate in. Of the horizontal kind.


  Shrugging, she said, “Someone forced almost a whole pizza down my throat this week, so yeah. Plus, you said try to outrun your attacker if you can, right? Better get back in shape if I’m gonna do that.”


  He crossed his arms over his chest and smirked. “You do know I run a five-minute mile.”


  Uh…that’s normal, right? “Yeah, okay.”


  “Six miles.”


  Oh shit.


  “Overachiever,” she joked, trying to push back her panic. She’d thought maybe a couple of miles, but six? Sweet Jesus. She cleared her throat and smiled. “I’m game if you are.”


  Seriously, it’s not too late to turn around.


  He cocked his head, considering her offer. “All right then. We’ll go down Reynolds Street, past the river, and around the park before heading back. You sure about this?”


  Please, God, don’t let me do anything embarrassing like die in front of him. “Hell yeah, let’s do it.”


  His lips tipped up, and his eyes twinkled amusement. She kept a smile plastered on her face until he bent down to tighten his laces.


  Pride. It was an awful, awful thing.


  



  * * *


  



  OH GOD, I’M out of shape for this. Don’t let him see you sweat. Oh, hell, too late for that. Don’t let him see you pass out in the middle of the road.


  After running around what felt like the entire damn city, they were finally back to where they’d started. She slowed to a walk, clutching the stitch at her waist, and willed her legs not to give out beneath her.


  Instead of feeling empowered and strong, she felt like one of those huge inflatable air dancer balloons with the flimsy arms that flail all over the place. Something Jason would find sexy for sure.


  “You okay?” he asked.


  “Yeah, of course,” she wheezed out. “Perfect. That was nothin’.”


  When his lips twitched in amusement, she fell over with her hands on her knees. “Yeah, okay, so maybe I’m a little rusty.”


  He laughed. “You did great. Kept up with me.”


  “Oh please, those were not five-minute miles, and it sure as hell wasn’t six miles. I know you took it easy on me.”


  He laughed again. “Not by much.”


  She shook her head. “I still call bullshit, but thank you. I think I left my hip somewhere back there.”


  “Should we go back and check?” he asked, starting a slow jog in the direction they’d come.


  “No!” she shouted. “I mean, nah. I don’t need it much.”


  Grinning, he jogged back over to her. “If you say so.”


  “Oh, I say so.”


  “Does this mean you won the bet?”


  “The bet?” she repeated before the light bulb went off. “Ohhhh, the bet. You’re damn right I did. He is gonna freak.”


  “What were the terms?”


  Shaking her head, she said, “Trust me when I say this is something you’ll want to see for yourself.”


  “That bad?”


  “Beyond. Poor guy.”


  She joined him on the grass and made it a point to bend over in front of him as she eased into a stretch. When she sneaked a glance behind her, his eyes were exactly where she wanted them to be. Not so immune now, is he? As she turned around, he looked away and moved into a series of arm stretches.


  “I got a text from your friend late last night,” he said.


  “Who? Steven?”


  “He asked to come by and see you.”


  “He texted you to come see me?” When Jason nodded, she said, “This is so weird. He’s having to call you to set up appointments now. He’s my best fucking friend, but I feel like I don’t know him at all anymore.”


  “So this doesn’t happen a lot?”


  “This happens never. Everyone knows we’re attached at the hip. I don’t know what’s going on.”


  Jason wiped the sweat from his brow with the edge of his hoodie, revealing the ripped abs beneath. “Didn’t he say he had a lot on his mind? Maybe he wants to fill you in now.”


  “Huh?” she asked, her gaze still on his taut stomach.


  Smirking, he covered himself again. “You’ve been friends for a while, huh?”


  “Yeah. Even our families were close. Our moms volunteered a lot with our school, and they became friends, and from then on…we were all inseparable. His family was mine and vice versa.”


  “You said were. Not anymore?” he asked.


  “No.” She shook her head. “His mom left not long before mine passed away. No reason why, just packed her stuff and was gone.”


  “So you both lost your moms…and your second moms.”


  “Didn’t you memorize my file?” she teased.


  “I’d rather hear it from you.”


  A slow smile spread across her face, and she looked down at her feet. “We’ve been through a lot. It’s strange not to have him around right now, but maybe…maybe it’s too much. Maybe he doesn’t want to handle another bad thing. If I were in his position, I’d be scared to lose him and his dad too. I can’t blame him for wanting to stay away if that’s the case.”


  Jason was quiet by her side as he listened. He was good at that. Never making any assumptions, asking just enough to show that he was interested, but never pressing. She appreciated that about him.


  “So,” she said brightly, attempting to lighten the mood. “When do you wanna go over some more self-defense mo—”


  She hadn’t even gotten the sentence out, when his foot kicked out to trip hers, causing her to stumble and lurch forward, not quite falling fully over.


  “Are you serious right no—” she said as she stood up straight, but Jason was behind her, wrapping his arms tight around her body. For a moment, she forgot she was supposed to escape. His hold made her feel secure, not frightened, the tension draining from her body. He felt it, and squeezed tighter, this time cutting off her air. Her adrenaline finally kicked in and she squirmed in his hold, stomping on his foot and jabbing him in the stomach with her elbows. When he let go of her, she turned around, out of breath, and looked at him in disbelief.


  “I didn’t mean right now,” she said, rolling her shoulders.


  “You’re right. Bad timing. Truce?” he asked, and stuck his hand out for her to shake on it.


  Sighing, she shook it. “Yeah, truce.”


  When his grip tightened and he didn’t let go, she tried to shake him off, but quick as a flash, he jerked her forward, both of his hands wrapping around her wrists, and only inches separating them. “The thing about self-defense is there’s never good timing. You’ll need it when you’re not prepared, when you’ve run an exhausting six miles, when your hands are full of bags after shopping. You can never be too careful. Never let your guard down.”


  Too stunned by the proximity of his lips so close to hers, she stood there frozen, staring up at him and daring him to close the gap.


  “You’re supposed to get away,” he said, his voice low.


  I don’t want to.


  “Katherine,” he said, but this time his eyes dropped to her mouth. “Push me away.”


  Her chest heaved, both from exhaustion and from the shots of lust running through her. She looked into his eyes. “I can’t.”


  His eyes darkened, his grip on her wrists becoming painful. They stood there, staring at each other, the rest of the world fading away.


  This. He always asked her what she wanted, but it was never clearer than now. This. Him. That was what she wanted. For him to move three inches closer and press his lips against hers. To take her under the pine tree right there, right now, with no mind to who was watching.


  But he wouldn’t do it. She knew he wouldn’t, so she decided to make a move for him—she kneed him within inches of his groin.


  Releasing her instantly, he cursed, his jaw clenching as he stepped away from her. He took a deep breath and blew it out before turning back to face her. Shaking his head, he gave her a half-smile. “Now that’s how you do it. I appreciate you not going full force, but trust me when I say, if and when you ever use that move, it will be effective.”


  Grinning, she mentally patted herself on the back for not succumbing to her lustful inclinations. Well, not right then, anyway. She had a gut feeling there was something bigger coming. It was just a matter of time.


  “I learned from the best,” she said with a wink. “You play dirty too.”


  [image: Image]


  



  HE’D JUST SETTLED into his favored armchair when Katherine leaned over him, looking as impatient as ever. Impatient and alluring and…mischievous.


  What is she up to?


  “Up. Come on. Grab your keys.”


  His eyes inadvertently dropped down to the skintight top she wore before looking away. Having ditched the sweaters, she’d taken to wearing outfits that showcased her body over the last few days, and damn if he didn’t find himself looking at her whenever she wasn’t watching. It wasn’t enough that when he was alone he found himself reflecting on the dual sides of her, the sensitive soul she let him glimpse when her guard was down, and the daring flirt who was coming out to play more and more with each passing day. Now she had to blatantly throw herself in his face.


  “And just where might we be going?” he asked.


  She placed both hands on the arms of the chair, giving him an ample view he had to force himself not to stare at. This fucking tease. Katherine was a temptation he didn’t need and a distraction he couldn’t afford.


  Smirking, she said, “We’ve gotta go shopping.”


  “Shopping? Now?”


  “Yes, now.” Moving away, she made a show of putting on her jacket slowly, waiting for him to look her way. He wasn’t about to give her the satisfaction, at least not directly. His peripheral vision, on the other hand…


  Jesus Christ, she’s your client. Client. Not an option.


  “Please?” she asked. “It’s an emergency.”


  That had him moving. No doubt it was for some feminine stuff he didn’t want to ask too much about. After tossing the crossword on the side table, he had them out the door and in his car in a minute flat.


  



  * * *


  



  “WAIT—WE’RE STOPPING here?” he asked, halting in his tracks when she headed into a store that was throwing up pink and purple lacy shit. He’d already been skeptical when they’d pulled up to a mall instead of a drugstore, but there was no way he was going in there.


  “Yes, here,” she said, coming back to grab his arm and pull him inside. “You have to go where I go, and this is it.”


  They were greeted by half-naked mannequins in tiny scraps of fabrics, and the store smelled overwhelmingly like the perfumed shampoo Katherine used.


  And why the hell do I even know that? Oh yeah. She doesn’t know how to stay in her own personal space.


  Not that he minded, which annoyed him to no end. But even through his annoyance, he had to admit he loved the heady fucking scent of her. Every time she’d get close, he took in a deep breath, wanting to swallow her whole in the only way he could that would still keep things platonic between them.


  During her first self-defense lesson, it was all he could do not to tackle her to the ground after teasing him by brushing against his cock. And yeah—it had definitely taken notice of Katherine Shaw.


  She went over to a large table in the front and began rifling through piles of panties.


  “What do you think of these?” she asked him, holding up a barely there blue thong.


  Fuuuuuuuuuck, you have to be kidding me.


  Keeping his face impassive, he said, “I think I’ll go wait over there.”


  She stopped him again and looked up with wide, frightened eyes. “I think you should stay with me. After everything, I just feel so…unsafe. I’d feel better if you stayed right…about…here.” She moved him to a spot a foot away from where she was standing. “There. Now I don’t have to worry about getting attacked while I shop.”


  She was smiling to herself as she turned around, and he had to physically stop himself from rolling his eyes. But he didn’t move away. In truth, he was dying to see what she’d pick out.


  “What’s your favorite color, Jason?” she asked, holding up another pair and wrinkling her nose before tossing them back in the pile.


  “And why would that matter?”


  With a roguish grin, she said, “I’m just trying to make conversation, since you look so uncomfortable over there.”


  He wanted to call bullshit on that one, but held his tongue.


  “Black.”


  “Black? Interesting choice. Not that I couldn’t have guessed from your wardrobe.”


  He glanced down at his attire of jeans and a black shirt. “There a problem with that?”


  “No, no, not at all.” She gave him a long once-over. “As a matter of fact, I think it suits you.”


  “Is that right?”


  “Yeah, you look all right.”


  Liar.


  “Care to tell me why we just had to come here? You made it sound like an emergency,” he said.


  “Well, I’ve had strangers go through my drawers twice already, so I need to burn my old things. They’re tainted.”


  “Strangers, plural? Anyone else been inside that you wanna tell me about?”


  “Like you wouldn’t already know. Whoever you guys had move my things in the first place. Obviously they had to move my panties.” Her body brushed against his as she moved past him to the other side. Like a jackass, he didn’t bother backing up.


  “Right. It has nothing to do with a compulsive shopping disorder.” Or the need to torture me seven ways to hell.


  The look she gave him then made him wonder if he’d just said that thought out loud, but she just smiled and moved on to the racks lined with bras.


  “What about this one?” Taking a black and purple bra off the hanger, she held it up to her chest and looked at him expectantly.


  “What about it?” he asked, keeping his eyes on her face.


  “Well, you have to look at it first,” she said, wiggling the hanger over her to move his attention there. “And then you have to tell me if you like it. On me.”


  She was fucking daring him, and as much as he shouldn’t take the bait, he wanted to play with her. He was going to hell for this.


  “And I have to do that because…?”


  Pouting her full lips, she said, “Because you’re a guy, and I’d like your opinion. Would this make you want to rip it off or not? If the answer’s no, I’ll move on to the next one.”


  He didn’t hesitate. “Keep that one.”


  A slow smile curved her lips, and she nodded once, adding it to her stack.


  She took her time looking around, always asking his opinion and putting back the ones he didn’t give an okay to. He had to admit, shopping wasn’t his thing, but he didn’t mind watching her here. Not one bit, although he had to push back his conscience every time she held something up so his imagination could run wild with all the ways he’d take it off.


  Once she’d finished going through every section of the store, she said, “All right, I think that’s enough to start with.”


  “Holy shit. You’re getting all of those?”


  “Of course not. I’ve got to try them on first.”


  “Wait—try them on?” Hunger and desire began to pool inside his gut, and he wondered if she knew how much she was testing his self-control. There was no way in hell he could sit here and watch her put those things on. Not without clearing the fucking store first.


  “Is that a problem?” she asked, handing over her items to a saleswoman, who led them to the dressing room area. Keeping his lips sealed shut as he followed behind them, he noticed the pile the woman carried in her arms was stacked high with predominately black items.


  And why that made his cock fucking pound, he was trying not to think about.


  “You can have a seat right there,” the saleswoman told him, pointing to a seat just outside the room she’d set Katherine up in.


  “Yeah, Jason,” Katherine said. “You should sit there and take a load off.”


  Winking, she shut the curtain, and Jason sighed, running his hand over his face. The other rooms were empty, thank God, so he angled the chair so he could keep an eye out on both Katherine’s room and the rest of the store.


  A few minutes later, the curtain to her dressing room slid open.


  “That was quick,” he said, not letting himself look in her direction. If she was going to come out in anything, he didn’t want to see it.


  “I need help.”


  At the word help, he whipped his head around to see Katherine standing there in a one-piece black lingerie outfit.


  Holy hell. When did she pick that up?


  “I’m stuck,” she said, turning around to reveal her bare back with an unfastened zipper right above her tailbone. Looking over her shoulder, she asked, “Help?”


  He wasn’t buying the act for a second, and narrowed his eyes. Turning back around, she said, “The sooner I try all these on, the sooner we can get out of here.”


  Piece…of…work.


  Standing up, he scanned over the store before motioning for her to turn around. She gave him a small smile and faced away to give him access to the zipper. Her skin was a creamy contrast to the black lace, and his fingers itched to run over the smooth skin. Reaching up, she pulled the rest of her long hair over one shoulder.


  “Is that better?” she asked, turning her face toward him so that it was only inches from his.


  This close, he could see her pupils were dilated, and her breaths were shallow and faster than usual. Trying to ignore the blood rushing to his cock, he held on to her waist while slowly pulling the zipper up with his other hand. When it reached the top, she let go of her hair, letting it fan against her back. He took a step away as she studied her reflection in the mirror before facing him.


  “So,” she said. “What do you think of this one?”


  He pretended to look over her with a critical eye, but really, he just wanted to take in every inch of her. She had the most spectacular legs he’d ever seen, and the way the lingerie cut high on the sides made them look even longer. Those had always been his weakness—long, slender legs wrapped around his waist—and it had him licking his lips.


  She pivoted in a slow circle, allowing him to look at her from every angle, and for that, he was fucking grateful. The outfit stuck to her like a second skin, showing off her small waist and light curves. She was a mouthwatering sight.


  When his eyes flashed to hers, he said, “Keep it,” and then sat his ass back down.


  Thirty-seven minutes later, she’d tried on every item and had narrowed it down to keeping half of them, though he’d been a fan of every damn one. There was nothing she could wear that would look anything other than stunning, but he wasn’t about to tell her that.


  She knew, though. She fucking knew.


  When they’d thrown the bags in the trunk and started the drive back to the apartment, he said, “For as much as you bought, you’d think there would be twenty bags.”


  She laughed. “I agree with you there. See, that wasn’t so bad, right?”


  “Define bad.”


  “Oh, stop,” she said, hitting him playfully in the arm. “I think you liked it.”


  “I wouldn’t say like.” Definitely not just like.


  “Well, I enjoyed having you there. I think I’d like you to come more often.”


  He didn’t even blink at her double entendre. She was bold today, he’d give her that. Something in her had changed over the last few days, and as much as he didn’t need the complication, the aggressive side of Katherine was hot as hell.


  “So…I’ve been thinking,” she said, toying with her ring.


  “Always a dangerous pastime.”


  “Ha ha.” She rolled her eyes. “Would you say making it out of a lingerie shop alive would be considered conquering a fear for you?”


  “If I had any, I suppose it would.”


  “You’re not scared of anything?”


  “No.”


  A slow smile crept across her face. “I bet I could figure out something that scares you.”


  “Good luck.”


  “Hmm, a challenge. I’ll think about that. So, like I was saying. You conquered a fear tonight. I think it’s time to tackle one of mine.”


  “Spiders? Clowns? Watching movies that aren’t a romantic comedy?” he teased.


  “I want you to take me to a gun range.”


  Now that he wasn’t expecting. He bit back his first instinct—to say hell no—and went with his second. Curiosity at her request. But before he could respond, she was rambling.


  “I know what you’re gonna say. Hell no, right? It’s unnecessary when I’ve got you, but what about when I don’t have you?”


  An unfamiliar sensation burned in his chest as she turned silent.


  Now why the fuck does that hurt to think about?


  Brushing her hair out of her face as she looked out the window, she said, “Anyway…that’s not the main reason. I don’t want to use one, but I’m tired of panic attacks every time I hear fireworks go off. I’m tired of seeing a weapon on TV or when you’re cleaning them and wanting to crawl in my bed and stay there. Those romantic comedies I make you guys watch? Yeah, no traumatic horror scenes in those.” She slid her ring on and off her finger in an anxious fidget. “I thought maybe it’d be easier facing all of that if you were there. I know you and Kirkpatrick go sometimes, and…well, maybe next time you’d…take me?”


  She took his silence for refusal and backtracked. “I mean, I can ask Kirkpatrick if you don’t want to, I was just hoping that—”


  “Katherine?”


  “Yes?”


  “I’ll do it.”


  She looked at him in surprise, her eyes bright in the darkened interior. The crackling tension between them was back, and he gripped the steering wheel tighter to keep from reaching over and putting his hand on top of hers.


  It was going too far. No longer in denial about the attraction they both felt, he should’ve stopped it then. Told her no, shut her off, kept the lines clearly marked.


  But as she sat there next to him, she looked so…content. And the oddest thing was, in that moment, he felt that way too.
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  KATHERINE LOOKED NERVOUS. Beyond nervous, actually. She had beads of sweat on her brow, and she kept wiping her hands on her jeans. When her knee continued to bounce up and down, he finally asked, “Do you want me to turn around?”


  Biting her lip, she shook her head. “No,” she said in a small voice. “No, I need to do this.”


  He’d given her twenty-four hours to change her mind, but she’d been adamant. And although he admired her for wanting to face her fear, he wasn’t sure how she’d fare once she set foot inside their destination.


  After turning off the main road into a small parking lot, he shut off the engine and looked over at her.


  “We can leave anytime, okay? Just tell me it’s too much, and we’ll go.”


  Nodding, she swallowed and opened the car door. He’d called ahead to make sure it was a slow night, and, judging by the small handful of cars in the lot, it was a good night to bring her. Too much activity inside, and she’d probably have a panic attack. A hospital visit wasn’t high on either of their to-do lists.


  He held the door open for her and followed inside, where a glass display counter stretched across the room. The man behind it nodded in greeting.


  “Can I help you?” he asked.


  “I called earlier. Reservation for Garrett.”


  “Oh yeah, man, y’all come on in. Now, you said you wanted a beginner revolver for her, right?”


