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            ABOUT THIS BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      The federal judge presiding over a high-profile criminal case has been shot.

      The Honorable Declan White is fine; luckily, the bullet only grazed him. But the suspect is still at large.

      Despite the threat, Declan insists on continuing with the trial.

      So the US Marshals Service steps in. It’s their responsibility to protect the judge. Agent Vanessa Cambridge is assigned to the case.

      No problem. This is Vanessa’s job, and she’s damn good at it.

      Except, this time, it is a problem.

      Because the judge is her ex, the one she thought was her forever. Until he wasn’t.

      The relationship ended badly, and in all these years, he’s never offered an explanation.

      She’s never forgiven him.

      And now she has to protect him with her life.

      

      The Protectors series:

      His Witness

      His Honor

      His Security

      

      Content warning: references to prescription drug addiction

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      This book references characters from Not Her Hero, a thriller that is not part of this series. While it is not necessary to read that book in order to enjoy this one, if you are curious about the backstory of the person currently on trial, as well as Noah, one of the Michigan State Police officers who is a side character in this book, definitely put Not Her Hero on your reading list! You can download it HERE.

      Cheers!

      Tami

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Vanessa sat in her vehicle in the hospital parking lot, staring at the imposing structure. As a senior inspector with the US Marshals Service, she was trained to always pay attention to the details. Take it all in, absorb it. Notice things others may not.

      Like the pregnant woman, urgently waddling toward the entrance, one fist pressing into the small of her back while the other hand clutched her abdomen, a grimace on her face. A man strode along next to her, a bag with a flowery design hanging from his shoulder, his features pinched. He tried to touch the woman, only to have her swat his attempt away, snapping something Vanessa guessed was along the lines of “You’re the one who did this to me.”

      She noticed the frail-looking white-haired lady with wrinkled brown skin sitting in a wheelchair, a young Hispanic guy in hospital scrubs clutching the handles of the chair, probably waiting for the woman’s ride to pull up under the portico.

      Hey, at least she was going home instead of dying here.

      Vanessa frowned. Where had that thought come from? She was normally far more positive and cheery than this. Glass half full kind of gal.

      She supposed that was a glass-half-full thought, although with a heavy layer of morbid mixed in. A more typical thought for Vanessa would have been, hey, she has a family to go home to. Or, hey, she gets to sleep in the comfort of her own bed tonight.

      This case was already getting to her, and she hadn’t even officially started.

      She clutched the steering wheel and focused on her breathing.

      It wasn’t the case.

      It was the subject. The judge she’d been sent here to protect.

      The Honorable Declan White.

      She didn’t like the man. Hadn’t for a really long time.

      Mostly because, back in law school, she’d loved him. Desperately. With all her heart. Until she’d been forced to walk away.

      Damn, had it really been ten years since she’d seen Declan?

      No, that wasn’t true. She saw his far too pretty face far too often. They still had a lot of friends in common, so he was forever popping up in her Instagram feed—part of a cluster of her former classmates, arms slung around shoulders or all toasting with beers in hand, silly grins on their faces. A group of them vacationed together each summer, Declan included. They met for happy hour on the regular. During football season, they gathered on Sundays to watch Lions games. Apparently, there was a bowling league.

      At this stage in life, they were attending their friends’ kids’ soccer and T-ball games. Together.

      Vanessa dropped her head against the headrest and closed her eyes. That was supposed to be her life. It could have been her life. If she hadn’t chosen to move to the other side of the state and pursue a career with the US Marshals Service.

      She was happy with her career, damn it. She had no regrets.

      Okay, she had few regrets.

      It wasn’t fair that freaking Declan was messing with her mojo. And he didn’t even know it.

      That was the kicker. The man was lying in a hospital bed inside that building, security personnel no doubt lined up and down the hall—hell, she spotted a plain-clothed one hovering near the hospital entrance—and he had no clue that only a few hours ago she’d been assigned lead on his protection detail.

      How would he react? He was no doubt annoyed AF right now, courtesy of his near-death experience. Would this discovery make his likely bad mood worse? She doubted that aspect of his personality—the one that got surly when things didn’t go his way—had changed over the years.

      Some things definitely didn’t change.

      Others changed a great deal.

