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“YOU'VE GOT TO BE KIDDING me.” 

Jarrod “Lance” Landis placed both hands on his boss’s desk and leaned forward to look him in the eye. “If I wanted to be a bodyguard, I sure as hell wouldn’t be working for Phantom Force Tactical.”

“I know. I know.” Nicholas “Colt” Colton leaned back in his high-backed leather chair with his arms crossed. “But it’s only for a week.”

“A day would be too long.” Lance paced in front of the desk a moment. “An hour would be—”

“Is that a no?”

“I didn't say that.” Lance stopped walking. “But why me?” He reclined into a chair near the desk and leaned forward, elbows on his knees, hands clasped. “I mean, level with me. Am I on your shit list already or something? Why can't someone else do it?”

“Because you're the NFG,” Colt replied calmly. “End of conversation.”

Lance took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Well, he had him there. Good to know it wasn’t anything personal, but it still stung. Sure, he was the New F-ing Guy at this particular security agency, but he’d been deployed to some of the most dangerous locations in the world during his ten years of special operations service. The job he was being requested to perform was more like a rent-a-cop or private bodyguard position. No one else in the company would want it, and Colt probably wouldn’t dream of asking any of them. The guys at Phantom Force Tactical were some of the most respected, well trained, bad-ass former military men in the world.

Lance stared vacantly at the ceiling as he began to accept that Colt was right. This job had to go to the NFG. How would it look to the guys who’d been with the agency for dozens of years if the one hired six weeks ago, walked in and chose which ops he’d accept? He had to shrug it off, take the gig, and work his way up the ladder like everyone else had. Truthfully, he was flattered—honored—to have received the call to be a part of this team in the first place. Everyone in the business looked at Phantom Force as one of the top agencies in the world—and being given the opportunity to sit down and have this conversation with the legendary Nick Colton was a privilege in and of itself.

Lance raked a hand through his dark hair. “Okay. What's the backstory?” The excitement he’d felt this morning at getting the call for his first real solo op with Phantom Force seeped out of him as the reality of the situation sank in.

Colt didn’t gloat or show any emotion as he pulled a folder out from under a pile and handed it across the desk.

Lance groaned when he opened it. Taped to the inside was a photo of a young woman in a sparkling full-length gown, waving toward the camera. She appeared to be attending a red-carpet event or perhaps a charity function. A matching diamond necklace and bracelet reflected the lights surrounding her so that the entire figure appeared to sparkle. A smile, made for cameras, was highlighted by shiny red lips that magnified the overall appearance of perfection.

“Striking, isn't she?”

Lance looked up from the picture. “Not exactly what I was thinking.”

“Really? What were you thinking?” Colt sat back in his chair with half a smile on his face, his brows raised questioningly.

“I was thinking that I'm going to have to deal with an obscenely rich, hopelessly spoiled, and probably terribly bad-tempered prima donna.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Look at her.” Lance held the picture up. “She's beautiful. Apparently, filthy rich. Accustomed to being waited on and served.” Lance's attention went back to the other paperwork in the folder.

“Well at least you can admit she’s good looking.” Colt frowned. “I was beginning to wonder...”

Lance grunted in reply, and continued reading. “Says here her father is Franklin Hathaway.” He looked up. “The Franklin Hathaway? The Hollywood producer?”

“That's the one.”

“I think I read somewhere that he died.”

“About a year ago.” Colt's smile disappeared, and his expression turned grim. “He had just turned fifty.”

“What happened?”

“Car accident...they say.”

Lance heard the sarcasm in his voice, but he was so intent on scanning the file, he didn’t question it.

“I don’t see any siblings.” Lance’s eyes darted up. “She’s an only child?”

Colt nodded. “Her mother died when she was three.”

“Great.” Lance let out his breath. “So she inherited the entire Hathaway fortune.”

“You make it sound like that’s a bad thing.”

“I’m just saying, it means she’s never worked a day in her life. Never struggled.”

“I wouldn’t assume too much if I were you.” Colt tapped his pencil on the desk, and appeared a little irritated.

Again, Lance heard the tone, but let it go. Instead, he studied Colt in silence for a few moments. “Level with me. What's up with this? It’s not the kind of op that Phantom Force usually takes on.”

“You’re right about that.” Colt’s steady gaze locked on his. “But it’s...complicated.”

Lance’s brow creased with confusion. “Meaning?”

“Someone called in a favor.”

“Hmm. Must be a pretty close friend and a pretty big favor.”

“That’s right.”

Lance knew he wouldn’t get anything more out of Colt on that topic. He was the type of man who never gave out any more information than was absolutely necessary, and was a master at keeping things secret. Maybe that’s why he was so popular, and why anyone worth his salt in private security wanted to be a part of his team.

Lance leaned back in his chair and exhaled. “Okay, lay this all out for me. What does this involve exactly?”