  “I was thinking a .22 caliber. Less recoil,” he said.


  “Right, right. Well, let me show you what we’ve got.” The man took a set of keys off his belt loop and unlocked one of the cases.


  Katherine stood rooted to the entrance, and he gently nudged her to move forward. She inched closer to him and stopped a foot away from the display.


  “This here’s a good choice, it’s a Ruger Single-Six. Minimal recoil, and not as loud as some of the others. Perfect for a newbie.”


  Picking up the gun, Jason turned it over and ran his fingers over the barrel. “Not bad,” he said. Turning to Katherine, he asked, “Wanna see how this feels in your hands?”


  Her eyes were wide as she stared at the gun, and he could see the debate warring inside her. Holding her shaking hand out, she lightly grazed the handle first before letting him hand it to her. It was awkward in her hands, and she held it stiffly, away from her body.


  “How does that feel?” the man behind the counter asked. “Good weight for ya?”


  “Um.” She wiped the sweat off her upper lip. “I-I think it’s a…good weight. I’m not sure.” Her expression as she looked up at Jason was one of uncertainty.


  Giving her a smile, he asked, “It’s not too heavy to hold for a while, right?” When she shook her head, he took the gun out of her hands and set it on the counter. Her shoulders sagged in relief.


  “This one’ll be great to start with,” he told the clerk. “We’ll need just one target and ammunition. I’ll use my own.”


  As the man got their supplies together and took the cash and IDs Jason handed him, he held Katherine’s shoulders and bent down to catch her gaze.


  “Still good?” he asked.


  She nodded and forced a tight-lipped smile. “Good.”


  



  * * *


  



  KATHERINE WATCHED HIM intently, her eyes wide behind her safety glasses, as he showed her how to grip the gun, load, and unload the ammo. The fact that she hadn’t already bolted from the stall they were in was progress in itself. He handed her the gun and watched as she unloaded the gun and then reloaded it.


  “Good,” he told her, projecting his voice so she could hear him through the protective headphones. “Now, see the target out there? I’m going to tell you where to aim, and I want you to hit that spot. Stand here.” He moved her into an isosceles position and stood just behind her. “Put your weight on the balls of your feet. You don’t want to fall over, and even though this has less of a kickback than most of the others, it’ll still surprise you when you shoot. So nice and firm stance.”


  As she positioned her legs in the correct stance, he nodded in approval.


  “Now, to hold it,” he said, lifting her arms, his body pressing firmly against her backside, “keep your arms straight and lock your elbows. Make sure you’ve got a good grip on the handle with your right.” He wrapped his hand around hers on the handle. “And then your left needs to wrap around and stabilize your right. Like this.” When he moved her hands into the right spots, he felt her tremble against him.


  “Use your dominant eye and line it up.” Leaning over her shoulder, so they were cheek to cheek, he moved her into position. “I’ll take this first shot with you. You okay to do that?”


  He felt her nod against him, and he said, “On three. One…two…three.”


  They fired the shot, the recoil of the gun jerking her back into him.


  “Oh my God,” she whispered, and he loosened his grip, but didn’t let go.


  “What’d you think?” he asked.


  “That was…strange.” He felt her arms lower, and moved back to give her space. She peered at the target. “We hit…his armpit. That’s good, right?”


  He grinned at her. “Yeah, that would knock someone out for a bit.”


  “Will you help me again?” she asked.


  “Of course.” He took up his position behind her, wrapping his arms around hers and holding her hands steady on the gun. Her cheek was cool against his, and he had the urge to kiss it to see what it felt like under his lips. After clearing his throat as if it would clear his thoughts, he said, “One…two…three.”


  They fired off another shot, and this time, she didn’t knock back into him as hard.


  “We hit his chest,” she said, lowering the gun.


  He dropped his hands and moved to the side, curious what was going through her mind. The expression on her face was a mixture of surprise and being petrified.


  “This is fucking terrifying,” she said, but didn’t let go of the gun.


  “You’re doing great. That was an excellent shot,” he praised. “I wanna see you do it on your own this time.”


  Pain crossed her eyes. “I don’t know if I can do that.”


  “Yes, you can. You’re here. In a gun range. Holding a .22 caliber. You’ve got this.”


  She swallowed and faced the target. Moving her feet into a sturdy stance, she lifted the gun, and—


  “Make sure you lock your elbows,” he said, reaching out to adjust her position. “Aim for his chest again.”


  “Okay,” she said, then took a deep breath and exhaled it through her mouth. She lined up the shot and squeezed the trigger, nailing the target in the left kneecap.


  “I hit it,” she said, turning to face him, the gun still lifted.


  “Whoa.” He moved her arm down so it wasn’t aimed at a moving target. “Be careful where you wave that. Makes the other shooters nervous.”


  Giving a laugh, she said, “You mean it makes you nervous.”


  “I don’t particularly like a gun aimed in my direction, but I wouldn’t say it makes me nervous.”


  “Oh bullshit. A gun aimed at you wouldn’t make you afraid? Jason, that would make anyone freak out.”


  He shook his head. “I don’t mind being the target as long as they don’t pull the trigger before I do.”


  Raising a brow, she said, “Good point. I haven’t seen any bullet wounds on you, so I’m assuming that means you’re pretty good at getting them first.”


  “You could say that.”


  “Can I see?” she asked.


  He gave her a long look and then took the gun out of her hands. “What do you want me to hit?”


  “The right side of his neck.”


  “The right side of his neck?” he repeated. “That’s your choice?”


  Her hands went to her hips. “That’s what I said. Unless that’s too specific for you.”


  Picking up his own gun, he checked the ammo, and then lined up the shot with one hand. He turned his head toward her and pulled the trigger, watching her eyes go wide when he hit his mark.


  “Holy shit,” she said. “You hit him.”


  He lowered the gun and put it back in his waistband. “You told me to.”


  “Yeah, but…you hit his neck without looking.”


  He glanced up. “And?”


  She was still shaking her head in apparent disbelief. “And you’re kind of a badass.”


  “What the hell do you think I get paid for?”


  “I don’t think Kirkpatrick could do that,” she said.


  “Neither do I.”


  She laughed. “You’re not even modest about it either, are you? Hell, I wouldn’t be. I’d get badass tattooed on my forehead if I could make a shot like that.”


  “That would just be advertising for trouble.”


  She tapped a finger against her lips. “You’re right. I’d get it on my chest instead.”


  “Don’t do that, you—”


  Her eyebrows shot up. “Please do finish that sentence.”


  Shut the hell up before you say something you’ll regret.


  Shrugging, he said, “I’ve just heard it hurts like hell. But go for it if that’s your thing.” He leaned over and picked up her gun. “Care to continue?”
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  THEY’D PRACTICED SHOOTING more rounds for another hour before calling it quits and making a quick stop at the grocery store. Her shoulder felt sore already, and she doubted she’d be able to lift her arm over her head the next day.


  Jason merged onto the main road that led back to the apartment, the road pretty deserted even though it was still early in the evening. Daylight savings was due in a little over a week, and it couldn’t come soon enough. She hated that it got dark so early.


  Sixties tunes played softly in the background, and it made her smile as she watched him drive. She’d never have pictured him enjoying that kind of music, and it reminded her of the first day she’d met him, when she and Steven had been blaring surf rock on the way to her father’s house.


  Leaning her head against the glass, she closed her eyes and felt her body relax. She always felt safe with Jason, more so than even Kirkpatrick, though she’d never tell him that. Even in the middle of a gun range, he’d found ways to keep her calm, to help her not freak out. And she’d definitely freaked when they’d first entered that place. Hearing the gunshots had made her jump, and she’d had to force herself to breathe through the panic. The last thing she wanted to do was show weakness in front of him, and that was probably the only thing that had kept her upright instead of in a ball in the corner. But as terrified as she’d been to face her fear, she couldn’t help but be proud of herself for doing it. She hoped she’d never need to put into practice what she’d learned tonight, but she was glad to at least know how to click the safety off in case she needed to.


  “You can admit it,” Jason said, and she opened her eyes.


  Pursing her lips, almost positive where he was going with this but not wanting to confess it, she said, “I’ve already told you how mind-blowing you were back there. I think your ego might explode if I keep praising you.”


  Chuckling, he shook his head. “That’s not the admission I was looking for, but I’ll take another compliment.”


  “You’re a smug bastard. How’s that?”


  “One of the nicer things you’ve called me. Thank you.”


  She rolled her eyes as he turned into the overflow parking across the street from their apartment complex. “Fine,” she said when he shut off the engine. “It wasn’t as bad as I thought it’d be.”


  “And?”


  Groaning, she said, “And I felt kinda kickass knocking out a few kneecaps.”


  “And a hip,” he added.


  Turning her body to face him, she opened her mouth to say something and then closed it, hesitating. His brow rose as he waited, and she tried again.


  “Thank you,” she said, twisting the ring on her finger. “I never thought I could even be in the same room as all of those weapons without having a major attack, so…thank you. I’m not saying I wanna do it every week for fun, but it makes me feel…”


  “Empowered?” he guessed.


  “Yeah. Yeah, that’s a good word for it. Empowered.”


  His face was shaded in the darkened interior, but she could make out his gentle smile.


  “I’m glad you feel that way,” he said.


  That’s not all I’m feeling.


  Suddenly, the air in the car turned electric, and she couldn’t move. Her eyes didn’t waver from his, and as he held them, she didn’t dare breathe, or the spell would be broken.


  “We should probably go,” he said finally, his voice deeper than it was before and, she swore, laced with regret.


  She gave a slight nod, not wanting the moment to be over. The tension hummed between them, and she waited. For what, she didn’t know. She’d never expect him to ever be the first to make a move, but she couldn’t seem to move her body those last remaining inches forward.


  Car beams flashed in the rearview mirror, someone parking in the lot too, and that was enough to shatter the moment. On Jason’s end, anyway.


  He looked away, rubbing his eyes, before opening the car door. Sighing, she fell back in her seat and cursed that she was such a coward. She rounded the car just as Jason pulled the bags from his trunk.


  “I can carry those,” she said, grabbing at the bags in his hand.


  He let go of them easily, his eyes scanning the darkness, his body tensing beside hers. Though he didn’t slow down, she could feel his body language do a 180 from what it’d been in the car. The man beside her was in alert mode.


  Her eyes followed his along the darkened street. It seemed deserted to her, but Jason kept looking back at a black car parked along the sidewalk. Its windows had to be tinted far beyond the legal limit. The driver’s side window rolled down a crack, and a cigarette tapped against the edge of the glass, the ashes scattering to the pavement below. When the window rolled back up, Jason said, “I think we should get going.”


  “Why? Is something wrong?”


  “We just need to—” He whipped his head back around to see the car had pulled out and was screeching straight for them. “Shit—” she heard before Jason’s body slammed into hers, knocking her off the pavement and sending her flying backward to hit the ground in an unforgiving thud as the car plowed into his side. He landed on the hood, crashing into the windshield before rolling off and dropping to the ground.


  “What the hell…Garrett!” Kirkpatrick yelled when he yanked open their apartment door and saw them lying on the ground. He pulled out his gun and leaned over the rail, trying to get a shot at the car, but it was already out of view. Cursing, he ran down the stairs.


  After grabbing his gun from his ankle holster, Jason jumped to his feet, yelling, “Stay with her!” and took off at breakneck speed after the nondescript black Mercedes. When he was close enough to get a good shot, he aimed for the back tire, causing it to blow out. The car weaved to one side, but instead of slowing down, it accelerated, the tires squealing as it made a hard right onto a side street. Jason aimed again, and this time he knocked out the back windshield before it disappeared.


  Kirkpatrick kneeled over Katherine, and she tried to sit up, but pain shot through her back and shoulder, and her head was tender where she’d knocked it. Around her, her bags were lying on the ground, the contents splayed out all over the pavement.


  “No, just stay there,” he said, keeping tabs on the movement around them. The street was empty, though; not one person was in sight.


  When Jason was back, she struggled to her elbows.


  “Are you okay?” she asked, her voice faint from having the breath knocked out of her.


  “I’m fine,” Jason clipped out before kneeling beside her and inspecting her for damage. “Let’s move her inside.”


  



  * * *


  



  JASON WAS PACING. He never paced. Never fidgeted. Never showed more than subtle emotion at any time. But right now?


  Jason was pissed.


  He had his cell phone in a death grip by his ear, and he was talking in a low, angry voice to whom she assumed was Thompson. Whatever was being said on the other end of the line wasn’t something Jason agreed with, and when he hung up, he flung his phone on the couch. Kirkpatrick was standing by the window keeping an eye out, but gave him an inquisitive look. When Jason gave him a curt nod, Kirkpatrick returned his attention outside.


  “What did he say?” she asked Jason, wincing when she moved the ice pack to her elbow. She’d gotten a few scrapes and bruises when Jason had pushed her out of the way, but nothing seemed sprained or broken. Her heart rate was a little astronomical, but she figured that was par for the course when someone was trying to run you the hell over.


  Most likely the same someone who’d been in my room…


  Jason grabbed a bottled water out of the fridge and downed half of it before responding. “Nothing for you to worry about.”


  “That’s bullshit,” she said, and his eyes shot to hers. “Stop treating me like I’m some breakable child that’s gonna shatter when something bad happens.”


  Kirkpatrick let go of the curtain and crossed his arms. “No leads. When I spoke with Thompson before, he said it’d be best to move you to a more central location.”


  She looked at him warily. “Central location, meaning…?”


  “Your father’s house,” he said.


  “What?” she shrieked, jumping up and looking between the two guards in panic. “But…I wouldn’t be any safer there. Someone got into his office, remember?”


  Jason stayed quiet, his wall up and no longer giving away any sign of emotion, while Kirkpatrick took the lead. “It’s more about having extra eyes on you, working as one unit instead of two.”


  “I think you’ve proved more than capable of saving my life,” she protested. “I’m not going back there. I’m not.”


  “If that’s what is decided, I’m afraid you won’t have a say in the matter.”


  “No. Absolutely not.” She turned to Jason. “Please. You can stop this, I know you can.”


  “Hey, what am I, a chump?” Kirkpatrick joked.


  Jason regarded her as he rubbed his jaw, his head cocked to the side. Glancing over at Kirkpatrick and then at her, he dropped his hands and grabbed his phone from the couch. “Put the ice back on your shoulder,” he told her. Then he disappeared down the hallway.


  “Shit,” she said, kicking the chair leg. She’d have to come up with another escape plan if they decided to make her go back there.


  “Well, look at it this way,” Kirkpatrick said. “If we have to leave, at least you don’t have to go to your awful classes. And by you, I mean me too. They’re ‘throw yourself off a cliff’ worthy.”


  She narrowed her eyes at him. “Don’t think this lets you off the hook from our bet. I’ll parade you all over downtown Atlanta if we have to leave.”


  When his smug grin fell, she smirked. “Better go work your magic with Garrett and do some begging, or my fellow students won’t be the only ones having a field day.”
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  SHOTS FIRED.


  BROKEN glass.


  A little late night reminder that not everything stays hidden in the shadows.


  Better luck next time, asshole.


  Let the games begin.
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  “OH MY GOD,” Katherine said, dropping her spoon into her bowl of cereal when Kirkpatrick shuffled into the kitchen the next morning. “No way. No freakin’ way.” A wave of hysterical giggles overtook her as she collapsed over the table.


  Kirkpatrick rolled his eyes. “Yeah, yeah. Get it out of your system now.”


  “No,” she said, wiping the tears from her face. “It’s so perfect. People are gonna flip.”


  His entire body was covered in tight magenta spandex, with red briefs and boots and a long polka dot cape trailing behind him. On his head was a headband with a massive pink bow, and the Hello Kitty symbol adorned the front of his chest as well as his belt buckle. Basically, he was Superman with Hello Kitty adornments. And it was fucking fabulous.


  “Where the hell am I supposed to put my gun?” he asked, lifting the cape to search for a spot.


  “Why, in your magical briefs, of course.”


  Jason walked in from the living room and shook his head as he looked him over. “The fuck are you wearing?”


  “This was the bet,” she said proudly. “He has to wear that all day while I go to class. Don’t you think it’s an appropriate bodyguard outfit? I mean, you’re basically superheroes, so you should dress like one. What size do you wear, Garrett?”


  “I’d never agree to those terms, but bar that, I’d never lose.” He shot a pointed look at Kirkpatrick, who shrugged.


  “I never thought she’d last. I think you took it easy on her. Regardless, I’m secure enough in my masculinity to rock this. Women love pink on guys, right? And it’s comfortable,” Kirkpatrick said, squatting and stretching around to see how it moved.


  She laughed again. The spandex would’ve been unforgiving on almost anyone else, but it showcased every one of Kirkpatrick’s muscles, and damn…she’d had no idea all that was underneath. Regardless of the ridiculousness of what he was wearing, it showed off his body and his sizable…package.


  “You actually look kinda hot,” she told him, earning daggers from Jason.


  Ooh, jealous?


  “I mean for an old bodyguard and all,” she backtracked.


  “I’ll take that compliment, thank you.” Kirkpatrick looked at Garrett. “Did you tell her yet?”


  “No,” Jason said. “Hadn’t gotten a chance.”


  Her eyes darted between the two of them. “Tell me what?”


  “Thompson agreed to let us stay put. No need to withdraw from your classes.”


  “Unless you want to,” Jason piped up.


  Now that was how to start a Friday off right.


  “I’ll high-five to that,” she said, slapping both of their hands before wincing.


  Jason narrowed his eyes in concern. “Your shoulder bothering you?”


  “It’s sore,” she admitted. “More from shooting a gun than from being thrown to the ground, I’m sure.”


  “I heard you kicked ass at the range. Good job, Kitty Kat,” Kirkpatrick said.


  She pointedly looked down at the picture on his chest and back at him. “You don’t think your outfit is a coincidence, do you?”


  “Guarder of the Kitty, and—” Kirkpatrick stopped. “Yeah, okay, that’s not appropriate at all, you little troublemaker.”


  “Told you not to make a bet with her,” Jason said, coming around the bar to stand in front of her. He pulled her sleeve all the way up and pressed around the tender flesh. “All these scrapes and bruises,” he murmured.


  “And they all come from you,” she teased. His eyes shot up to hers, and a glimmer of naughty mischief lit them. Was he thinking what she was thinking? Because she wouldn’t mind a few teeth marks to add to her collection…


  He pulled her sleeve back down. “Ice it.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  After taking a final bite of her breakfast, she set the bowl in the dishwasher and leaned her hip against the sink.


  “All right, King Kirk of the Kittehs. You ready to go?”


  



  * * *


  



  KIRKPATRICK SLUMPED AGAINST the front door of the apartment after slamming it shut. “Thank God,” he said, moaning with his eyes closed.


  “Aww, it wasn’t so bad, was it?” Katherine asked, tossing her bag in the chair. “I’ve never heard anyone get so many catcalls in my life.”


  He reached into his briefs and pulled out a wad of papers. “What does it say about women now that they stick their numbers in a guy’s underwear?”


  “Oh, you’re not just any guy, King Kirk. You’re a superhero. Chicks dig superheroes.”


  The front door opened then, and Jason, sweaty and in gym clothes, stepped through, knocking Kirkpatrick out of the way. He looked the costumed man up and down and shook his head.


  “You have a fan club outside,” he told Kirkpatrick with a grin.


  “Tell them King Kirk saved the world and has gone back to his alien planet.” Kirkpatrick took off his bow headband and tossed it on the table.


  “You heard the man, Katherine,” Jason said. “Go tell them.”


  “Oh hell no. I’m not breaking any hearts on his behalf. Besides,” she said, nodding at the phone numbers Kirkpatrick tossed on the table, “he might want to keep those for later.”