      Man, Declan was putting all sorts of weird thoughts in her head, and she hadn’t yet even seen him in person.

      She flipped open the visor and peered into the mirror, inspecting her image. Her thick red tresses were pulled back into a ponytail. In the bright sunlight, her freckles stood out starkly against her pale skin.

      Back in high school and most of college, she used to hide them with heavy liquid foundation. But she hated how oily her skin felt, how haggard she looked at the end of the day, so by the time she started law school, by the time she met Declan, she’d stopped wearing it, using little more than blusher, lipstick, and emphasizing her eyes to make herself feel pretty.

      Declan used to love her freckles, used to tell her they only highlighted her natural beauty.

      Once she’d been assigned to this case, she’d gone straight to the nearest beauty supply; stood in the makeup section, staring at the rows and rows of foundation for long enough that three different associates had asked if she needed assistance.

      She even picked up one of the bottles, clutched it in her hand for a long moment before replacing it on the shelf and practically running from the store.

      She’d almost bought that damn foundation just to spite Declan. As if covering up her freckles would somehow get back at him for the heartache she’d suffered ten years ago at his hands.

      Damn, she needed to get a grip.

      She flipped the visor closed.

      This was going to be fun. If fun was the opposite of, well, fun.

      She glanced at her phone. Time to go. Time to take over her next assignment.

      Time to face her ex-boyfriend.
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      Declan tried to hide his wince as he slipped a T-shirt over his head and pulled the hem down over the gauze bandage taped to his side. The bullet had only grazed him, but even a graze hurt like a bitch.

      “Here.” The nurse thrust a tiny paper cup at him.

      He glanced at the contents. Two pills, each stamped with the word Vicodin.

      He shook his head as he read the notes scrawled on the whiteboard on the wall behind her. The nurses were supposed to use the information written there to communicate across shifts.

      No opioids. No stimulants. No depressants.

      In other words, nothing addictive. Surely, she could read between the lines. He was a freaking federal judge with a past prescription pill addiction who was currently presiding over a high-profile criminal case involving kidnapping the governor of Michigan, and he’d been shot by some punk who didn’t want the alleged kidnapper to go to prison for the rest of his life.

      Honestly, did she even need to read between the lines?

      “I’m good,” he said, pushing the cup away.

      She blinked dazedly. She was a pretty young thing. Tanned skin, big brown eyes, spiral curls spilling from a tight ponytail on top of her head. Too young for me.

      It was a ridiculous thought. He was thirty-five; she looked like she was late twenties. But the shit he’d been through had aged him. Too much.

      After a moment, her face fell, like she was truly disappointed in his response. “It will make you feel better,” she promised.

      Yeah, he was well aware. For a few hours. And then his body would crave more and more, and eventually, all he’d care about was chasing that high.

      “I don’t take drugs,” he finally bit off. A couple of ibuprofen, maybe, but even that he tended to shy away from unless the pain was debilitating. And while this minor injury was painful, it was honestly more annoying than anything else.

      It meant more security, more people in his space. Declan liked his space to be clutter-free.

      People-free.

      The nurse looked down at the pill cup again, her brow furrowing. Maybe this was her first day on the job and she’d never had experience with an ex-addict.

      “Would you mind getting the doctor so I can see about getting discharged?” He asked as nicely as he possibly could, which he knew sounded more businesslike than nice, but whatever. So long as it got the job done.

      “Yes, I can do that,” the nurse said, clearly relieved to have a new task to focus on. “Although she won’t sign off on your release until your new security detail gets here.”

      Declan closed his eyes. Every time he heard the words security detail, a specific image popped into his head.

      A redheaded woman. Sexy freckles dotting her otherwise flawless complexion. Startlingly blue eyes lined with long lashes. A pert nose. Lips like Julia Roberts.

      And that body. Even after ten years, even after the way things ended between them, his body predictably reacted to that image in his head.

      He turned away, conscious of the fact that he was wearing sweatpants and they did nothing to disguise his growing erection.

      He supposed he ought to appreciate that things still worked down there. It’s been a while since he’d used the equipment.

      Except—no. He needed to stop. He wasn’t supposed to think about her. At all. His own rule, but still.