“Well, ever since her father died, she’s pretty much become a recluse.” Colt’s gaze moved to somewhere over Lance’s shoulder. “She didn’t take it well.”

“Her father’s death, you mean?”

Colt nodded as Lance’s attention went back to the file. “But it says here she’s going to be traveling again.”

“That’s right.” Colt nodded. “And one of her father’s old friends wants someone to keep an eye on her.”

“And that old friend is also an old friend of yours?”

Colt didn’t answer, letting Lance know he’d pushed too far and was asking too many questions. He tried to change the subject. “She looks like she's old enough to take care of herself to me.” Lance stared at the photo again. “Probably has a whole entourage of people with her at all times. Can't they babysit her?”

“It's not babysitting.” Colt's voice grew a bit more emotional. “This is a legitimate security mission.” He leaned forward with an intent look on his face after a prolonged silence. “I know it sucks. I know it’s not your type of op. But once it's done, I'll owe you one.”

Lance's head jerked toward him. “What does that mean exactly?”

“When you get back, I'll give you something extra juicy.”

A slight smile twitched at the corner of Lance's mouth. In “Colt talk,” extra juicy meant something extra dangerous, and that suited him just fine. If Lance had to do this one little thing in order to win this man’s esteem, he would do it and give it his all.

Colt and his business partner had started Phantom Force Tactical less than a decade ago, but it was already one of the most renowned names in the business. Everyone in this line of work had heard about the exploits of Colt and his partner Blake Madison. Both former Navy SEALs, they had records of distinction both on and off the battlefield. After getting severely injured in a secret operation, Blake had left the service and become a homicide detective. He and Colt later fulfilled a life-long dream by starting the company.

“Must be a pretty big favor someone is calling in.”

A slight nod of the head was Colt’s only reply. This was a man whose entire adult life had consisted of hair’s-breadth escapes and some of the most dangerous missions ever undertaken. Even after leaving the service, Colt had eagerly volunteered for ops that other men said couldn’t be done. In his younger years, he’d traveled from one end of the globe to another, meeting royalty and heads of state, and forming alliances with the top security agencies of allied countries. There was no one of any diplomatic importance he didn’t know. It wasn’t hard to conceive that a lot of people in high places owed Colt favors—but it had never occurred to Lance that Colt owed a few too.

“Okay. I'm in.”

“Great.” Colt dug through another pile of papers on his desk and pulled out a folder. “Here are your travel arrangements and a plane ticket. You leave tomorrow.”

Again, Lance's head jerked up. “How'd you know I was going to say yes?”

Colt’s eyes locked on his. “I know my guys.”
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LANCE WAS BEGINNING to doubt the accuracy of his GPS, even though it was better than most on the market. It seemed like he was getting further and further away from civilization, but he still hadn’t reached his turnoff. Rounding a sharp turn, he had to steer hard to the right to keep from hitting a car that was in his lane.

“Slow down, buddy.” By the time he’d gotten his vehicle under control and shifted his gaze to the rear-view mirror, the car was gone. But the driver’s face was imprinted in his mind, and the vehicle—a plain white van—was stamped in his memory.

Just a few seconds later, Lance’s GPS began to signal for a right-hand turn. He drove alongside an ornate wrought-iron fence for a short distance, then turned into the main entrance that was flanked by two stone pillars and an impressive-looking gate. Each pillar had a large “H” emblazoned on the front, verifying he was at the right place. Maneuvering his truck close to the touchpad, he shifted his foot to the brake as he pulled a crumpled piece of paper from his back pocket and squinted at the numbers.

It occurred to Lance that this was a strange way to arrive for a meeting, but he hadn't questioned it until now. Was there a reason Colt had given him the gate’s code instead of just having him go through the Hathaway security team? He looked around. Actually, he didn’t see any security. Not humans anyway. There was a camera attached to the small guardhouse, but the building itself was empty.

As soon as the numbers were tapped in, the huge gates began to move. That was easy, he thought, as he stepped on the accelerator. But does anyone know I’m coming? The more he thought about it, the more he began to think this whole operation was some type of training exercise for Phantom Force, rather than a legitimate mission. He wouldn’t put it past Colt to test all of his recruits this way—send them on a supposedly easy op and then throw strange situations at them to see how they reacted. He speculated that perhaps he would be watched and graded on how well he performed. He’d better stay on his toes...and play nice. He frowned. Playing nice with a spoiled brat was going to test his skills to their breaking limit. Good way to train the new guy, Colt.

Lance's head moved on a swivel now as he proceeded up the winding, brick-paved drive. Being aware of his surroundings was part of his job, but today, it was more of a case of not believing what he was seeing.

The trees lining the road were magnificent, their limbs creating a natural canopy of green. When he ascended a hill and came out of the tunnel formed by foliage, the view was breathtaking. Nothing but rolling hills and green fields as far as the eye could see—until the house came into view.

Holy cow.