  “Or never,” Kirkpatrick interjected. “That would be never.”


  Jason grabbed a water from the fridge and sucked it down in one long gulp.


  Hot damn, he made even that look sexy.


  “So something happened while you and your superhero were out saving the day,” he said after wiping his mouth. “There’s been an arrest.”


  “What?” Katherine and Kirkpatrick both said at the same time.


  “One of the members of the gang your dad is currently trying was found damaging your father’s private office at the courthouse,” he told them. “There’s more to it, and they haven’t gotten a confession yet, but the motive’s there, and he’s being held for questioning.”


  “What does that mean?” she asked, not wanting to get her hopes up that he meant what she thought he did, but unable to stop the smile from creeping across her face.


  Kirkpatrick said, “It means we’re one step closer, kiddo. Hell, five steps.”


  “Is that true?” she asked Jason.


  Wiping the sweat off his brow, he said, “Time will tell.”


  Her grin faltered a bit. “Um, that doesn’t sound very promising. This is exciting stuff, right?”


  “There’s a lot that needs to happen before we jump to conclusions, so I’m not trying to get your hopes up, but…yeah, an arrest is promising news.”


  Holy shit. She flopped on the barstool, stunned. What if this was finally over? What would life be like if she could breathe again? It was almost too much to think about.


  “So…how long, do you think, until we know for sure?” she asked.


  “Depends on how long it takes to get his confession,” Jason said.


  “That’s not helpful.”


  “I’m not sure what you want me to say other than to answer your questions honestly. An arrest in the case could be good news. Is anything definitive yet? No. Will we know the whys of everything soon or will we ever? I don’t know. Is that helpful enough for you?”


  She wrinkled her nose. “Someone’s cranky. Did you run a six-minute mile instead of five or something?”


  Shaking his head, he tossed the empty bottle in the trash and walked out of the kitchen, pulling his drenched shirt over his head. She leaned back off her stool as she watched his bare, muscular body head down the hall. His back glistened with sweat, and it was all she could do not to chase him down so she could taste it with her tongue. I bet he tastes delicious, like my favorite—


  “Katherine.” Kirkpatrick’s voice startled her, and she fell off the stool, landing smack on her ass. When she looked up, his brow was raised.


  “What?” she asked.


  He looked toward the hall and then back to her.


  Rolling her eyes, she grumbled, “Well, tell him to keep his damn shirt on next time.”


  When Kirkpatrick shook his head and walked away, she called after him, “Or better yet, don’t.”
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  JASON GROANED FOR what had to be the tenth time from where he sat in the armchair, and she reached behind her to grab a pillow from the couch to throw it at his head.


  “You’re ruining this for me, so would you please sod off?” she said, mimicking the British words used in the movie they were watching.


  “No one says this kind of shit in real life.”


  “Hence, this is a movie. It’s make-believe. Fake. Not real.”


  “What’s the point?”


  Now it was her turn to groan. “The point is, it’s for enjoyment purposes and to escape real life, which, for some, has been a bit of a fucking nightmare for a few years. Can you please shut that hole in your face and pretend to like it for my sake? You did tell me I could choose the movie.”


  “Which I’ve regretted for the past”—he checked his watch—“hour and forty-five minutes now.”


  Another pillow flew at his head.


  “All right, all right,” he said, holding his hands up in surrender.


  “Thank you.”


  She reached for the remote and rewound it back to where they were before he’d so rudely interrupted. He’d surprised her after his shower by ordering in Saucelito’s and telling her to “pick a flick.” She wasn’t sure what had gotten into him, but she guessed it was his “I’m sorry I was a cranky ass earlier” way of apologizing. If that was the case, he was welcome to be pissy anytime. And not that she was trying to press her luck with him, but she needed some happy romance, not some ear-blasting, blow-’em-up guy movie, and she hoped Jason converted into a full-fledged Hugh Grant fan after this. The guy was hilarious—who wouldn’t like him?


  Well…she thought, looking over to where Jason sat across the room biting his thumb in what looked like an attempt to keep his mouth shut. Maybe Hugh’s charm doesn’t extend to straight guys.


  “Oh, come on,” he burst out when he couldn’t hold it in any longer. “No one would say that.”


  She glared at him. “Again, it’s a freakin’ movie, but I bet hundreds of people have said that line. Thousands, even.”


  “No. No one can say it with a straight face. Look,” he said, pointing to the screen. “She’s trying to hold back a smile, see it?”


  “Those are tears, jackass.”


  “Tears of inner uncontrollable laughter.”


  She hit the pause button on the remote. “Fine. You pick, then. Something super action-packed and with lots of macho bravado being thrown around, I’m sure.”


  “Turn it back on.”


  “I don’t think I will,” she said, tossing the remote aside.


  “Katherine. Turn the damn thing back on. It’s almost over. I hope.”


  “I’ll turn it back on if you get up and say the line.”


  “If I—” He looked at her as if she were crazy. “Fuck no.”


  Sitting back with her arms crossed, she said, “Fuck yes. Get up. Say the line. Prove to me it’s the lamest thing ever, and then I’ll turn it back on.”


  “You would drive a lesser man to drink, you know that?”


  She narrowed her eyes and rose to her feet, motioning for him to do the same. “Up. Get up.”


  When he didn’t budge other than shaking his head, she moved in front of him and stood between his legs. Grabbing his hands, she pulled him up off the seat.


  “All right, now stand right here and pretend I’m Hugh.”


  His lips twitched as he gave her a once-over. “Yeah, I can see it.”


  “Gee, thanks. Now…you’ve walked into my bookstore looking for me and I’ve turned you down and broken your heart, but before you go, you just want to tell me…”


  He looked at her blankly. “Tell you…?”


  She rolled her eyes. “That was the setup. Say the line.”


  Blowing out a breath, he snickered to himself before throwing out, “I’m just a girl, standing in front of Hugh, asking him to be with her.”


  “Noooo,” she said with a pout. “Those aren’t the words, and you can’t laugh. Serious face only. And you’re not a fucking girl, so please just do it right so we can finish the movie.”


  “I think you would do a far better job at this than I ever could.”


  “I don’t have any doubts about that.”


  “Then do it,” he dared her. “Show me how it’s done.”


  “You’re such a pain in my ass. Fine.” She cleared her throat and looked him in the eye for a long moment. Suddenly, she felt nervous and the line felt all wrong. She didn’t want him to think of her as a girl.


  “Remember, I’m also just a woman,” she said, taking a small step toward him. “Standing in front of a man.” Another step brought her within inches of him. Heat radiated off him in waves, and she reached between them and fingered his shirt before whispering, “Asking him to love her.”


  His smile faded as his eyes dropped to her lips. She licked them and waited, not daring to breathe.


  Do it. Please, God, do it.


  But he didn’t make a move. He didn’t move away either, so she summoned up all her courage and pressed her lips against his before he could try to stop her. His lips were warm and softer than they looked, probably the only part of his entire body that could be called that, but they remained closed to her.


  She could feel his breath coming faster as he seemed to war with himself over what to do. It seemed like a lifetime that she lingered, willing him to respond to her, but she wasn’t about to move away and break their connection. She swiped a path along his lips with her tongue, and he inhaled, his mouth parting slightly. Not wasting any time, she leaned in for a deeper kiss, and this time, he kissed her back. The fingers she had resting on his shirt gripped it tighter, pulling him closer, as he grabbed the back of her neck and moved his other hand to her waist.


  It was as if, with one kiss, the dam holding him back had crashed open, and he held her in his strong arms as his tongue plunged into her mouth to taste and explore.


  Fuck, he feels good. There was no way this was actually happening. It was too perfect, the feelings too much for this not to be a dream.


  A delicious throb began between her fevered thighs as he kissed her, and yes—he was the one kissing her now. There had been no doubt in her mind that she’d never want to stop kissing him, stop touching him, if she ever started, but she had no idea how physically true that was. Someone would have to pry her away now. With one kiss, she’d felt her soul merge with his.


  Her hand cupped the back of his neck, their bodies flush together. The length of him hardened as it pressed against her lower stomach, and she cursed and bit his lip. He responded by pulling her tighter before backing her up against the wall.


  His erection ground into her as they devoured each other, and she spread her legs and grabbed his ass with both hands to pull him closer. Wet heat pooled between her thighs, and she rubbed herself against him, trying to get some friction to ease the ache.


  He grabbed her wrists from behind him, pushed them up over her head, and held them there with one hand, while his other trailed down her chest slowly, stopping to cup one of her breasts. She moaned and bucked her hips, and he responded by biting her lower lip, running his tongue over it after to soothe the sting.


  “Yes,” she said, breathless, before leaning forward to catch his mouth again.


  When she didn’t feel his lips press back against hers, she opened her eyes. Though her hands were still over her head and their bodies connected, he was leaning away, the look on his face as if he’d just realized what he’d done. He stared at her for a minute before shaking his head and letting go of her wrists. Her arms dropped to her sides as he slowly backed away. The loss of him was immediate, and she stepped forward.


  “Don’t,” he said, putting his hand up.


  Halting her steps, she took in his disheveled clothes, the wild look in his eyes, the erection straining to get free. His body still wanted her. She moved closer.


  “I said fucking stop, Katherine.”


  “I don’t want to stop.”


  “This isn’t gonna happen. You and me.”


  It was like he’d slapped her across the face. She wanted to know why, when every part of her body was screaming that it should happen. That it would.


  “Why not?” she asked anyway.


  “You’re my client.”


  “And?”


  “That alone should be enough for you.”


  “Well, it’s not. What else?”


  When she took a step forward, he turned away and ran a hand over his head. Groaning in frustration, he said, “You want this to be a fling? Is that what you want? Our lives don’t fit, Katherine, and they never will.”


  “But you’re attracted to me.”


  “Yes.”


  She hadn’t expected him to answer honestly. Even though his words had been harsh, they were passionate, and that meant she couldn’t give up.


  “And you’re not even willing to try?”


  He pinned her with an unrelenting stare. “No.”


  “I’ll change your mind,” she said, her fingers grazing his shirt again.


  He caught her hand and then dropped it before backing away. “Please don’t. This was a mistake.”


  No it’s not.


  He left her standing there as he walked away, and she let him.


  His resolve was crumbling. Tonight had just been the tipping point. If this was how he wanted to play it, she was game.
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  THINGS WERE TENSE. Unbearably so.


  When he’d passed Katherine on his way out the door that night, he’d felt the taut wire between them coiling and pulling them closer, though they hadn’t said a word to each other. They didn’t have to—their eyes had said it all.


  What happened last night had been wrong. He knew that. His mind told him that. But he wasn’t sorry. Kissing her hadn’t felt wrong, not in the slightest. Even as the words “This was a mistake” had tumbled from his lips while she stared up at him, lips swollen and needy, he knew they’d been a lie.


  If he were honest with himself, he was shocked as hell at how fucking perfect she’d been in his arms. She was his every fantasy come true, one he hadn’t even allowed himself to consider before, and now that he’d tasted her, he couldn’t get her out of his mind. Chaos swirled around them, and though there were more important things to be focused on, he couldn’t have said what they were.


  He pushed himself harder and faster as he headed into the last mile, the pine trees he ran alongside becoming nothing but a stroke of green paint as he passed them.


  Lately he’d been thinking a lot about right and wrong, black and white. He’d never crossed the line. Not with a client. Not with a moral he held in high regard. Not with authorities. Not with anyone or anything. Not ever.


  Yet the last few weeks had turned him into someone he barely recognized. And in the middle of that storm of change was Katherine.


  The spirited pain in his ass he couldn’t stop thinking about. The one he knew better than to touch. But he’d never had someone open up to him the way she had, and he could tell it was the same for her. She was so closed off, so private with what she felt and what she really wanted, putting on a confident face for everyone while hiding who she was. It was that confidence that he’d mistaken for spoiled arrogance when they’d first met.


  It was true that you never knew what lurked in someone’s private life, what pain and suffering they were going through. He’d been quick to assume, and for the first time in his life, he’d been wrong.


  Would it be so bad to try, like she’d asked? Probably.


  It was the first rule in the handbook: “Thou shalt not have fucking relations with a client, current or former.” Not that many others he worked with had adhered to that rule, but he had. With the life he’d chosen, he’d never formed attachments, romantic or otherwise. Keep it casual, keep it outside of work, and never let anyone in too close. The life he lived was dangerous, and it was selfish and reckless to bring anyone into that.


  But Katherine made him want to see what he was missing. Made him want to confide his deepest, darkest secrets and pray she wouldn’t run. Made him want to wrap her in his arms and heal the broken pieces of her, one by one. To fix her fractured relationship with her father and with her best friend. To take away her living nightmare.


  He wanted to change the plan for her. But how?


  Slowing to a walk, he paced in front of the apartment complex as his mind warred with what to do. Once he stepped inside that front door, the precarious edge they were balancing on would tilt one way or another. Was he prepared for the consequences of his choice? That was the question.


  He lingered outside until long after daylight had faded and a crisp winter breeze froze his sweat-dampened clothes. With every stair he climbed, he felt his resolve in his decision strengthen. But it wasn’t until he walked through the door and took one look at her that he fell, completely and unabashedly, off the edge of the cliff.


  “Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes,” Katherine said, smiling at him where he stood motionless in the doorway, all signs of the earlier tension gone. She was toweling off a fry pan, a smudge of what looked like flour lining her cheek. “If you come and get this sloth away from the table, I’ll feed you too.”


  Kirkpatrick groaned and pushed back his chair to rub his belly. “I think that was enough to send me into a food coma. Watch out, Garrett, she’s on a cooking spree.”


  Laughing, Katherine took his empty plate to the sink. “Well, I figured I owed you breakfast for dinner after you rocked that costume so hard.”


  “Perfection,” Kirkpatrick said. “You’ve been holding out on us this whole time. Eating cereal and making us eat takeout and pizza.”


  “Oh, like that’s a bad thing” she replied, grabbing a bottle of water out of the fridge. She leaned across the counter and held it out to Jason. “You look thirsty.”


  Giving her a grateful smile, he took it and then looked over all the food spread across the counter. Food that did not look like Kirkpatrick’s breakfast ingredients.


  “What’s all this?” he asked.


  “Dinner for people who don’t eat like a five-year-old. I hope you worked up an appetite.”


  “I mean what’s the occasion for me? I didn’t wear a superhero outfit.”


  “Well I need to eat too, so I might as well make enough for two,” she said with a shrug. “And I’ve forced you to watch girly movies for weeks now, so…consider this an apology.”


  He got the meaning behind her apology loud and clear, but for Kirkpatrick’s benefit, he lifted an eyebrow and said, “Why do I feel like she’s buttering us up for something?”


  Kirkpatrick laughed. “Just go with it. Although after one bite of her waffles, I was tempted to say yes to whatever she wanted.”


  And there it is. That doesn’t bode well for me at all, now does it…


  She was smiling to herself, and when she glanced up at him, there was a mischievous sparkle in her eyes.


  Christ. That. That look. After what had happened between them last night, he knew being alone with her was dangerous, and he was even questioning his own self-control, something he’d never done before.


  After pulling out a cutting board and rummaging in the utensil drawer, she said in a stern voice, “Could you please go shower now? I’d like to eat this meat sometime this century.”


  



  * * *


  



  WHEN HE WAS freshly showered, he walked back in the kitchen to see Kirkpatrick yawning while he waited to tag off.


  “Sorry,” the man said, getting up. “I don’t know why I’m so tired tonight. I feel like I could sleep for a day.”


  “I’ve got it from here,” Jason said, clapping him on the back. Kirkpatrick said his good nights and shuffled down the hall, barely awake on his feet.


  Katherine was pulling vegetables out of the refrigerator, and she had a self-satisfied look on her face.


  “What’s that look for?” he asked her, taking a seat on the barstool.


  “What look?” Her eyes were innocent and wide. Too much so.


  “Is your specialty narcoleptic hash browns? You planning another little escapade you need us knocked out for?”


  “I have no idea what you’re talking about. Maybe he’s just had a long day.”


  He narrowed his eyes, wondering what she had up her sleeve. “I plan to stay right here and watch every little thing you put in whatever it is you’re making, so don’t try anything, please. I’d hate to detain you.”


  “I’d love for you to detain me,” she said, winking at him. “But don’t think I’m letting you just sit there and look pretty. I’m putting you to work.”


  Eyeing the food she’d pulled out, he said, “A porterhouse? That’s what you’re making?”


  “You complaining?”


  “Damn, not a bit. I might let you have a bite or two.”


  “A bite or two?” She moved a bag out of the way to reveal two of the massive steaks. “I’m getting my own.”


  “There is no way you can eat all that.”


  Twisting her lips into a devious smile, she said, “I think you’ll be surprised how big my appetite is.”


  Now that doesn’t surprise me.


  Before he let his thoughts continue to wander, he walked around the bar and asked, “What’s my station?”


  She pointed to the cutting board and handed him a container of mushrooms. “I figured you were good with a knife, and Lord knows I don’t need another weapons lesson this week. I just washed those, so you’ll need to slice them thin.”


  “Easy enough. What’s our full menu tonight, Chef?”


  Tying her hair back to keep it off her face, she announced, “Our course for the evening will consist of a juicy porterhouse steak with sautéed mushrooms, steamed veggies, and succulent loaded sweet potatoes, which I’ve already got in the oven.”


  “Wow,” he said, impressed that she’d gone through all the trouble. No doubt it comes with a price. One I’ll end up likely paying.


  “Mhmm. And for dessert, I cheated and bought a turtle cheesecake. I was never good at getting the right consistency, and I’d rather not eat cheesecake soup.”


  He put down his knife. “I think that’s a deal breaker. Made from scratch or nothing.”


  She smiled at him and set out the sauté pan and oil. “Guess I’ll eat it myself then.”


  “Right. Because you’ve got such a hearty appetite.”


  As she walked over to the sink, she brushed her body against him. It was a move intended to show him where the night was heading, and his best course of action at this point was to try to hold her off. But when she turned off the water and reached past him for a towel, her breasts grazed his arm, and he gave her a warning look.


  “Sorry,” she said, not sorry at all, and took her time pulling away. “Can’t have my hands wet already. I’ll need a firm grip on the meat so it doesn’t slide out of my hands.”


  Fucking hell, woman.


  Clenching his jaw shut so he didn’t make the response he wanted to, he continued chopping, and she eventually breezed by him again to her spot at the counter.


  “How do you like your steak?”


  “Medium rare,” he clipped out.


  “Medium rare it is.” Out of the corner of his eye, he saw her watching him. “When you’re done with those, they can go in the pan.”


  After slicing the last mushroom, he slid them into the pan, and then looked at her expectantly. “Next?”


  “You can set the table while I get the meat ready.”


  “Shouldn’t I get the meat ready?”


  The steak she’d been prepping dropped onto the counter with a loud thunk, and she gaped at him.


  “What?” he asked, figuring he could play at her innocent game too. “I’m a guy. I know how to handle it.”


  “Oh, I’m sure you know how to handle it,” she said, her gaze dropping down to his pants.


  “Katherine?” He strolled over to her and placed one hand on either side of her on the counter.


  “Yes?”


  “I need…” His face inched closer to hers, and her eyes dropped to his lips.


  Her voice was breathy with anticipation as she asked, “You need…?” She was close to squirming beneath him, exactly where he wanted her to be.


  Running his hand up her arm, he said, “You…”


  Katherine’s eyes fluttered closed, and her head tilted to the side.


  “…to move so I can get the plates,” he whispered.


  Her eyes flew open, and when she caught sight of the grin on his face, she pushed him hard against the chest.


  “You’re an asshole.”


  “And you’re still in my way.”


  Cheeks flushed, she moved from the counter, crossing her arms over her chest.


  Too late for that. He’d already seen the evidence of her arousal through her shirt, her nipples hardened and straining against her fitted white tee. Teasing her was a turn-on of its own. Her face always flushed, and her rapid breaths made her chest rise and fall in agitation. She was a sexy fucking sight.


  He’d never been tempted before. Not even once. And he sure as fuck couldn’t pinpoint what it was about Katherine Shaw that had the foolish, inappropriate thoughts running through his mind. She was dressed in a short skirt that showed off her legs that stretched on for days. He decided it could’ve been those. Or maybe the not-so-sweet green eyes looking at him with lust right now.


  Whatever it was, however unwelcome, it wouldn’t be denied.


  After he’d set the table, she’d had no further instructions, so he sat at the bar watching her. She moved with the ease of someone who was familiar in the kitchen, searing the steaks, sautéing the vegetables, and baking the sweet potatoes to perfection. Tendrils of hair had escaped from her hair tie and were framing her still flour-covered face.


  “Katherine,” he said, leaning over the bar and motioning for her to come closer.


  She met him halfway, and when his hand cupped her face, her eyes widened. Stroking gently with his thumb, he wiped her cheek clean, his eyes still holding hers. She looked at him in amazement, as though she couldn’t believe he was touching her so reverently. When all traces of flour were gone, he removed his hand and sat back in the chair.


  “Better,” he said.


  She stared at him in a daze, until a burning smell filled his nostrils.


  Nodding at the pan on the stove, he said, “You might wanna get that.”


  “What?” Her gaze drifted to the stove. “Oh shit.”


  After switching off the dial, she put the pan on an unlit burner and waved away the smoke with her hand, a miserable expression taking over her face.


  “You weren’t dead set on mushrooms, were you?” she asked.


  “I’m not a fan of them, actually.”


  “You’re not? Why didn’t you say so?”


  “I would’ve eaten them if you made them.”


  “You ate the one I threw at you at Saucelito’s.”


  “It was covered in pizza sauce.”


  Her mouth opened and shut before she shook her head. “Dinner, minus the fungus, is served.”


  Taking his place at the table after she’d swatted his hand away when he’d tried to help, he drooled at the feast in front of him.


  “Where the hell did you learn to do this?” he asked her when she sat down across from him.


  Her smile held a shadow of grief. “My mom. She was a fantastic cook. She’d make these huge, elaborate dinners for me and my dad almost every night, and I paid attention.”


  “I’d say you were an excellent student.”


  “You haven’t even tried it yet.”


  “It’s like art. I almost don’t want to.”


  Cocking her head to the side, she gazed at him with curious eyes. “My dad always said that too.”


  “Smart man.” He held up his glass and said, “Thank you for dinner, Katherine. Cheers.”


  She clinked her water with his, her smile reaching her eyes this time.


  “Cheers. And you’re welcome,” she said.


  One bite of his steak later, and he was taking back his words.


  “I lied. This is not art you don’t touch. This is art you fucking devour.”


  Giggling at his choice of words, she said, “So you like it?”


  He pointed at her with his forkful of meat. “I think it’s pretty obvious I love it.”


  “It is pretty obvious when you love something, you’re right.” A wicked glint filled her eyes, but she left it at that.


  “I don’t think my tells are that evident.”


  “No, you’ve got a great poker face.”


  “Uh huh.”


  They ate their meal in silence, stealing glances, and, true to her word, Katherine finished off almost all of her massive steak. It was an amazing feat considering the porterhouse was bigger than her waist. And still she made room for more.


  “Dessert?” she asked, bringing out the cheesecake. When she’d cut them both a slice, she sat down and folded her hands in her lap.


  “So,” she said, “are we gonna dance around this all night?”


  He took a bite, sliding the fork between his lips, and then set it down.


  “What is it you want to say?”


  A heavy silence descended before she told him, “I’m not sorry for kissing you.” Her face was unabashed, her gaze unwavering, and he felt oddly…proud of the bold woman across from him.


  Holding back the grin that threatened to break free from his lips, he tilted his head to study her. “So this was not an apology dinner after all?”


  “In a way.”


  He raised his brow in question.


  “More of an apology for letting you stop,” she clarified.


  “Letting me?”


  “Mhmm.” She leaned forward onto her arms, her gaze on his lips, and her voice barely above a whisper. “Have you thought about it?”


  “About…?”


  “Kissing me again…have you thought about it?” Her tongue ran over her bottom lip, and for those frozen seconds in time, he couldn’t tear his eyes away.


  And then he nodded.


  Tossing her napkin on her plate, she rose from her seat, and he pushed his chair back to face her.


  She moved in between his thighs, pushing them open with hers, but kept her hands by her sides. When he forced himself to keep his arms where they were, she said, “You can touch me.”


  “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”


  “Maybe not. Do it anyway.”


  The fire in her eyes blazed, issuing a challenge he didn’t have the willpower to deny.


  He reached for her leg, skimming her bare skin beneath her skirt, and she let out a soft sigh. Squeezing gently, he inched her forward. Her palms rested on his shoulders before sliding around to the back of his neck.


  This could go way too far if she let his hand continue to rise. Would he do this…could he look himself in the eye tomorrow if he did?


  Fuck it all to hell.


  He reached up to grab her arms and pushed her away as he stood. Glancing back toward Kirkpatrick’s room, he told her, “Living room.”


  She didn’t hesitate. As she passed, he reached out for her wrist, and she turned to face him.


  “Turn the TV on,” he told her in a low voice. He met her eyes, and hers reflected understanding.


  With one last look down the hall, he followed her into the room, stopping just behind her as she picked up the remote and hit the on switch.


  Faint laughter filled the room at whatever was playing, but his attention was solely focused on her bare neck. He pressed himself against her, one hand flat on her stomach, holding her steady, and the other pulling down her hair tie.


  After tossing it on the table, he flexed his hand through her long strands to cup her head and tilt her neck for easier access. When his breath glided across her skin, he felt her shudder, and then he kissed her across her shoulder until his lips met the warmth of her neck. Sucking lightly, he relished the taste of her on his tongue. A moan escaped her lips, and the hand on her stomach came up to cover her mouth.


  “If we’re gonna do this, you have to be quiet,” he said in her ear.


  When she nodded her assent, he let his hand slide from her mouth down her neck and between her breasts. Her breath hitched, and her hand reached up to grip the back of his neck, holding him close. This time, she turned her head when he leaned down, and her lips caught his in a searing kiss.


  There was nothing tentative from either of them, and when she parted her lips, he didn’t waste any time. His tongue took her invitation, engaging with hers and exploring her sensuous mouth. He kissed her long and hard and with all the fervor of a man dying of thirst. When she turned to face him, her mouth left his for a moment, and he tightened the grip he had on her hair, pulling her back to his hungry lips. He couldn’t get enough of her.


  Sliding a hand underneath her shirt, he relished the silky feel of her skin under his rough fingers, letting them roam over her back and keeping her steady against him. He’d noticed earlier she wasn’t wearing a bra tonight, and he was beyond fucking thankful for that fact now. Her soft breasts were pressed against his chest, teasing him, begging to be caressed and sucked.


  After walking her backward until her legs hit the edge of the couch, he lowered her down onto it until she was lying flat and he hovered above her. Arching her hips up to meet his, she rubbed herself against the erection that was already hard as a fucking rock behind his jeans. He ground himself against her as he took her mouth once again, one hand holding himself up on the couch and the other sliding beneath her flimsy shirt.


  He cupped her breast, and when his thumb grazed her taut nipple, she writhed beneath him.


  “More,” she whispered, breathless.


  Pushing her shirt up over her chest, he bent down to take one ripe tip into his mouth, sucking and nipping her gently with his teeth before moving to the other. Her hand cupped the back of his head, holding him there and wrapping one leg around his hips.


  “So good,” she said, undulating beneath him.


  He lowered his hand to the hem of her skirt and pulled it up before sliding up her long, smooth thighs, going further up until he reached—


  Christ.


  She wasn’t wearing any goddamn panties either.


  He stroked and teased her warm lips, already wet and swollen, and just as his finger dipped inside, a creak came from the back of the apartment, and they both froze.


  Neither dared to move while they strained to hear any other movement, but when Kirkpatrick’s soft snores could be heard, their bodies relaxed.


  Katherine’s hips bowed up, and she warned, “Don’t you dare fucking stop,” before bringing his face down to hers for a scorching kiss.


  His fingers teased her again before he pushed one deep inside her and then another. Fuck, she was so damn tight that his cock ached to have her pussy clenched around him. He struggled to hold himself back, but the pounding of his erection trapped in his pants was becoming painful.


  As if she’d read his mind, her hand came down to rub against him before undoing his button and pulling the zipper down to free him.


  “Jesus, Jason,” she said as she gripped his long, thick length, spreading his pre-cum down to lube him. As she began to work him over, he found her sweet spot and she bowed up, panting.


  He smiled and hit the spot again, her legs beginning to quiver. Their movements synced, thrusting and rubbing the other off as they explored each other, climbing higher and higher to an explosive fucking release.


  “Oh God,” she moaned, and before she could say anymore, he crushed his lips against hers, absorbing her cries as her orgasm hit. As she shuddered beneath him, she moved her other hand to his cock and twisted them up in opposite directions, and that was all it took for him to go flying the fuck apart.


  As they both came down from the ecstasy of the high, he pulled away to look at her. Sweat glistened off her chest, her hair was wild and fanned around her, and her eyes were bright and shining. He’d never seen or felt anything so fucking perfect in his life.


  And now he wanted a taste.


  But just as he sat on his knees and bent down to swipe his tongue over her, the sound of a creaking door and footsteps had them jolting apart, moving to opposite ends of the couch and putting their clothes back in order.


  Seconds later, Kirkpatrick came trudging into view, his short hair wild and untamed, and his eyes half-awake. He yawned, and when he noticed them, said, “Hey, guys. So tired but I keep waking up. Mind if I watch TV until I pass out again?”


  And with that, the night was over already.


  Katherine’s eyes were filled with disappointment as she looked at Jason before sighing and telling Kirkpatrick, “Yes, but please turn it off this crap Jason is making me watch. You know he has no taste.”


  “Oh, I don’t know,” Jason said when Kirkpatrick’s back was turned. “I think I have pretty good taste.” Then he sucked his finger into his mouth, tasting the sweet remnants of her as she watched him, wide-eyed and wanting.


  [image: Image]


  



  KIRKPATRICK ENDED UP passing out in the armchair, and eventually Katherine had drifted off to bed, her body sated but her mind lingering on the feel of Jason on top of her, inside of her, stealing her breath. He’d been the last thing she saw before she fell asleep and the first when she’d awoken and dashed to the main room.


  The guys had been laughing at a movie that was playing, and when he saw her and said good morning, his face had lit up.


  They hadn’t been able to say anything more, but stole furtive glances at each other, sly smiles turning up their lips, and it eased the nervousness in her stomach that he didn’t seem to regret last night.


  When he’d tagged out for the day, she prayed that the hours until they were alone again would pass quickly. It was a Sunday, so she didn’t have much planned other than Steven’s visit later.


  Steven…


  The apprehensive feeling returned to her stomach then, as she wondered what was going on with him, flipping through every scenario in her mind and all the possible solutions that she could help with. She was anxious to have her friend back. So much had happened, and it felt strange that he didn’t know any of it. After today, would they go back to how things were? Would he want to? No matter what he said, she knew her answer wouldn’t change.


  She’d just finished pulling out a pan of blueberry muffins that morning when there was a knock at the door. Kirkpatrick didn’t seem surprised, and that had her instantly suspicious.


  “Do you know who’s here?” she asked when he got up to answer it. “Steven already?”


  “Why do you bother asking questions that will be answered in about two seconds?”


  “Are you saying I’m impatient?”


  Kirkpatrick snorted as he looked through the peephole and then reached for the handle. “That would be an understatement if I ever heard one,” he said, and opened the door.


  Thompson strolled through first, followed by—


  “What are you doing here?” she asked when her father stepped out from behind the tall man. His silver hair was parted neatly to one side, and he was in one of his signature suits today, as always. When she was younger, she’d wondered if he even owned a pair of jeans like Mr. Chambers and all the other dads of her friends. After rummaging through her parents’ closet, she came to the conclusion that if he did, they were buried somewhere she couldn’t reach.


  He was carrying a tray of coffee cups in his hands and set them on the kitchen counter before answering with a shake of his head. “That’s the first thing you want to say to me? Really, Katherine.”


  “Maybe not the first thing,” she said, her defenses going up.


  He took out each cup and checked the sides before picking one out and walking over to her. “I wanted to see you.”


  “I’m sure you came with a lecture.”


  “No, I wanted to make sure you’re all right. I know you’ve heard about the arrest by now, and…well, I wanted to check on you,” he said, holding out the coffee to her. “Is everything okay?”


  She took the cup from him and looked at the markings on the side to see what he’d ordered, ignoring his question. “How’d you know I like caramel macchiatos?”


  “A father knows these things.” Her brow went up in disbelief and he shrugged. “Garrett told me.”


  A thrill shot through her at the mention of Jason’s name.


  “Don’t you want yours?” she asked, nodding at the remaining cups.


  “Those are for the guys. I’ve never liked the stuff.” He unbuttoned his jacket and sat down in Jason’s chair, crossing his ankle over his knee, as Kirkpatrick and Thompson nodded their thanks and discreetly left the room.


  The heat of shame hit her cheeks and she lifted her drink to take a sip, trying to hide the guilt she felt at not knowing her father any better than he did her. Of course he didn’t drink coffee. She’d never seen him do that, and the only reason they’d owned a coffee machine at all when she was growing up had been for her mother’s daily two-mug fix.


  “Well, thank you for grabbing this,” she managed.


  “You’re welcome.” Looking around the room, he nodded in approval and commented, “They set you up in a nice place.”


  “Yeah, I like it.”


  “That’s good. That’s good.”


  If she didn’t know better, she would’ve said he was nervous. His fingers drummed along his ankle in a rapid beat. On second thought…


  “Are you okay?” she asked.


  His eyes were pained and there were bags under them as he gave her a smile that didn’t quite reach the corners. “I’ll be okay.”


  “They told me about the arrest. I’m assuming you weren’t there when it happened?”


  Shaking his head, he said, “No. No, I was in court.”


  “Maybe this will all be over soon,” she said, trying to remain upbeat. Something about him seemed so down, and her mind flashed back to when she and her mother were there to greet him after a rough day with hugs and kisses and long talks over dinner to lift the burden of his judgments. She missed those days.


  Taking in the deep grooves of his face that hadn’t been there before, she realized, I miss him.


  “I hope so,” he said to her comment, though it almost seemed like he’d read her mind.


  Gulping, she picked up her coffee and took a sip before changing the subject. “So…how’s the case going? The news seems to be all over it right now, but—”


  “You’ve been avoiding it,” her father finished for her. He smiled again. “I know. It’s been a bit of a media circus, which you know I’ve never been a fan of, but I’m hoping we only have a few short weeks left until they come to a decision. The biggest thing they seem to be tracking, though, is the Graham thing.”


  Her brow furrowed. “Why would they be interested in that?”


  “His time’s up,” her father told her. “He’s been on death row now for a few years, and they set his execution date for this week. His family has been working to appeal for years, but you can imagine time is of the essence right now.”


  That had to be weighing heavily on her father’s shoulders. Though he believed in justice, sentencing someone to death, no matter the crime, had never been easy, and it’d only happened twice in his term. It wasn’t easy for him to be vulnerable, to show just how deeply affected he was by his work, but she knew he had to be suffering.


  As she took in his melancholy eyes, a sharp pang shot through her heart at just how much time she’d wasted being angry. They’d always had a special relationship growing up, and she’d never intended for them to split so far apart after her mom passed, but as time went on, her resentfulness had only grown, and instead of talking to him about it, she’d shut herself off from him. It had been a defense mechanism. A way of protecting herself from the pain of losing another parent.


  But it had gone too far now. He was her dad, a man she’d always looked up to, and she was tired of pretending to hate him.


  “I’m sorry,” she said. “It’s not your fault that he did what he did. You can only be responsible for delivering justice to pay for those crimes, to help ease the family of those he hurt.” Reaching out, she covered her father’s hand with hers. “You’re fair and honest, and you make the hard decisions others can’t. I’m proud of you, Dad.”


  Tears filled his eyes, and hers followed suit.


  It was time. Time to end the pain and hurt between them and make amends. He was her family, the only close family she had, and there was no way she could live with herself if they were still on bad terms if, God forbid, something bad happened.


  “I love you, Katherine,” he told her, squeezing her hand in his. “I love you, and I’m so sorry. I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you when you’ve needed me. I haven’t been a good father to you for many years now, and I regret that. So much.” He took his glasses off and wiped his eyes with one hand. “I promise I’ll make it up to you. I want to try. Can you forgive me?”


  She smiled, and a lone tear trailed down her cheek. “Yeah. Yeah, I can. I’m sorry too.”


  He pulled her off the couch and into his chair to envelop her, and she breathed in his familiar smell of aftershave and peppermint. Wrapping her arms around his neck, she squeezed him tight as more tears streamed down her face. They held each other that way for a long time, allowing the cracks in their hearts to begin the process of piecing themselves back together.


  When she pulled back, she wiped her face. “I made muffins,” she said, and he laughed at the random announcement as she stood up.


  “And what are you and Steven fighting about now?”


  “What makes you think the muffins are for him?”


  Her father shook his head as he slipped his glasses back on. “The only time you bake is when you two have gotten into a silly fight and are trying to make amends. It’s how you say ‘I’m sorry,’ kiddo. Or how you guilt an ‘I’m sorry’ out of him.”


  Thinking back on that, she said, “You know what? You’re right. I never noticed that before. I guess they’re for both of you, then.” She headed to the kitchen, feeling lighter on her feet, as she called over her shoulder, “Want one or two to start?”


  “Half is enough. I’m sure you noticed, but I’ve been eating my feelings.”


  She brought a plate out with a whole blueberry muffin—extra streusel—and handed it to him. “I think it’s more that you got a new housekeeper who keeps the fridge fully stocked. I noticed when I was there last time.”


  “I realized I couldn’t go on eating tuna sandwiches for the rest of my life, and after almost burning the house down cooking an omelet, I decided I might need a little help.”


  “Good,” she said, and took a big bite of her own muffin. “I’m glad I won’t have to worry about you wasting away.”


  He patted his stomach. “I think I’d have to starve for months before that happened.”


  Rolling her eyes, her lips curved up, and she settled down on the couch to catch up with her dad. It felt like the past few years of distance was melting between them. Their bodyguards had remained in the back to give them privacy, and for that, she was grateful. It was awkward enough having to admit you could be an asshole without having an audience bear witness to it.


  “So,” he said, keeping his voice casual, “you dating any boys lately?”


  Her eyebrows shot up, and she stuffed the rest of the muffin in her mouth in an attempt not to answer.


  “Or is it called…talking…to someone? I don’t know the lingo these days.”


  Trying not to choke on her muffin, she quickly swallowed and took a sip of her coffee. “No. No dating. No talking. No marriage plans in the next decade, don’t worry.”


  He tried and failed not to show the relief on his face, before saying, “That’s my girl.” Then he frowned, and stammered, “Uh…not dating any…girls either, then?”


  “Dad!” she said with a laugh, and grabbed his empty plate to take back to the kitchen. “That’s a no too.”


  “Well, I was just checking.”


  As she laughed to herself and rinsed off the plates to put them in the dishwasher, the doorbell rang. Kirkpatrick appeared before she even shut the door to the washer, and looked through the peephole.