Lance felt like he was pulling up to the front of a movie set as he steered his truck around the circular drive. Except for the gold three-tiered fountain that threw sparkling water into the air, it appeared he was sitting in front of the mansion from Gone with the Wind. A sea of flowers surrounded the fountain, spreading out in wave after wave of color. His attention moved to the wide, welcoming porch that appeared to be made of marble. He tilted his head back to take in the four large pillars that graced the front of the home. Yep. Marble, too.

Lance took a deep breath and exited the truck. He began to wonder if he was underdressed in his simple blazer and jeans. Too late to worry about it now. His boots made a gentle clicking sound as he crossed the huge landing and rang the doorbell. It didn’t take long for a man dressed in formal attire to open the door.

“May I help you?” His gaze swept over Lance’s shoulder and he leaned forward a little to gaze out the door, as if not quite sure how this stranger had gotten through the gate.

“Good morning. I’m here to see Ms. Hathaway.”

The man looked even more surprised. “Do you have an appointment, sir?”

Lance wasn't sure how to answer that. Colt had given him the directions, the security code, and told him what time to arrive. He assumed his boss had informed the client he was coming—but he should have known better than to assume anything with Colt. “I'm, uh, not sure.”

The man stared at Lance a moment, and then shook his head. “And your name, sir?”

“Jarrod Landis.” He pulled out his official ID and showed the man.

“Oh, yes.” The man seemed to remember hearing the name. “Very well. I'll see if I can find her.” He still seemed a bit unsure about inviting Lance in, but after assessing him a moment, opened the door and motioned for him to enter with his hand. “Wait here.” He then turned and strode toward a massive door at the end of the hall, mumbling as he walked, suggesting by his tone that locating the mistress of the large house would be no easy task.

Lance stood in the large foyer, and waited, his eyes ever busy. He’d noticed another security camera on the porch, but didn’t see any in here. The entryway was large, with a black and white checkerboard floor and two white pillars that stood beneath an archway into the next room. In front of each pillar stood small tables with fresh bouquets of flowers spilling out over the vases. Off to his right was an elaborate curving staircase that ascended to the second floor.

Just as Lance’s gaze landed on a sparkling crystal chandelier hanging over the stairway, the clamor of footsteps and the sound of humming reached his ears. The sight of feet descending the stairs two at a time came into view shortly thereafter.

Raising his gaze a little more, he took in a pair of torn and ragged jeans that were half in and half out of a pair of untied work boots. A flannel shirt appeared next—followed by the appearance of wavy hair bouncing off the shoulders of a young woman. When the figure saw him, she stopped abruptly. “Garth, sit.”

Lance's eyes moved to the German shepherd that had been following just behind her. The dog appeared watchful and vigilant, but obeyed the order, and sat on the step just behind her.

“Who are you?” The young woman eyed him suspiciously.

“Jarrod Landis. I'm here to meet Ms. Hathaway.” Lance took in the tousled hair and the tattered jeans, and wondered who this creature was and why she was here.

“For what?”

“If you'll direct me to Ms. Hathaway, I'll explain all of that.”

He watched a curtain of annoyance descend upon her features, followed by obvious forced calmness that comes from lots of practice. “There must have been a mix-up of some sort. Who sent you?”

Lance hesitated to respond, not sure if that was information he was supposed to divulge. Where in the hell was the Hathaway lady? And why was this stable girl acting like a bodyguard? Maybe she should be the one given the job of protecting the asset. Damn you, Colt. What did you get me into?

The woman straightened up menacingly and crossed her arms over her chest. But before she had time to reveal what was on her mind, the wooden door at the end of the hall opened and the man Lance had met earlier hurried through, slightly out of breath. He followed Lance's gaze to the figure on the stairs, and stopped. “Oh. I see you've found her.”

Lance stood still, his gaze bouncing from one to the other like he was watching a tennis ball during a high-stakes match. The tension in the room became palpable, and his surprise could not have been more complete.

“Why is he here, Stan?” the young woman moved her hands to her hips. Her blue eyes, which had been wide and almond-shaped, were now mere slits as she stared at the nervous and fidgety man who had opened the door and let this stranger in.

“I-I'm not sure. I think maybe...perhaps—”

Her eyes darted back to Lance and her look was direct. She had apparently decided to bypass the middleman and ask him directly. “Why are you here?"

Lance had never been known for his patience, and what little he possessed had vanished during his idle time in the foyer. The speculation that this was Colt’s idea of a joke on the new guy was beginning to look more conclusive. He suppressed the urge to look again for a camera—a hidden one—and imagined the guys back at Phantom Force Tactical having a good laugh if they were watching his reaction at this moment. Maybe he should just end this right here and now.

But instead of turning and walking back out the door, as his instinct told him to do, Lance decided to play along. Damned if he was going to roll over and give in—practical joke or not. He pretended that he was the one in control of the situation. “I would tell you if I could, but I can't so I won't.”
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