  “He’s early,” he said to Katherine before opening the door.


  She wiped her hands on a dishtowel and peered around the bar to see Steven standing in the doorway.


  “Hey,” he said when he saw her. “Can I come in? I thought maybe we could talk now.”


  “Yeah, of course,” she said, and Kirkpatrick moved aside so Steven could enter.


  His brown hair was windblown and longer than it had been the last time she’d seen him, and when he rubbed his hand over his face, she noticed how tired he looked. Wrapping her arms around him, she hugged him tight and he put his loosely around her waist, bending his head down so his chin was on her shoulder.


  “I missed you—” she began, but was cut off when Steven’s head jerked up.


  “What’s he doing here?” he asked, his eyes angrily flashing to her father.


  “Steven!” she said, shocked that he would be so rude.


  Her dad’s eyes shot up at the same time. “Pardon me?”


  “I thought you knew I was coming over,” Steven said.


  She stared at him, baffled. “Uh…I knew you’d be by at some point today, but I wasn’t aware I needed to clear my entire schedule. What the hell is your problem?”


  “He’s my problem.” Steven pointed at her father. Shaking his head, he said, “Forget it. We’ll talk later.”


  As he turned to leave, she grabbed his arm and made him face her. “We’ll talk now. What’s going on?” His breaths were rapid, his fists clenched. She looked over at her dad. “What am I missing here?”


  Her father stood up but stayed where he was, a confused expression on his face too. “I have no idea. Steven, son, come sit down and we can—”


  “Don’t fucking call me your son,” Steven spat. “Not after you lied to us. To both of us.” He indicated to her with his thumb.


  Thompson entered the room and looked around. “What’s the problem out here?”


  “Nothing, everything’s fine,” her father assured him.


  Thompson disagreed: “If there’s a situation, we can remove him.”


  “Gentlemen, please.” Her father held his hands up. “Steven, I’m sure whatever’s bothering you, we can talk through it—”


  “I don’t want to talk through it with you. I came here for Kat.”


  “Then spit it the hell out already,” she said.


  He grabbed a handful of his hair and paced the floor before shouting, “My dad had an affair with your mom!”


  She regarded him steadily and kept her voice calm, as though she were talking to a child, even though her insides were suddenly screaming at her. “What are you talking about?”


  Steven glared at her father. “Why haven’t you told her?”


  Justice Shaw kept his eyes on Steven and gave a slight shake of his head. “I don’t know how you found out that information, Steven, but that’s not something you or Katherine ever needed to know.”


  “Bullshit! Your wife was fucking my dad, and you didn’t think we would find out?”


  “Steven!” her father thundered.


  Katherine felt the blood drain from her face. “That’s not true. Why would you say that? It’s not true.”


  But Steven was in full-on hysterics, still screaming at her father. “My mom left us because of her, and you knew and you never told me why. Not when I cried trying to figure out what I’d done wrong, why my mom didn’t want me anymore. This whole time I thought it was something I did. But it was you. You and my father—our fucked-up parents. Ruining our lives, Kat.”


  “I think that’s enough,” her father said quietly.


  Katherine’s grip on the back of the chair was so hard, her hand had started to go numb. Numb. Like the rest of her body.


  “Tell me he’s lying,” she said, her focus on Steven and the tears streaming down his face. She looked at her father. “Tell me.”


  But his eyes said everything. There was regret. Shame. Embarrassment. Heartache. All swirling together in the depths of his blue eyes.


  “No,” she said, the sting of tears pricking her eyes. She shook her head. “That’s not true. Mom wouldn’t do that. She wouldn’t have done that.” She turned back to Steven. “You’re lying.”


  “I’m not lying, Kat.” The words were barely audible.


  She let go of the chair and started to back away.


  “Katherine,” her father said, “it was one time. And it was after your mom had left, Steven. You weren’t supposed to ever find out about that. Neither of you were.”


  “Oh yeah? Then who sent me the picture?” he spat.


  That seemed to take her father aback. “What picture?”


  “The one of the two of them…when they…” Steven choked off his words and turned away, running his fingers through his hair again.


  Her father stood stunned in his place for a long moment before saying, “I didn’t realize there was a photo. I’m so sorry you had to see that.”


  “She told you?” Steven said. “Why would she—”


  “Because it was one time,” her father interrupted. “Because there were many reasons for what she did, and I’m no less guilty for my part in what happened.” He stepped toward Steven, who didn’t move away. “Believe me when I say that your mom didn’t leave you because of this. I’m sure it didn’t help your parents’ situation, but what happened then was a mistake.” He looked over at Katherine then. “I forgave your mom and she forgave me too.”


  “Did…did you do that too?” she managed, not really wanting to know the answer. Her world had just blown up with Steven’s revelation, and she didn’t think she could handle hearing any more.


  Her father shook his head. “No. But I wasn’t around. I wasn’t around then…and I haven’t been around now.” His eyes were glassy, the rims of his eyes red. “And for that, I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry. I just don’t know how else to cope with things than to throw myself into work and try to forget. That’s never been fair to you. It wasn’t fair to your mother either, and it’s my fault I didn’t show her or tell her enough just how much I loved her.”


  She hiccuped back her cry, but the tears kept falling.


  “Because I did.” Her father looked between her and Steven. “And I love both of you. Very much. As did your mother, Katherine, and Steven, you have no reason to doubt yours. She may not be around in the way you’d like, but she has always loved you. Please don’t ever think otherwise.”


  Steven was shaking where he stood, and Kirkpatrick grabbed his shoulders and led him to the kitchen chair, where he dropped and held his head in his hands. His body was racked with sobs, and she knelt and wrapped her arms around him, holding him there and rubbing his back.


  “Katherine,” her father said, not coming any closer, but clearly grief-struck over what had just happened. She could barely process what she’d just heard, but she knew she didn’t want to alienate herself from him again. Her mom had seemed so happy with her dad, and she knew how much they’d loved each other. Yeah, he’d been working a lot in the time leading up to her death, but Katherine had never thought her mom would do something like that. She wouldn’t let this revelation taint the memory she had of her mother, but it did make her heart ache for what she now knew her father must’ve been going through.


  “I’m sorry that happened to you, Dad,” she whispered, looking up at him as she held on to Steven.


  “Please don’t think ill of your mother for that,” he begged her. He looked at Steven’s upturned face. “Or your father. It’s of no consequence now. Please.”


  Her father hesitated before coming over to them. He placed his hand on Steven’s head, and when he didn’t flinch away, he bent down and enveloped both of them in his arms. “I love you both. So much,” he said, and kissed each of them on the head.


  They stayed like that for a long time, until Steven’s sobs quieted and stopped, and Katherine’s tear-stained face had long dried. Her father pulled back then and sat in an adjacent chair.


  “Steven, can we go back a bit?” he asked. “You said someone sent you that picture?” He glanced over at Thompson and Kirkpatrick to make sure they were listening.


  Steven sniffed and rubbed the wetness from his face. “I got it the day after I brought Kat to your house. It was in my campus mail.”


  Thompson took over then and addressed Steven. “Did it have a return address? Do you still have the envelope it came in?”


  “Yeah, it’s back at my apartment. I thought it was weird that there wasn’t any postage or anything.”


  Her father looked up sharply to Thompson, who nodded. “We need to look that over and check for fingerprints. Now, if that’s okay with you.”


  Steven’s eyes widened. “You think it has something to do with whoever’s after you and Kat?”


  Thompson gave a tight-lipped smile. “I don’t think it would hurt to take a look.”


  “Uh…” Steven’s gaze traveled between the two of them. “I mean…yeah. Okay. If it helps. We can go there now if you want.” He glanced over at Katherine. “Will you come?”


  “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” her father interjected. “I’d rather Katherine not have to see…anything.”


  “Oh…right.”


  Katherine took Steven’s hand in hers. “Are we okay? I want us to be okay.”


  Steven leaned forward and pressed his forehead against hers. “We’ll always be okay, Kit Kat.”


  “I didn’t even have to give you muffins for forgiveness this time.”


  His head jerked up, and he sniffed the air. “I knew I smelled blueberries. Let me at ’em.”


  Laughing, she got up and grabbed the pan of muffins, then set them on the table in front of him. She gestured to Thompson and Kirkpatrick. “If you guys want even a bite of one, you’d better get in there now. Once he starts, there’s no stopping him.”


  As the men in the room crowded around the table, she stood back, a nagging thought in the back of her mind. If someone had taken a picture of their parents’ indiscretions all those years ago, that meant they’d been watching them even then. That realization was chilling, and it brought even more questions—Why? And who?
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  “KATHERINE, PHONE CALL.” Kirkpatrick handed the cell to her the next morning, and she looked at him quizzically before taking it.


  “Hello?”


  “Kit Kat.” Steven’s bright voice came through the phone. “My class got canceled, and I thought maybe you’d wanna go get a coffee. Catch up. Shower me with hugs. All that good stuff.”


  Even though they’d come clean and agreed to put the past behind them, the casual, happy tone of his voice caught her by surprise. Damn, what a change from the past few weeks. Amazing what getting something off your chest could do. Thank God. She needed her best friend back.


  Smiling, she said, “You mean shower me with hugs. You owe me.”


  “Yeah, I do. And maybe bring the friendlier bodyguard to stand watch, yeah?” he joked.


  She looked over at Kirkpatrick, who was alternating his hands while doing one-arm pushups. Shaking her head, she said, “Yeah, I hate to break up the fitness show he’s got going on, but we’ll be there.”


  “Perfect. Is ten thirty okay? Java House?”


  “See you then.”


  



  * * *


  



  SHE LOOKED BEHIND her at the clock on the wall at Java House for the tenth time in as many minutes, and sighed. It was eleven fifteen, and she’d already gone through her first macchiato and was trying to pace herself. This running late crap had become something of a habit for Steven in the handful of times she’d seen him lately, so she’d be buying him a watch, stat.


  “Can you call him again?” she asked Kirkpatrick.


  He shook his head but reached into his jacket pocket anyway. “He’s not answering after five tries, so I doubt this one’ll be any different. But have at it.” He slid his cell across the table, and she pressed the call button on the page he had set up for her.


  As it rang, Kirkpatrick said, “Maybe his class got un-canceled?”


  “No,” she said, and then stopped when she heard the phone pick up. “Steven? What the hell? I’ve been sitting here scarfing cheese danishes and feeling my ass grow larger while I wait for your sorry—”


  “This must be Katherine.” A deep, chilling voice that wasn’t Steven’s came through the line. “Your friend Steven is…unavailable at the moment.”


  “Who is this?” she asked, dread coiling in her stomach.


  A humorless laugh filled her ears. “Always such a curious thing, aren’t you? Maybe you should come find him? That would be a fun little chase.”


  As the blood drained from her face, she looked up at Kirkpatrick, who took the phone out of her hands.


  “Who is this? Where’s Steven?” he barked.


  Her body felt numb as she watched Kirkpatrick speak hastily into the phone, but the blood rushing through her head had drowned out his words. Steven. Her Steven. He was in trouble, and somehow this was her fault. What do they want with him? What will they do to him? What if they can’t—


  “We’ve got to go,” Kirkpatrick said, breaking her out of her thoughts and jumping to his feet.


  Snapped out of her shock, she quickly moved to follow him. She wanted to ask a million questions, but he was already punching in a number and speaking to the person on the other end of the phone. They raced across campus back to the apartment, and she picked up from the conversation that he was speaking with Thompson, that Steven had been taken, and that it seemed to be connected to her and her father.


  But of course it fucking did.


  Was he hurt? Would they find him?


  She couldn’t turn off the questions in her head, and when they entered the apartment, Kirkpatrick woke Jason and gave him the rundown. He leapt to his feet and started making calls as well, and now she watched as Kirkpatrick paced the living room floor, phone to his ear. Jason was probably doing the same thing downstairs, as he kept watch outside.


  As she sat on the couch with her legs folded up to her chest, she’d never felt more helpless. No—that wasn’t true. She’d felt like this once before. A shudder ran through her. No. Don’t think about that. Maybe it was just some stupid college prank or something. Some frat guy stuff.


  The only problem was, Steven wasn’t the frat type, and that voice had scared the living shit out of her. It’d been cool and calculating, and it reminded her of someone. The same someone who’d sat outside of the police interrogation room and threatened her into silence.


  This man’s voice was different, deeper, but with the same precision of the mustache man. Her head dropped to her knees, and she squeezed her eyes shut, hoping they would find him quickly, hoping he was okay and they wouldn’t hurt him. The image of the knife stuck into her dresser wasn’t helping the uneasy feeling in her stomach, but she forced herself to breathe through it.


  “Shit,” she heard, and she looked up to see Kirkpatrick throwing his phone on the armchair in disgust before rubbing his hands over his face.


  Her heart sank, and she was scared to ask, but did so anyway. “What happened?”


  “Nothing yet. The cops are on it, and I told them what we both heard, but it’s not much to go on. They’re checking Steven’s apartment now, but his roommate said he’s been there all day and hasn’t seen Steven since he left around ten fifteen.”


  “So…if someone took him…they did it in broad daylight? Like on campus while he was coming to meet us?”


  “Looks like it.”


  Her stomach rolled. “Then that means they’re still here. Whoever it is, that means they’re close by, right?”


  “Maybe so.”


  “But they arrested someone. Is he out?”


  “No, he’s still being held, but now that means it’s either someone working with him, or it’s an unrelated incident.”


  Oh God. It’d been false hope she’d been clinging to, hoping that the threats were finally over.


  They’re still out there…


  Kirkpatrick continued pacing the floor, muttering to himself, something she’d never seen him do. “I don’t like it. I don’t like it at all.”


  “Wait—Jason’s outside,” she said in a panic. “Shouldn’t he come back in?”


  The man stopped and gave her an ironic grin. “That’s cute.”


  “What is?”


  “If there’s anyone who could hold his own, it’s Garrett. I’d just be worried about what he’d do to whoever’s got your friend.”


  Her heart swelled at his words. Kirkpatrick was right. Jason would find Steven. He knew how important he was to Katherine, and he’d do that for her.


  Shoving her fear aside, she pushed off the couch and pulled aside the curtain to see Jason standing on the other side of the road, speaking in obvious anger to whoever was on the other end of the line.


  “You’re probably right,” she said. “He’s kind of a scary bastard, isn’t he?”


  



  * * *


  



  TWO HOURS HAD gone by and not a word. Her father had called to check on her during one of his breaks, and she’d assured him she was fine. Liar. She was far from fine, but with their relationship in a healing state, the last thing she wanted to do was burden him with worry. It wasn’t her safety she was concerned about at the moment.


  They were all sitting in the living room in a tense silence when Kirkpatrick’s phone rang.


  “Sir?” he answered. “Yes…right…yes…I’ll head that way now. Understood.” He stood up and grabbed his jacket. “I’ve got to go give my statement and pick up Steven’s roommate to give his as well. They want you staying put for now,” he said, indicating Katherine.


  Jason tossed his car keys to Kirkpatrick without a word.


  “Why do I have to stay here? Don’t I need to give my statement too?”


  “It’s more important for you to stay inside right now.”


  “I’ll be safe going out with you two,” she said.


  “Katherine,” Jason warned, his face serious enough to have her shutting her mouth.


  “I just feel helpless sitting here not doing anything.”


  Kirkpatrick bent down so he was eye to eye with her. “Not a thing you can do right now. Let us handle this. We’ll find your friend.”


  He seemed to believe his words, and she sighed, not having any choice but to do the same. When she nodded, he patted her knee. “I’ll probably be gone for a few hours, so I’ll bring back dinner for us all, okay?”


  The mention of food made her stomach even more uneasy but she gave him a tight smile and then he was off.


  Closing her eyes and curling up on the couch, she said a silent prayer to the God who’d allowed her to watch her mother’s final horrifying minutes.


  Please find Steven—alive and unharmed. Please. You owe me this.
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  ANOTHER TWO HOURS, and her patience was shot. The more time she spent thinking about where Steven could be, the more riled up she got. She’d begun by sitting on the couch, mindlessly watching bad ’90s reruns on the muted TV, and crossing and uncrossing her legs. Then she’d taken to pacing and checking behind the curtain every few seconds.


  Jason had been quiet all morning, and sat in the armchair scribbling in the new crossword puzzle she’d bought and forgotten to give him before dinner the other night. She’d slid it under his door yesterday while he was sleeping.


  “Driving yourself crazy won’t help him.”


  Whipping around, she said, “Excuse me?”


  “You haven’t stopped moving for hours.”


  “And?”


  “And it’s not helping the situation. You may as well do something productive while we wait.”


  She pointed to herself. “Me be productive? Aren’t you supposed to be doing something?”


  “What would you suggest?”


  “Make important phone calls, go join the search…I don’t know, something.”


  “Something,” he said to himself, rubbing his jaw. “What I’m tasked with at the moment is keeping an eye on my client.”


  “Oh, I’m just your client now?”


  He cocked his head at her. “I think you know better than that.”


  “What I know is that my friend is out there somewhere, and you want us to just stay fucking here? You’re supposed to go get him. You’re supposed to be the best.”


  His eyes narrowed on hers as he came to stand in front of her. “I’m not sure where you got that notion, or where your misunderstanding of what it is I do came from, but my job is not to hunt down whoever has Steven. My job is to protect you. And considering you’re the one sitting nice and comfy in this apartment, I’d say I’m doing a pretty good fucking job.”


  “You’re an asshole,” she said.


  He smirked. “That you’d be right on about.”


  “Fine. You can stay here. I’m going.” She walked past him, and before she got to the door, she stopped. Crossing his arms, he watched as she realized her mistake and turned around. Holding out her hand, she said, “Give me my keys.”


  Snorting, he told her, “Not gonna happen.”


  “Give me. My fucking. Keys.”


  “Here’s how it’s going down, sweetheart. You’re staying here, with me, while we wait to hear something. Get your chick flicks ready and prepare to hibernate, because you’re not going anywhere.”


  She took a step so they were toe to toe. “You can’t expect me to sit here.”


  “I don’t expect you to do anything other than what I tell you. I’m not playing games with you, Katherine.”


  She let out a loud scoff and walked away, laughing wryly. “You can’t be serious. You’ve done nothing but play games with me. Katherine, we can’t do this, oh but let me give you smoldering looks that melt your panties. Katherine, this isn’t a good idea, but let’s just have a passionate make-out session in private that no one has to know about.”


  “That’s enough,” he barked.


  She placed her hand over her heart. “Katherine, you’re so beautiful and I can’t resist…how about I feel you up to see how wet I make you.”


  He took a menacing step toward her. “I said that’s fucking enough.”


  It was obvious from the intense look on his face that she was riling him up, but she couldn’t make herself stop. He looked pushed to the brink—any more and she’d be paying the consequences.


  Stop…stop now…


  But she kept going. “Katherine, I know we can never be together, and it’s oh so wrong, but please, if I could just fuck you once to get you out of my system—”


  With a growl, he pushed her back against the wall, one hand by her head and the other pressing against her chest, grazing the curves of her breasts. Her lids went heavy with lust, and she licked her lips.


  “I never fucking said that. If I wanted to fuck you, not only would I do it, but there’s no way in hell I’d only do it once.”


  Gasping with his hand rising on her chest with each rapid breath she took, she raised her brow.


  “I don’t believe you,” she taunted.


  “Stop trying to force my hand, Katherine.”


  With a wicked grin, she said, “I’m trying to force your cock, Jason, not just your hand. Though that’s an important player too.”


  She heard him groan as he let her go and turned away, clearly trying to keep one ounce of self-control. He’d looked ready to rip her clothes off right then and there, and fuck, she wanted him to.


  “What’s stopping you?” she asked, moving behind him and reaching around to rub the erection hardening behind his jeans. He stiffened, but she didn’t stop. “We’re alone. I can feel how much you want me, and I’ve already made my feelings for you perfectly clear.”


  He continued to grow beneath her hand, his hips jutting forward with each stroke.


  “Jason,” she whispered before sucking on his lobe.


  With a roar of frustration, he turned around and speared his hands through her hair, tugging her forward and crushing their lips together. His kiss was urgent, his tongue tangling with hers as he backed them against the wall. The grip he had on her hair was almost painful, desperate, as he devoured her mouth.


  Fuck he feels unbelievable.


  Better than she ever imagined, better than her memories of the other night. His kiss now was ravenous, as if he would never get a chance to do it again.


  Her nails raked against his back, and she pulled him closer as his hands moved to her breasts, taking greedy handfuls as he bit down on her bottom lip. His thumbs circled her stiff peaks through her bra, and she arched into him, her body restless to feel his mouth on every inch of her naked body.


  As his hand trailed down from her breast, her pussy throbbed in anticipation, yearning for his hands, his mouth, his cock. His fingers reached her first, rubbing through her jeans. She wouldn’t be shocked if she’d soaked through them already. Then he unbuttoned her pants and pulled the zipper down, before sliding his hand inside to cup between her thighs.


  “Oh fuck,” Jason said, his voice ragged. “So wet…”


  The way his fingers moved over her spiked a wicked rush of heat and had her craving more.


  “Tell me you want me,” he whispered. “Tell me you need this.”


  “I want…I need…” she tried, but the pressure building between her thighs made it hard to focus on anything other than how incredible his hands felt on her.


  “Let me feel you,” he told her. “Don’t come until my lips are down there to taste you.”


  A shudder racked her body, and she tried to hold off the impending orgasm, but it was getting closer, closer…


  “We can’t do this in here,” he said against her lips, removing his hand, and then swept her off her feet and into his arms. She kissed him with trembling lips as he carried her to her bedroom, kicking the door shut behind him and laying her on the bed.


  With one swift pull, her jeans were off, and Jason was kneeling between her thighs. He pushed her shirt up and over her head, then tossed it on the ground before removing his own.


  Her panties were still on, and his thumbs were caressing her through the material, stoking the fire back to blazing. Their eyes roamed over each other in the darkness, their labored breaths the only sound in the room. She wanted to see him, all of him, but she wasn’t about to move away to open the curtain, and she sure as hell didn’t want him to stop. Her eyes adjusted until she could make out the strong lines of him: his broad shoulders and powerful chest, the V-cut of his lower abs that disappeared into his jeans, the button left undone and hanging open, just waiting for her to unzip.


  He was the sexiest thing she’d ever laid eyes on, and he was there, touching her, wanting her. He’s mine.


  “So fucking sexy,” he said before sliding down the bed and pushing her legs further apart. His tongue licked a warm path over her slit, the cotton material providing a barrier of friction that had her hips bowing off the bed.


  He lifted his head, and she could just make out a smile.


  “You like that,” he stated, and before she could agree, his head was back between her thighs, his tongue rubbing firmly up and down and driving her out of her mind.


  “Oh God,” she rasped, rocking her hips against his mouth.


  When he sucked her clit into his mouth she cried out, grabbing his head to pull him closer or push him away, the pleasure was too much to stand. His mouth left her only briefly, for him to pull her briefs off, before it was back on her, picking up where he left off. He ate at her like a man starving, thrusting his tongue deep and gripping her hips to keep her from moving away as she writhed underneath him. He moved back to her clit as he pushed a finger inside her, and then two, curving them up to graze against her sweet spot, and within seconds, her orgasm overtook her, knocking the breath out of her lungs.


  “Fuck,” he growled.


  As she came down from the high, he moved off the bed and removed his pants and boxer briefs in one fell swoop. Before she knew it, his lips were on hers, and she could taste the salty sweetness of herself on his lips. His hands went around to her back to unclasp her bra, and she hastily pulled it off, wanting him to see all of her. She’d never felt this brave or open or vulnerable, but he made her want to share every part of herself, even the physical.


  At the look of lust in his eyes when she revealed herself to him, she thought, Especially the physical.


  “You’re so damn perfect,” he told her, his fingers tracing down her neck and over the curves of her chest, past the flat plane of her stomach, flirting with the soft skin of her bare mound. “The most stunning thing I’ve ever seen in my life.”


  His hand trailed back up to her neck, cupping her head as he took her lips again, his naked body finally pressing against hers, like she’d been dying for. She dug her fingers into his ass and raised her hips against his, wanting the friction back between her thighs. He was hard, and as he rubbed his shaft against her wet heat, he leaned down to take one of her ripe nipples into his mouth.


  “Jason,” she moaned as he sucked on her, one of her hands coming up to hold him to her breast. Her hips began to move with his, and she reached down to wrap her fingers around the length of him, already slippery from the evidence of her orgasm and arousal. He pumped himself through her fist, and she relished the feel of him, wanting him closer. Inside her. She led the tip of him to her opening and whimpered when he pulled back.


  His eyes were intense as he stared at her, and several heartbeats passed before she felt the head of his cock teasing as it slid up and down, waiting at her entrance as if for permission.


  Taking her lips again, he whispered, “Please,” and she answered by lifting her hips.


  He sank inside her slowly, keeping his eyes on hers as she spread her legs further to accommodate the size of him. And when she felt the fullness of him stretching her in a deliciously carnal way, she didn’t move, wanting to feel him inside her like this forever.


  But he had other plans. He drew himself halfway out and pushed back inside, again and again, the pace getting faster with every drive of his hips. As her pleasure rose, her core clenched him with every thrust he made, her name tumbling from his lips like a chant.


  “More,” he told her. “I need more of you.”


  Moving back to kneel between her thighs, he lifted her off the bed and pulled her on top of him in a sitting position.


  It was so much deeper and intimate this way, grinding down so that her clit grazed the base of his shaft and her breasts brushed against his chest. The sensations were overwhelming, but nothing compared to the way he was looking at her—reverently and in awe. As if with this final connection, their souls had merged and she’d branded her mark on him.


  Gripping the back of her neck with one hand, he kissed her, and she felt his passion through every fiber of her aroused body. She circled her hips and squeezed her inner muscles around him, their movements becoming frenzied and wild as the inevitable peak drew near.


  So close…fuck, so close.


  He reached down between them and grasped her clit between his fingertips, stroking, and that was all it took to send her over.


  “Yes,” he said when she began to shake. “Come on me, Katherine. Come while I’m deep inside you.”


  She cried out his name and dug her nails into his back as he held her close, her body bucking, and pleasure, vicious and exhilarating, tore through her. Then, as her core contracted around his cock, he let out a roar, falling apart in her arms.


  As they began to still, she leaned forward so that her forehead touched his, his breath a whisper on her lips.


  



  * * *


  



  HE’D BEEN INSATIABLE, taking her again twice before collapsing on the bed and pulling her into his arms. Her body felt thoroughly used and sated, and she sighed, a happy, blissful sigh, content to lie there in comfortable silence. He kissed the top of her head, and she nuzzled in closer.


  “How much time do we have left?” she asked.


  “Not enough.”


  Never enough. But someday soon…


  “When all of this is over, I don’t want to hide,” she told him, interlacing her fingers with the ones he had draped over her shoulder. When he didn’t say anything, she looked up at him, trying to read his expression. “What do you want?”


  His arm tightened around her, bringing her closer to him as he cupped her face. “I want you safe. I want you happy.”


  She smiled and turned her head to kiss his palm. Her eyelids grew heavy as she lay there in the safety of his embrace, and though she struggled to keep them open and not waste one second of their time together, they closed anyway, and she began to drift into sleep.


  But there was one more thing she wanted to tell him.


  “Jason?” she murmured, as her mind became foggy and she lingered on the edge of consciousness. “I love you.”
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  HE LAY THERE staring up at the ceiling, one arm behind his head and the other being used as Katherine’s pillow. Every now and then she snuggled in closer, just as she was doing now. He bent down to press a kiss against the top of her head and breathed in the perfume of her hair.


  Her sheets were haphazardly thrown over their bottom halves, so it came just beneath her hipbone, leaving the long, creamy trail of her bare. His lips rubbed against her hair while he admired the view. Though every warning bell in his body was going off and Kirkpatrick would arrive any minute, he remained content to lie there for a little while longer, to feel her breathing deeply against him.


  Three little words had been spoken tonight. Three little words that left him irrevocably altered. But they weren’t little at all.


  They were life-changing promises whispered in the dark, confessions of devotion and trust, of hope and dreams and a future. What had he done to deserve those three words? He was the last person worthy of Katherine’s affections, and yet he needed them.


  She’d broken through his barriers, touching him in a way he hadn’t felt before. It was an ache he didn’t realize needed to be eased and filled by another. And now that he had her…now that he’d thrown himself off a cliff with no net…he couldn’t turn back now. He’d made his decision when he’d followed through on their kiss, and he wasn’t a man of regrets. Well, just one regret. But there was nothing to be done about that now, so he pushed the thought from his mind.


  Returning his focus to the woman beside him, he ran his hand down her arm. Her skin was cool to the touch, so he kicked up the covers and, as much as he hated to, pulled the sheet up to her shoulders. She sighed in her sleep and curled in tighter against him.


  Lying there, in the quiet of the early evening with the beautiful woman he’d come to admire in the crook of his arm, he almost felt at peace. The outside world could wait while he soaked in this moment for just a little while longer.


  He’d made a decision tonight. One that would ignite the world around him, but he was willing to scorch it to the ground to get what he wanted. God knew everyone else’s motives were just as selfish. At least with his, they wouldn’t harm anyone.


  Closing his eyes, he began to finally drift off to sleep, but no sooner had his body completely relaxed than he heard his phone vibrate. It was still in his pants pocket, discarded in a heap beside him, and he debated whether to pick it up. Duty would call. An unwanted reality would set in. And he just wasn’t ready for that.


  On the sixth ring, he picked it up.


  Ten seconds later, he wished he hadn’t.


  Thirty seconds after that, he made another decision.


  Another two minutes and he was dressed and out the door, regret stinging his eyes as he looked back at Katherine. With her hair sprawled across the pillow and her hand reaching out as if missing his presence there, she looked like an angel. Too good and pure for what the world had in store for her. If he could take it all away, piece her world back together for her, he’d do it. And he’d start now.
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  SHE WOKE WITH a start, sitting up and gasping for breath from the nightmare. Bending over, she put her head in her hands, forcing herself to calm down.


  It wasn’t real. It wasn’t real.


  Glancing next to her at the empty side of the bed where Jason had been, she felt a sense of unease come over her. In her dream, she’d stirred as he was getting dressed. Through the sleepy haze, she’d been able to make out the long length of his muscular body from the side profile, and the faint stream of moonlight shining in through a crack in the window had shown light on an odd mid-size tattoo on the upper half of his thigh. She’d wanted to call out to him and beg him to get back in the bed, but her body had felt so thoroughly satisfied that she’d drifted off to sleep again.


  Or had she? That had all been a dream, right?


  She collapsed back on the pillows, the heady scent of him surrounding her and quieting her troubled thoughts. The night had been incredible beyond anything she could’ve imagined. He was strong and sexy. He was hers.


  The clock read just after ten, and she could hear the TV on in the front of the apartment. Maybe I should persuade him to join me again…


  Not sure when Kirkpatrick would be returning, she threw on her new short pajamas and tied her hair up in a messy bun. But when she rounded the corner, her face fell. Instead of the man she’d expected to see, Kirkpatrick sat there eating a sandwich and watching the news.


  “Oh…hey,” she said, and looked back to the kitchen. “When did you get back?”


  He took a swig of his Coke, and said, “Couple hours ago. You passed out early, huh?”


  She was glad it was dark so he couldn’t see her face flush. “Yeah. All the stress caught up to me, I guess.”


  Steven popped into her head then, and she realized in horror that she hadn’t thought of him in hours. What kind of friend was she that he was gone and all she’d done was attack Jason when they’d been alone?


  Hesitantly, she asked, “Any news?”


  His face was sympathetic. “Nothing yet. But they’ve got a team on it, so don’t worry. They’ll find him.”


  Alive, please was her morbid thought to that. She hated not being able to do anything, to help in any way. He’d only been taken because of her, no doubt, and that thought made her sick.


  Jason had made her forget, had made her feel better than she deserved. It was as if they were in the eye of the hurricane, that still moment where the chaos raged on the outskirts, but they’d been oblivious to the danger that surrounded them. That stillness had been bliss, warm and safe, and over too soon. As reality came crashing back in, her eyes sought him out; she wanted to feel his steady presence so she wouldn’t fall apart.


  Looking back at his open bedroom door, she frowned. “Is Jason here?”


  Kirkpatrick shook his head, his eyes still on the news. “No, he left a while ago.” Holding up a bag of chips, he said, “Want some?”


  Shaking her head, she tried not to let her disappointment show. He’d left? Why? And where had he gone?


  A breaking news flash on the TV had her looking to see what was so important.


  



  “We have breaking news tonight, a development on the Oliver Graham case. Oliver, the son of alleged drug kingpin Warren Graham, is scheduled for death by lethal injection four days from now, and tonight, we have new details about an alleged connection that has been made between several prominent members, thought to have close ties with the family…”


  



  A sketch of a familiar symbol took over the screen and had her reaching for the wall to steady herself. It was an exact rendition of the one on the missing ring, the ring that obviously belonged to—


  



  “…And according to our sources, the emblem seen here is allegedly a form of identification upon initiation into the cartel, with tattoos being the main form of branding among the family. Members are said to wear jewelry such as pendants or rings with the symbol on the back to remain hidden from view. This discovery was confirmed by the Atlanta Police Department after being found on Juan Mendoza, who was arrested after vandalizing Justice William Shaw’s private chambers last week. Warren Graham denies any affiliation—”


  



  A loud buzzing sound drowned out the rest of what the newscaster was saying, and it took her a moment to realize it was the sound of her blood rushing to her ears and her world turning white.


  The ring belonged to the Grahams.


  They were the ones responsible for her mother’s death.


  They were the ones who’d threatened her years ago.


  They were the ones who were coming for her and her loved ones.


  But no one knew about the ring…no one knew to tie them back to the murder or to the threats now. And why now? What had the news said? Oliver was scheduled four days from today… Did that timing have anything to do with coming after them?


  The symbol flashed up on the screen again, this time a clear picture of one branded on someone’s skin. Oliver’s, they said.


  Why did that look so familiar…where had she seen that before? She’d dreamed of something similar tonight, right? Or…or what if it hadn’t been a dream…


  “Katherine? Katherine.” Kirkpatrick was talking to her, and she tried to snap out of it long enough to follow what he was saying.


  “You don’t look so good,” he said. “You want to come sit down for a minute?”


  Rubbing her suddenly ill stomach, she asked, “Hey…where did Jason say he went to?”


  Kirkpatrick took another big bite of his sandwich and licked the mayo off his fingers. “Don’t know,” he said with his mouth still full. When he swallowed, he clarified, “He took the keys and ran out the door so fast I didn’t get a chance to ask.”


  She gulped, her throat dry. “Right,” she said, slowly backing out of the room, her mind starting to whirl.


  “You okay?” he asked.


  “Yeah.” She forced a half-smile. “Just gonna go lie back down. Still tired.”


  “Okay, I’ll be here if you need me.”


  When she was out of view, she raced to her bedroom and shut the door.


  Sitting down at her desk, she flipped open her sketchpad, grabbed a pencil, and began to draw. Thinking back to the dream she’d had, she outlined the tattoo she’d seen, trying to fill in as much detail as she could remember. It was still a bit hazy in her mind, but her hand flew across the page, trying to get it down as fast as she could. Her heart was thumping in her chest, a realization on the horizon, but she wasn’t at the top of the mountain yet and couldn’t figure out the connection. After coloring in the final detail, she blew the flecks off the page and held it up to take it all in.


  And then she felt like she was going to be sick.


  Because even through the fog of her sleep-addled brain, the image of the tattoo had gotten through. The tattoo she’d seen wasn’t just some random image.


  It was the symbol of the missing ring.
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  JASON PULLED HIS car onto a darkened side street and shut it off. Even without the tracker he’d set on Steven’s phone, he would’ve guessed he was being held here. A large, rusted warehouse sat empty at the end of the road in downtown Atlanta, with two cars sitting in the back parking lot.


  Only two…he must think I’d never come after them.


  And why would he? Steven meant nothing to him. In fact, Jason disliked the guy. But then he’d gotten the call, the one that said her father had been captured too. He’d taken one look at Katherine’s sleeping face next to him, so innocent and pure in her slumber, and he couldn’t let it go on anymore. Things had gone too far, and it was time to put a stop to it all.


  Keeping to the shadows, he swiftly made his way down the street to the warehouse without detection. Cameras were set up around the perimeter, but he didn’t bother disabling them. He didn’t give a shit if they knew he was coming or not.


  After punching in the code to the back door, it unlocked and he slipped inside. Though he didn’t give a fuck about detection, the element of surprise would be a nice thing to have in his favor. Again, he stayed in the shadows, wanting to scope out the number of men he’d have to take out. And yeah, he would have to take them out to get to what he wanted.


  Two of them were at a table sharing a pizza and a smoke, when a third walked over and hit one upside the head.


  “What the fuck?” he yelled, leaping to his feet, the chair flying back behind him.


  “Wanna tell me why the dad has a shiner and one of his shoulders is twisted out of the socket?”


  Oh fuck. Jason’s eyes narrowed in on the man still sitting at the table, who piped up, “Man, you said he wouldn’t fight back, but that bastard was a harder take than he shoulda been. And what’s it matter anyway, he’s a dead man walking.”


  Number three said, “He’s got a few decades on you, and the matter is, boss said bring him in unharmed. That should be enough of an incentive.”


  “Unharmed for now.” Number two snorted.


  “Tell me you didn’t completely fuck up and you took care of the guards?” three asked.


  Two looked offended. “Of course we fucking took care of it. What the hell is your problem, Torres?”


  Torres moved closer, his hand lifted to backhand number two, and Jason took the gun from his waistband. He didn’t need to hear any more, and these three were about to make his job easy. They probably weren’t the only ones on deck, but there weren’t likely more than one or two others.


  He clicked the safety off, aimed, and fired three shots, each hitting the men in their foreheads before they could reach for their weapons. The two standing dropped like sandbags to the floor, and the third slumped over in the chair. He waited for the inevitable retaliation and saw movement out of his periphery. Ducking just as a bullet grazed overhead, he fired a shot in the direction of the shadow and heard a cry of pain before the shooter fired off another round in his direction. It missed him by a foot, and he ran across the open space, shots ringing out around him, but failing to connect with his body. Fitting his shoulder against a pillar, he waited, daring the man to come out and play.


  A savage smile crossed his lips when he heard a gun cock behind him, a new player coming into the mix. Judging by the sound, he wasn’t far behind.


  Without warning, Jason bent down and kicked backward at the same time the gun was fired, knocking the guy in the groin. Taking advantage of his opponent’s falter, he whipped him across the face with his weapon. The man stumbled as more shots rang out around them, and Jason bolted back behind the pillar before firing off his own weapon at the pistol-whipped man.


  Silence.


  Four down. At least one to go.


  His eyes searched the dark warehouse, waiting for movement.


  Come on…maybe I’ll give you a good fight before I kill you.


  There—on his right. Movement by the wall.


  A figure taller than he was crept closer to where he stood, his eyes scanning for Jason.


  There you go…here, pussy, pussy.


  Jason had a clear aim to his head now, but he was spoiling for a fight. Leaping out, he kicked the man in the chest, the gun flying out of his hands and sending him tumbling backward. Jason put his gun in the back of his waistband and smiled, waiting for the guy to recover his balance and come at him. The man quickly got back to his feet and then stopped when he got a good look at Jason. “What the fuck. What are you do—”


  He didn’t even get the words out before Jason’s fist connected with his jaw, effectively stopping the words he didn’t want to hear from coming out of his mouth.


  Clearly angered, the man puffed up his chest and charged at Jason, aiming for his stomach. The guy grabbed him around the waist, trying to knock him down, but Jason wrapped an arm around his neck, squeezing off his air supply. The guy let go and Jason followed suit, wanting more. A punch was thrown his way, then another, but he ducked both before placing an uppercut square on the other man’s jaw. The man retaliated and sent a kick to his chest. Jason staggered back once and then straightened, cracking his neck from side to side and giving the guy an evil smile.


  “If you’re lucky, I might even let you land a punch,” he told the guy.


  “Fuck you, you trai—”


  He punched the guy again, this time with his left hand, which he clearly hadn’t been anticipating. Blood streamed from his mouth, but he spat it on the ground and shook it off. They circled each other, making jabs and kicks consistently, landing solid blows every now and again.


  It was like a high, beating a man. Somewhere deep down, he knew that was a fucked-up thing to think, and it should’ve bothered him that the thought of being his father’s son popped into his head in that moment. Disgust filled his gut, and he went at the guy, landing blow after blow, not stopping even after he lifted his hands in surrender.


  Jason finally pulled back when the man began to waver on his feet, and it was clear the other guy had had enough. He then pulled out his gun and shot him once. That was all it took, and then he was off in search of the two men he’d come for.
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  KATHERINE SAT THERE, stunned.


  There was no way. No way it could be real.


  But the more the haze of sleep left her, the more the dread set in.


  Jason couldn’t be connected to that family. He couldn’t. He’d always protected her, watched over her. She’d fallen for him, confiding in him things she’d never told another soul.


  No, maybe it was a coincidence. She thought back over the night, trying to find any hole that didn’t make sense. The lights had been off and the curtain closed, and they’d only undressed once they’d gotten to her bedroom. He’d kept her pinned to the mattress, or straddled on top of him, so she’d never gotten a good look at him below his hips.


  That wasn’t enough to convince her, but what had he said about his family? He’d joined the military to escape his family. Surely he didn’t mean a family as notorious and dangerous as the Grahams.


  No, she thought. No, no, no, this can’t be happening.


  But it was right there staring her in the face. Her heart was beating so loud, she was surprised Kirkpatrick couldn’t hear it from where he sat on the couch.


  Wait—was he in on this? And what about Thompson and Rhodes?


  Panic set in, the instinct to fight or flee causing her to jump up out of her chair.


  She had to get out of there. She had to tell her father what was going on, but what if their phones were being tapped?


  Shit.


  She could just drive to her father’s house, but if Jason was gone, that meant he’d taken the car. But hers was still over by her old apartment a few blocks away…


  My keys…I need my keys.


  They were probably in one of the bedrooms. Jason’s, if she had to wager.


  She opened her door and peered out to the empty hallway before crossing over into Jason’s room, twisting the handle as she pushed it shut so the jamb wouldn’t click. Then she turned around to face the bare room.


  It was immaculate. The bed was crisply made, and if she didn’t know better, she would’ve thought no one stayed here. The chest of drawers was her first stop, and she opened every single one, but her keys weren’t in any of them. Under the bed, under the mattress. Nothing. Opening the closet, she saw a small row of pristine suits lined up, and a suitcase sat in the corner. Pulling it out, she unzipped it and checked each pouch inside. A jingling came from one of them, and she reached inside and pulled the item out. Her keys. Oh thank God. Her phone was still nowhere to be found, but she’d just have to take Kirkpatrick’s.


  Fuck. What do I do about him?


  After stuffing the suitcase in the closet where she’d found it, she went back to her room and changed into jeans, a hoodie, and her sneakers, making sure to grab her sketch of the tattoo before heading to the kitchen.


  “You still up?” she heard Kirkpatrick call out.


  “I was just gonna grab a glass of water,” she said, trying to keep her voice neutral as to not give away what was about to go down. She almost felt guilty for what she was about to do, but then she remembered that he could be playing a part in the whole thing, and her resolve bit back any feelings of remorse.


  “Another Coke would be great, if you wouldn’t mind,” he said.


  “Not at all.” She opened one of the cabinets and took out a frying pan as quietly as she could. Then she made a show of opening and shutting the fridge. The handle of the pan was sliding in her sweaty grip, but she clenched it tighter, holding it behind her back. Kirkpatrick was still perched on the end of the couch, his back to her. Saying a silent prayer, she moved close enough to take aim, and when he turned around, she said, “This might hurt,” before swinging the pan around and knocking him in the head.
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  A STRING OF curses left his mouth when he found them.


  Steven and Katherine’s father sat bound and gagged in chairs in the middle of a small room, sitting side by side. Rushing over, he took the gag out of the older man’s mouth first, followed by Steven’s, and asked, “How many men were there?”


  “Five,” the Justice said weakly, wincing through obvious pain. “I saw five.”


  “Good.” Jason pulled out his cell, dialed 911, and gave them a quick rundown and the address of the warehouse. He made swift work of loosening the Justice’s bound wrists before cutting through the rope on the chair by his ankles. “They said your shoulder is out of joint, so try not to move it before the ambulance gets here.”


  As he began to work on Steven’s knots, Justice Shaw said, “Katherine. Where is she?”


  “Katherine’s fine and safe with Kirkpatrick,” Jason said briskly.


  “You killed them all.”


  There was something akin to awe in the man’s voice, and Jason refused to meet his gaze.


  “Yes. I did. Hopefully you won’t have to try me for that.” When he began unraveling the knot around Steven’s ankle, his phone rang. The screen showed Katherine’s cell phone number. What the hell was she doing snooping for her damn phone?


  “How did you get this number?” he asked, pulling the rope free from Steven and standing up.


  “Is she with you?” Kirkpatrick’s frantic voice came over the line.


  Jason stilled. “You are not referring to who I think you are.”


  “Garrett, she knocked me out with a damn frying pan, and when I came to, she was gone.”


  His hands gripped the phone so hard, it was a surprise it didn’t shatter. Walking away so he was out of earshot of the men he’d rescued, he bit out, “What the fuck do you mean she’s gone? Where did she go?”


  “I don’t think it was a midnight jog.”


  “Christ,” he said, hitting his fist against the wall. “Shit is going down, and you’re telling me Katherine is fucking missing?” He hit the wall again.


  “I’m calling Thompson now, and…”


  Fucking lot of good that’ll do, he thought, tuning the incompetent man out. A text beeped through his phone then, and he glanced down at it. Then he did a double take of the picture that had just come through.


  Shock wasn’t something he experienced often, if ever, but as he held the phone up to look at the image on the screen for a third time, he realized it for what it was—pure and utter fucking shock. And in this case, it was not a good thing.


  Opening up the tracker on Kirkpatrick’s phone, he watched the blip on the screen making its way across the map to a very inconvenient location.


  “I’ve gotta go,” he said, and shut his phone off before striding back into the room. “Cops are on their way. Give them everything you can remember.”


  “Wait, where are you going?” Steven asked, his voice panicked.


  “I’ve got somewhere to be.”


  “Garrett,” the Justice called when he walked away. “Garrett—thank you.”


  Jason shook his head to himself, his jaw clenched, as he made his way back to his car. The man wouldn’t be fucking thanking him for long.
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  AN HOUR LATER, Katherine squealed into the circular drive of her father’s house, jumped out, and ran up the stairs. Then she barreled through the front door before stopping abruptly.


  The door had been unlocked. Not such a strange thing if he was home, but she figured his bodyguards would’ve been as anal as hers. The house was dark and silent, eerily so. Why are all the lights off? Okay, maybe that was weird.


  “Dad,” she called out, but got no response.


  She listened for any sound of movement, but it was still. A tingle of fear shot down her spine, and she crept along the hallway, keeping her mouth shut this time. The smart thing to do would be to leave. To listen to her gut instinct and get the hell out. But where was her father?


  When she reached the bookshelves that hid the panic room, she stopped and opened one of the drawers. Sure enough, there it was—the gun her father had kept there since that night five years ago, loaded and at the ready. Her hand shook as she brushed her fingers over it, debating about whether to pick it up. The silence scared her, though, and she wrapped her hand around the pistol grip and took it out of the drawer.


  Carrying it by her side, she crept down the hall, nerves fluttering through her stomach. They were probably in the backyard, she thought, trying to make her racing heart calm down. Nothing here to worry about…nothing at all—


  But then she rounded the corner of the living room, and her heart stopped.


  Her breath caught as she ran over to where Thompson and Rhodes were both lying facedown on the ground, blood seeping out from what looked like bullet wounds.


  “Oh my God,” she said, one of her hands covering her mouth as she forced back the scream that wanted to come up. Frantically, she looked around, praying that she wouldn’t see her father, that he wouldn’t be anywhere in the house. A quick scan showed he wasn’t in the room.


  She bent down with shaking hands to check for a pulse from the men on the floor, but she couldn’t feel one from either of them. As her breath hitched, she bit back a cry, struggling to her feet to check her father’s office. The door was cracked.


  I can’t open this door. I can’t do it.


  If her whole world was about to come to an end, she didn’t want to know.


  Oh God.


  But what if he was in there and still alive? Taking a shaking breath, she pushed the door open. He wasn’t there.


  A brief sense of relief, as out of place as it was, came over her, and she sagged against the door. She switched the gun to her other hand to wipe the sweat off before straightening and heading for the kitchen. A walk-through showed he wasn’t there either.


  She pulled Kirkpatrick’s phone out of her pocket and dialed 911, but the phone went black.


  What?


  She hit the power button and the screen lit up briefly before a flashing battery popped up on the screen and it turned black again.


  Shit shit shit. Of course it picked that very moment to die. Of course it did.


  She glanced over to the corner of the kitchen where her mom used to keep an old-fashioned rotary phone, but her father had deemed it useless in the age of mobile phones and had gotten rid of it. Maybe one of the bodyguards had their phones on them, but the thought of going back in the living room and seeing them lying there made nausea fill her gut.


  Oh God, what now?


  A flash of heat swept over her body, burning her from the inside out, and she had to wipe the sweat off her upper lip and then her brow. Her vision turned white around the edges, and she grasped at the kitchen island as her knees began to buckle.


  No…no, please not now. Please.


  Her heart hammered and skipped in her chest, the attack coming fierce and fast. Laying her body across the countertop, she closed her eyes, letting the cold granite against her skin shock her from the panic.


  You’re stronger than this. Get Thompson’s phone. Call for help. Get up, Katherine.


  Silent tears fell as she fought to steady her breathing, forcing gulps of air into her lungs. The tightness in her chest began to ease, and—


  Wait—the panic button. Yes…oh thank God. That would bring the police sooner than trying to find the bodyguard’s phones.


  Lifting herself off the bar, she wiped the tears from her face with her sleeve. It took her two tries to push the cell back into her jeans pocket, and then she reached for the wall, her hand keeping contact as she headed back to the hall. When she stood in front of the bookcase, she reached for the large nondescript green hardback, and a chill came over her.


  Her hand froze.


  And then she heard him.


  “There’s no need to do that,” a deep, familiar voice told her.


  Whipping her head around, she searched for him, but he remained hidden from view.


  “Stay back,” she said, unable to keep the shaking out of her voice as she raised the gun she still had a death grip on, and continued her search for him. “Don’t come any closer.”


  “I think we should talk.”


  “Talk? Is that what you killers call it now?


  “Katherine—”


  A floorboard squeaked under footsteps, and she pointed the gun in that direction. “I said stop.”


  “I heard you.”


  “I’ll shoot,” she warned. But would she really? Could she if she wanted to?


  “You know, it’s amazing what people will do for their family,” Jason said, stepping forward out of the shadows, his hands casually tucked in his pockets. “I guess you know by now about mine.”


  She pointed the gun at his chest as he stepped fully into the moonlight streaming in through the window. If he was surprised to see a weapon directed his way, he didn’t show it. Even as her heart sank at the confirmation that he really was standing right in front of her, him of all people, she couldn’t stop the familiar flutter in her stomach. Not only that, but she couldn’t help but notice that he’d changed somewhere along the way since she’d last seen him. The sleek black pants and matching button-down he wore wasn’t what he’d been wearing when he left her room. When he’d left her bed.


  Fuck. She bit the inside of her cheek, cursing herself over what a fool she was.


  He stopped a few feet away from her, hands still in his pockets. She wasn’t fooled by his casual stance, though, and kept the gun trained over his heart.


  “I’m sorry—” he began.


  “No,” she shouted, her voice echoing off the walls, and his mouth snapped shut. She studied him, her hands gripping the gun tight to keep it from shaking. “Don’t you dare say you’re sorry.” Swallowing hard, she asked, “Why?”


  He cocked his head to the side. “You’re smart. You don’t need me to fill in the blanks for you.”


  “Yes, I do.”


  “Who am I?” he asked.


  Her eyes were hard on his. “A member of the Graham family.”


  “His son.”


  “His son,” she repeated. “You’re Warren Graham’s son?”


  “Which means—”


  “Oliver is your brother. The same guy my father and the jury sentenced to death row for killing a bunch of innocent people.”


  He nodded. “So you see.”


  “No,” she spat. “No, I don’t see. This isn’t some eye for an eye shit. Your brother murdered people. Your entire family apparently murders people. What, for drugs? For power? For kicks?”


  When he stepped forward, she yelled, “Stop.” He didn’t move, and she continued. “You want to justify you and your family’s actions? My father sentences your brother to death, so you thought you’d get revenge on him by killing my mom? By trying to kill me?” Her eyes filled with tears, and she blinked rapidly to clear them so she could keep a good view on the man in front of her. The stranger in front of her.


  “You would’ve killed me,” she told him, her voice barely a whisper. Then it turned into a question of disbelief. “You would’ve killed me?”


  “No,” he said, his gaze steady on hers. “No, I couldn’t do that. Not now.”


  “Now now?” she cried. “But you could’ve before. What, before you slept with me? Was that some sort of conscience-clearing turning point for you, you sick fuck?” He tried to move forward again. “I said don’t fucking move. Don’t. Move.”


  He raised his hands from his pockets. “I don’t expect you to forgive me.”


  “Good, because that option was not on the fucking table.”


  Jason watched her silently as she said, “I want answers before I shoot you.”


  He didn’t flinch, but responded, “Ask me anything. I’ll tell you.”


  “Where’s my father? Where’s Steven?”


  “Safe,” he said without hesitation. “They’re safe. I promise you. They’re with police now.”


  “And why should I believe that?”


  “Because it’s the truth.”


  She prayed to God he wasn’t lying, but she’d find out soon enough.


  “Was it you the whole time?” she asked. “Were you the one that set up the scene in my room? Did you ransack my father’s home office too?”


  “Not quite. Yes. And yes.”


  “What does ‘not quite’ mean? Who else?”


  “My father was getting impatient, not wanting to stick to the plan. The car trying to run us over was a warning to me, not you.”


  “Warning?”


  “Just as I have eyes on everything you do, so does he. We haven’t exactly been hiding what’s been going on between us when we think we’re alone.”


  Her blood ran cold. “Tell me the plan.”


  His eyes left her, as he stared down at the ground and took a deep breath, before they rose again. “Oliver’s execution was set at the end of January. No one seemed to put the timing of that announcement together with when the threats started.” Before she could ask the question on the tip of her tongue, he said, “You want to know why they started in the first place?”


  She shut her mouth and inclined her head for him to continue.


  “My father never thought Oliver wouldn’t get an appeal. That should tell you how arrogant the man is. The thought that he’d lose at something never even occurred to him. The death sentence was only handed down five years ago, so even though the first appeals weren’t successful, he thought they had time. Imagine his surprise when the date was set. His plan was set to coincide with Oliver’s. If, somehow, he got off, you two would’ve been let off the hook as well.”


  “You believe that?”


  “He wouldn’t have gotten as far as he has in life if he wasn’t a man of his word. That’s true in all things he does, good and bad. If he promised you the heart of your enemy, he’d deliver to the exact detail. So yes, I believe that.”


  He took a step toward her, and she straightened, her hands tight on the damp handle.


  “But he was impatient to get things started, is that right?”


  “It is.”


  “So you were lying when you told me you’d been a SEAL and now a bodyguard to get out of the family business. You never even left.”


  “That’s not true. I did leave. My father…” He stopped and shook his head. “To say he’s not a good man would be a fucking understatement. I didn’t want to follow down that path. But my leaving caused Oliver to sink into a downward spiral, one that ends in a grave. I’m to blame for that. He was never strong enough to handle the position my father put him in, and when I’d had enough, I didn’t take him with me. I didn’t save him. I feel that guilt. My brother will die in days, and there’s not one thing I can do to stop it. So, no, I wasn’t lying to you. I haven’t ever lied to you. My father asked me to do one last thing for him, to avenge my brother, and then I’d never have to deal with him again. That was the deal.”


  “And by doing that, you’ve turned out just like him.”


  A pained expression crossed his face through his defenses. “And I hate myself for it.”


  “That’s not enough,” she said, shaking her head. “That’s not enough for me.”


  “I know.” His hand moved to his pocket, and then he paused. “I’m going to give you something now, and I promise it won’t hurt you. It’s in my pocket.”


  “How do I know it’s not a gun?”


  “You don’t.”


  With her lips set into a grim line, she told him, “Do it slowly so I can see.”


  With deliberate slowness, his fingers dipped inside his jeans pocket and removed a red pouch. He held it up for her to see. “The ring is still in it. I never touched it, so the DNA is there. This would crush my father and his organization. Use it. Please.” He knelt down and slid the tied pouch across the floor, and it stopped by her feet. She didn’t dare move, letting it stay there.


  “And now your fingerprints are all over the outside. What about that.”


  “I don’t expect to be alive when you hand it over.”


  Fear shot through her heart, a warring storm of emotions raging inside. Anger and compassion, hate and love, fear and confidence. They all climbed on top of each other, wanting to be the first to reach the surface.


  He said he’d never lied to her, but of course he had. Conversations they’d had and responses he’d given ran through her mind, and doubt began to settle in. She thought about the ring sketch she’d shown, and all she could remember were questions he asked her. Same with the mustache man. Same with the false arrest and then the picture sent to Steven.


  Wait.


  “Did you send that picture to Steven?” she asked.


  “I was given that photo to make sure it got into his hands, yes.”


  “And what was the point of that?”


  He gave her a humorless smile. “To push him away. To make you trust and confide in me.”


  Reeling at his admission, she sucked in a breath. The gun shook in her hand, and she wrapped her other hand around it to keep it steady.


  “Oh God,” she whimpered. “It worked. I almost lost my best friend, my confidant, and you made me feel so safe. So protected. I thought I could tell you anything, and you had that planned?” Her head was spinning, and she wished she could just sit down for a moment to make it stop and gather her bearings. Her breaths were shallow and fast, and the room began to spin. Reaching out beside her, she moved a few steps until she could feel the wall and stood there for a moment, letting it hold her up. Jason didn’t move from his position, though he watched her with eyes full of concern.


  She shook that thought out of her head. Concern. What a crock of shit.


  Pushing off the wall, she gave a slow clap on her forearm. “Congratulations. You succeeded in making me believe you. Well done.”


  “Katherine—”


  “Why the game, huh? Why get me to trust you at all? Why not just off us in one fell swoop? Seems like a waste of time.”


  “Do you remember what I said about psychotics? They never make any sense. And he was playing with you.”


  “Stop trying to put this off solely on him,” she said, anger bursting through. “You’re the one who followed through on it. You’re just as bad as he is. No, I take that back. You’re worse. So much worse.”


  “I won’t deny that.”


  Her jaw clenched as her hands shook with the need to hit him, hit something, anything physical to get out the frustration and rage boiling inside.


  “So what’s your plan now?” she asked.


  He regarded the gun in her hand. “That part is entirely up to you.”


  “And if I wasn’t pointing this at you, ready to blow your head off at any second…what then?”


  “I’d be doing this very thing. Giving you evidence. Telling you the truth. And then facing the consequences, wherever they fall.”


  “You’re not scared to die,” she said.


  “A man like me doesn’t have much of a life. I thought if I ran far enough away, I’d be able to feel free. To live life on my terms. But I was never truly free. And it’s a lonely existence; you were right about that. It doesn’t matter if I die or not.”


  Clenching her teeth together so her trembling chin didn’t give her away, she said, “Stop trying to make me feel sorry for you. I hate you. I don’t give a fuck how lonely you feel.”


  “I don’t want you to feel anything for me.”


  “Mission accomplished.”


  “Katherine…” He closed his eyes and swallowed, and when he opened them again, he pinned her with a stare so intense, she felt it as though he were touching every inch of her. “When I told you you were unexpected…that was true. I expected to take care of an incompetent Justice and his pesky kid. I never thought I’d fall in love with his daughter. You weren’t part of the plan. That doesn’t excuse what I’ve done. Not at all. Fuck, not even close.”


  She was biting the inside of her cheek so hard she tasted blood, but she refused to speak. Refused to open her mouth and give him any satisfaction for getting to her.


  “You told me about your hopes and dreams, and I want those things for you. I want the nightmares to end. You’re the most deserving, honest, beautiful, infuriating person I’ve ever met, and you should be happy and surrounded by people who love you. I wish I could’ve been more for you. I used to be that man…” His voice cracked.


  “But you didn’t believe enough in yourself,” she said. “You’re not the strong man I thought you were. You’re not the person I thought I knew at all.”


  The deep remorse in his eyes wasn’t begging for compassion and mercy. It was begging for forgiveness. But that wasn’t something she had in her to give.


  Not right now.


  Maybe not ever.


  “What happens now?” she asked.


  “The police will be here soon. You’ll give them the ring and tell them everything. Draw the man you saw, the one who threatened you. His name is Henley, and he’s my father’s right-hand man.”


  “What happens to you?” she asked, her voice wavering now.


  He stood directly in front of the barrel of the gun a few feet away. “You know what. Do it. Pull the trigger.”


  The handle was sliding in her grip, thick with sweat. “I don’t know if I can do that.”


  He took a step toward her. “What did I tell you about hesitating?”


  “You’re asking me to kill you,” she cried.


  “I’m telling you to.”


  With a shaky hand, she lowered the gun.


  “No.”


  He took another step, and this time, he reached out for her hand and put the muzzle of the gun over his heart, clicking off the safety.


  “Pull the trigger, Katherine.”


  She couldn’t stop the violent tremble of her hands as she struggled to hold onto the gun.


  “Pull the trigger…and you’ll be free.”


  His eyes bored into hers and she was lost there, unable to look away, and his voice was calm as he asked, “Don’t you want vengeance? To get revenge on the ones who took someone you loved?”


  She took a shuddering breath, the tension between them rising. Her heart was beating so fast that the blood rushing was a loud roar in her ears.


  Pulling the gun out of his grasp, she turned it so the muzzle was now facing her.


  “Don’t you?”


  “Katherine,” he said, the panic in his voice evident. “Don’t be fucking stupid.”


  From the back of the house a crash followed by footsteps were audible, and Jason spun around to face whoever was coming.


  “If it’s not the cops, be ready to shoot them,” he told her.


  “Jason…” she whispered, dropping the gun to her side.


  He backed her quietly into the shadows as two figures entered the back hall, both dressed entirely in black.


  Oh God… The scene was so eerily reminiscent of the night with her mother, in the same hallway, with men dressed in the same gear as those before, that her heart stopped. Too scared to make a move and risk getting their attention, she grabbed the back of Jason’s shirt, trembling and unable to keep looking.


  When she shook her head against his back, he didn’t hesitate to take over. He reached for her hand that was by her side still holding on to the gun and lifted both their arms, as he had once before, and aimed it in the direction of the first figure in black. He shot with deadly precision, aiming for the man’s heart, before turning the gun on the second figure, catching him in the same spot as the first. Both collapsed onto the floor, their bodies landing in heavy thuds that had Katherine shivering in terror and relief. It was over in less than ten seconds—the two bodies lying motionless on the hardwood, the dark wetness beneath their bodies beginning to pool around them.


  Jason listened for anyone to follow and kept the gun raised, her arm still intertwined with his. When several minutes passed, he lowered her arm and stepped away, turning to face her.


  “Y-you knew them,” she said, gasping as she looked down at the two men on the floor that he hadn’t even hesitated to shoot.


  The sound of sirens could be heard in the distance, and she raised her head and stood there staring at him in stunned silence. The moonlight streaming through the window cast a light over him like a halo, her very own avenging angel bodyguard.


  He was so unbelievably gorgeous that it almost hurt to look at him. And he’d protected her, yet again. How could this man, who’d set out to fulfill his father’s deadly wishes, keep defending her at every turn? It didn’t make sense. He wouldn’t do those things, unless—


  Unless he loved her.


  Though he’d said those words to her tonight, they didn’t register until that moment. The revelation came crashing through her, filling her completely. Her heart swelled with love and pain and sadness, so heavy she could barely breathe.


  “Katherine…” he said, his eyes sad as he looked at her, the sirens growing louder as they came closer. “Do it now.”


  She looked at him one last time, taking in every piece of him, every feature, every scar, down to the way he was looking at her as though he’d never see her again and was grateful he’d had a chance at all.


  Swallowing past the lump in her throat, she blinked away tears as she told him the last four words she’d ever say to him.


  “I love you too.”


  And then she shot him.


  [image: Image]


  



  7 months later


  



  HE WATCHED HER as she strolled along the grass littered with the fall of autumn leaves, the air crisp with the flavor of spiced apples and smoky bonfires, and the promise of new beginnings.


  At least, it felt that way to him. This time of year had always represented a time of change and second chances.


  He’d been given one the night Katherine shot him. With his fate in her hands, she’d not only chosen to let him live—a leniency he’d spend the rest of his life trying to be worthy of—but she’d never revealed his true identity to anyone.


  After they’d arrested his father, the cartel had crumbled as confession after confession came pouring out of several of the members looking for a plea deal. It was enough to put them all behind bars, and, more importantly, away from Katherine, for the rest of her life. Only his father knew who Jason truly was, and he would rather die than ruin his reputation by turning rat.


  The pain of losing his brother was a wound that cut deep with regret. He hadn’t been able to say goodbye or tell him he loved him before he passed, and though the loss remained fresh, he’d forced himself to let go of the blame he took for Oliver’s actions.


  He still stayed in the shadows now, much as he had all those months ago when he’d been watching Katherine for an entirely different reason. Now, he did it because he couldn’t stay away from her, because he wanted to make sure she was okay.


  And the truth was, she was more than okay. She was thriving.


  With her art books tucked under her arm and wearing paint-splattered boots and a glowing smile, she called out to Steven where he sat at their usual picnic table. They would talk animatedly for over an hour before he headed off to his next class and she’d grab a coffee from Java House. It was a routine they’d fallen into over the weeks since school had started again. She always sat on the same side, tipping her head up toward the sky, and letting the sun bathe her in its light.


  And every time she sat down, she felt for it. The hidden message he knew better than—but couldn’t help himself—to leave. When her fingers found the small origami, she smiled to herself and slipped it into her bag. He wasn’t able to see her often, but he liked to think that when she didn’t find it there, she was disappointed.


  And God, she was so beautiful. It always surprised him how much so, and with every visit, it seemed as though she were coming alive again before his eyes. The heavy layers of grief she’d worn were peeling away, revealing the carefree side of her that shone through honestly instead of the faux confidence she’d always projected. She’d switched to the art program during the summer, and judging by the smile she wore even with the long hours spent inside working, she was finally doing what she wanted and making her own way.


  She’d come so far in such a short amount of time, his brave girl.


  His girl…


  Maybe he didn’t deserve to think of her that way after everything he and his family had put her through, but he felt it nonetheless.


  Steven was flipping through Katherine’s latest sketches, admiring every page, and occasionally pointing something out that made him laugh, which had her leaning across the table and giving him a playful smack. Their relationship seemed to have picked up like they’d never been apart at all. Steven was dating an outgoing theater major that didn’t seem threatened by their close friendship, and Katherine had given her stamp of approval. And if her visits to her father’s new house every other weekend were any indication, she’d mended that broken fence as well.


  As Steven checked his watch and got up to leave, Jason’s stomach tightened.


  He’d come here today with a purpose. But as he stood there, palms sweaty, he felt an unfamiliar emotion settle over him.


  He was scared.


  Scared of her reaction. Scared of terrifying her.


  If she looked at him in fear, he’d stop it all now. But if…


  And that was what kept him going. That was what had brought him here.


  The “but if…”


  Strengthening his resolve, he followed close behind her as they walked the path that led to Java House. When she reached for the handle, he grabbed it first.


  “Let me get that for you.”


  “Thank you,” she said, and as she smiled up at him, she froze, her lips parting in surprise.


  And there it was.


  The first look.


  The honest one that would tell him whether this had been a mistake or not…


  She was staring at him in wonder.


  Not in horror. Not in disappointment.


  In fucking wonder.


  Her head was shaking back and forth slightly. “I wasn’t sure if I’d ever see you again.”


  “I wasn’t sure you’d want to.”


  They stared at each other in silence, reacquainting themselves without any words or apologies needed. He kept his eyes on hers as she searched his. Then she studied his face and perused his body, as if learning the lines of him again.


  It had been worth it. Already it had been the right decision, just to have her looking at him that way. He couldn’t ask for more. Couldn’t and wouldn’t. Unless…


  “I heard you got a promotion,” she said, her gaze back on his. “Head of the agency. Not too shabby, Mr.…?”


  “Jason,” he said, holding his hand out. “Jason Garrett.”


  “Katherine Shaw.” She shook his hand, a small smile playing on her lips. “What brings you around these parts, Jason Garrett?”


  “I heard this place makes great coffee,” he said, looking up at the sign over the door. His hand stayed wrapped around hers, and she didn’t pull away. Then his gaze traveled back down to hers. “With a pretty spectacular view.”


  A radiant blush filled her cheeks, and when a cool wind blew her hair across her face, he reached out with his free hand and tucked the flyaways behind her ear. She didn’t flinch from his touch as he ran his fingers down the long strands. It was blonder since the last time he’d seen her this close, lightened by long summer days spent outside.


  Long minutes passed before he let go of her and stepped back. Glancing down at the origami she held in her hand, he gave her a tentative smile. “You always keep them.”


  “I do,” she said without hesitation, looking down at it. “They’re beautiful. A cat made out of a crossword page…clever.” Her emerald eyes were shining when she looked back up at him. “I especially liked the hidden messages inside.”


  Ahh, so she’d opened them…and she was still standing here talking to him.


  For the first time, he found himself unable to speak. This woman, this strong, extraordinary, forgiving woman, had rendered him speechless. If it was possible to erase the past, he would. And then, if she let him, he’d spend the rest of forever making it up to her.


  The door to the coffee shop opened, and as several students walked out, she looked up at him, biting her bottom lip. “I’m gonna grab some coffee now.”


  His heart lurched in his chest at her dismissal, an aching sadness spreading with every beat. But what had he expected? She owed him nothing. This was enough. It had to be.


  “Right. Yeah, you should do that.” He nodded and tried for a smile. “It was good to see you, Katherine. You look”—he took her in one last time, committing every small detail of her to memory—“happy.”


  Not wanting to waste any more of her time, he turned and walked away, but before he got too far, he heard her call out.


  “Would you like to join me?”


  Swallowing past the lump in his throat at her offer, he looked over his shoulder. “I’d love to.”


  She reached for the door and opened it, her eyes glinting impishly.


  “Age before beauty, and all that stuff,” she said.


  A grin spread across his face, and he shook his head as he walked past her.


  And this time, she followed him.
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  A Desperate Man, Volume 1
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  Chapter One


  



  



  “Come here.”


  Evan James crooked his finger at the blonde currently shimmying back into her minuscule, tight, black dress. The same one she’d worn last night that had called like a siren’s song to his cock in the middle of the dimly lit club.


  She looked over at him with heavy-lidded eyes and held the barely there fabric still around her waist. His eyes zoomed in on the impressive breasts overflowing out of her sheer, black bra. Covered, but not enough.


  His mouth watered, and he wanted to drag her back to the bed and take hold of her ripe nipple before pulling the fabric down and out of his way to take her fully into his mouth again.


  After having had her so many times in the last few hours, she’d no doubt taste of him on every inch of her soft skin. He liked that. Before, she’d tasted faintly of vanilla musk—a fragrance he wasn’t overly fond of. He’d made quick, dirty work of her though, marking and leaving his scent on her with his lips, his sex, his come, and he figured one last go-round before sending her on her way would suppress his craving for at least a couple of days.


  He hoped. His appetite was voracious.


  “Can’t get enough, can you?” She leaned down over the edge of the bed and placed her hands there, giving him an ample of view of what he wanted. Now.


  He narrowed his eyes. “Don't play with me.”


  Blondie tsked and put her knees on the mattress, crawling on all fours toward him. “Oh, baby, I told you you’d never want me to leave once you got inside.”


  She was right about that much. If he could live in pussy, he would. It was his weakness, his addiction, the one thing he’d give up anything and everything for. And he nearly had.


  Luckily, he still had his looks and wasn’t forced to pay her—he doubted the hundred bucks in his wallet would cover the cost of even a blow job nowadays. At least, not from someone of her caliber.


  Not that she’d have ever guessed—he played his part well.


  He leaned against the headboard, letting her come to him. A white sheet lay haphazardly over his hips, and as she straddled one of his thighs, she bent down and pulled it away with her teeth.


  His cock rose as she freed him, her long hair lightly breezing against him, making him hard with scarcely a touch. Oh yeah. He had her.


  Threading his fingers through her blond strands, he flexed his hand over the back of her head. Her mouth hovered over his length like a tease, and when his grip tightened, she gave an indecent smile and kissed the tip of his cock.


  Pulling away, she looked up at him again, and he grunted, pushing his hips up toward her mouth. He needed those luscious fucking lips sliding all the way down, taking every inch he had.


  She got the hint.


  Wasting no more time, she grabbed the base of his shaft with one hand and his balls with the other before inhaling him back into her mouth, her tongue flush against the underside, sucking vigorously.


  Goddamn but he lived for this. The tight, wet fit of a mouth around his dick followed by the clenching of a sweet, soaked pussy. There wasn’t any fucking thing better in this world, and he’d never get enough. He wanted to live there. Die there.


  “Thatta girl,” he urged as she took him deeper. “So fucking sexy with that dress down around your hips…” He stopped as white heat flooded through him, and he had to push her shoulders back to keep from coming. He’d save that for her delicious cunt. “But I need you to take it off. Now.”


  The tone of his voice had her unsnapping her bra and peeling her dress back off in record time.


  “You want me here?” she taunted, straddling his hips without waiting for a reply, her naked lips glistening with need. “You like me on top, riding you...fucking you?”


  Wrapping both small hands around him, she squeezed, slowly rotating them up his length. He watched her, his smile half-cocked, his insides on fucking fire as he tried to hold himself off, letting her tease him, stroke him.


  She moved her hands to the front of his shaft and leaned back, pushing him against her. Rubbing her slick heat up and down his cock, coating him with her juices, pressing him hard against her clit as she pleasured herself with him.


  God, she was a fucking sight. She was sending him over the edge. And he couldn’t take it anymore.


  His back arched, and a roar ripped out of him. He grabbed her hips a little too roughly, lifting her up and pulling her down before filling her completely.


  She gasped at the harsh invasion and clamped down around him, causing him to curse and force himself to take his fervor down a notch. The little temptress wasn’t making it easy for him to take it slow. He wanted to fuck her, own her, devour her, if only for the next few minutes.


  He was a man crazed.


  Leaning up, he grabbed her waist, staying inside her, and moved her onto her back. Her hands gripped his biceps, and he reached up to take hold of her wrists before pinning them above her head on the bed. With a daring look in her dark eyes, she tried to move, but he pushed her down harder and thrust deeper. She closed her eyes and gave a throaty moan.


  He pumped himself inside her, and when her head rolled to the side, he bent down and licked a path along her neck. He’d been right—she tasted faintly sweet and salty now, like his sex.


  His teeth grazed the soft spot beneath her ear before biting the skin there. She gasped again in surprise and struggled against his hold, but he kept her in place, using her body to ease the ache.


  She watched him through half-closed lids, her sex clenching violently, urging him on, her sighs and moans becoming louder, her breathing quicker.


  Fuck, she was the tightest thing he’d been inside in months—and he’d been inside more than he could count. She was on the brink, and it wouldn’t take much more to push her over the edge.


  He leaned up, releasing her wrists, and put each long leg over his shoulders.


  Holy shit. That angle squeezed him like a vise and made his breath catch.


  Blondie was panting now, and he made small, quick thrusts over and over to the spot he knew would make her fucking explode. With a cry, she came, and the throbbing of her climax around his cock was all he needed to fly the fuck apart.


  “Goddamn,” he growled, holding on to her thighs with a punishing grip as the orgasm ripped through him.


  The restlessness he’d grown accustomed to holding inside left his body as he emptied himself inside her. The peace wouldn’t last long. But he’d revel in it for a few moments, remembering a time when this would’ve been enough.


  Evan opened his eyes to look into the sated, brown ones he’d felt watching him come undone. Something in her gaze unnerved him, but as quickly as he’d thought it, it passed, and a confident expression took over.


  “Hell of a send-off,” she said with a smirk.


  “You were asking for it in this little black thing you call a dress,” he said, fingering the material bunched around her waist.


  A small smile played on his lips as he eased himself out of her and lowered her legs to the bed. Her hands went to her hips, rubbing the feeling back into them, and any questions that lingered vanished. She made small, pressured circles to the tops of her thighs, and as he sat there watching, still between her legs, she casually brushed her knuckles against her swollen clit.


  He knew that, if she continued, he’d have to have her again.


  As if she could read his mind, her movements stopped. Then she pushed up to her elbows, swung one leg up over his head to the other side, and gracefully stood. Her fingers deftly twisted her waist-length hair into a knot, revealing faint marks all over the ivory expanse of her back. His markings.


  The visual mitigated part of the craving deep inside—the one that insisted he reach out and take. And take. And take. Never satisfied. Thirst never quenched.


  She squeezed back into that tiny dress, running her hands across her breasts before tucking them inside, not even bothering with her bra. She held that out to him on the tip of her finger.


  “A memento, Mr. Tall, Dark, and Handsome,” she said.


  He grabbed it before his brain could tell himself to fuck off. This was a woman who knew the power she could wield over a man. Over him.


  Not that he’d ever let her. Or anyone.


  He walked her to the door of his condo, and instead of opening it, he couldn’t stop himself from pressing her against it, gripping her firm ass in his hands, and tasting her one last time.


  That wasn’t like him. To linger, to hold on to a fucking keepsake.


  He’d burn that bra later—after he’d covered every inch of it with his come.


  



  



  Buy A Desperate Man, Volume 1
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