      By the time she’d joined the US Marshals Service, he was in rehab. Once he was in a place where he was able to reach out to his friends and family, to apologize for all the shit he’d put them through, he’d deliberately not reached out to her.

      He'd let her be. Let her get on with her life.

      She was better off without him.

      So he told himself daily, all these years later.

      The nurse stepped out into the hall and then glanced back at him. “Oh, here she comes now.”

      Good. The doctor who had stitched him up was older, wiser, and fully aware of his addiction. Hopefully, he could convince her to release him even without the added protection. For fuck’s sake, he’d counted seven guards when he’d peeked out into the hall earlier. Whoever the hell had shot him—last he’d heard, the person was still at large—wasn’t going to get anywhere near him anytime soon. Hell, the security guys could all pile into a single vehicle with him sandwiched in between. He wouldn’t mind so long as he could get the hell out of the hospital.

      Hospitals reminded him of his addiction. Of how he’d started down that path, how hard it had been to break free.

      Of how much he’d lost as a result.

      Of who he’d lost.

      Dr. Richards entered the room. She was a tall Black woman who wore a colorful headband that kept her dark curls out of her face. She had a genuine smile and a no-nonsense attitude, and she and Declan had hit it off immediately, despite him lying on a gurney with a bleeding gunshot wound in his side and a contingency of police personnel who had made it challenging for her to even get close enough to inspect the wound.

      “Your Honor,” she said.

      “Come on, Doc, I told you to call me Declan.”

      Dr. Richards smiled. “You have yet another security person here, and I didn’t want to offend.”

      Protocol, protocol, protocol. He normally relished the protocol. Today, he was just annoyed by every fucking thing.

      Dr. Richards glanced down at the tablet that likely contained his fate, or at least was telling her whether he could be released. “I imagine you’re ready to get out of here.”

      “Very much so,” he agreed.

      “I know you are in more pain than you’re letting on. You can take ibuprofen or acetaminophen without issue. Even prescription strength⁠—”

      “I’m fine,” he ground out. Logically, he knew she was right. But his brain couldn’t get past if I take another pill, I won’t stop.

      She nodded. “Okay, I’m signing your release papers and turning you over to US Marshals Service Senior Inspector Vanessa Cambridge.”

      Declan’s head snapped up. “What?”

      She didn’t need to repeat herself, because the person she’d referenced stepped into the doorway and gave him one of her signature cool, dispassionate looks.

      His knees buckled. Luckily, the horribly uncomfortable hospital-issue couch was behind him.

      Vanessa remained where she was while the doctor rushed to Declan’s side. “Are you all right? Maybe we need to keep you longer. Are you lightheaded? Dizzy? I didn’t see anything in the notes about you hitting your head when you were shot.”

      He shook his head, his gaze steady on Vanessa.

      Vanessa.

      Vanessa.

      Holy shit, she was here, and fuck him, she was every bit as beautiful as she’d always been. Maybe more so.

      All that thick, fiery red hair, pulled away from her face to accentuate those adorable freckles. Those stunningly sharp blue eyes. Lips made for sinning.

      She wore what she probably thought was a boring navy blue suit, and yet, on her it was anything but. Emphasizing her slight curves, her height, her long neck…

      Vanessa was here. And she was⁠—

      “Did you say you’re turning me over to her?”
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      Vanessa fought not to react to Declan’s tone.

      He sounded as surly as he had been almost constantly toward the end of their relationship. And yet, there was more. A note of disbelief.

      He didn’t want her here anymore than she wanted to be here.

      At least they could finally agree on something.

      While the doctor fussed over him and he assured her he was fine and his reaction was because he hadn’t expected to see Vanessa—honest to a fault these days, apparently—she took a moment to unabashedly soak in the details that were Declan White in person, for the first time in ten years.

      He still wore his thick black hair too shaggy, like he was quietly snubbing the system he so heartily supported. His brows were still heavy, dark over piercing, equally dark eyes. The scruff on his face had turned into a full-fledged beard, close-cropped but still dense.

      And he still had the physique of a quarterback. Strong shoulders, narrow waist, muscular legs, probably a six-pack under that T-shirt, too.

      Damn it, she’d hoped against hope there’s be no attraction left. She’d hoped she could be as dispassionate about this assignment as he’d been about their breakup.

      “You’re right,” he’d responded that day, when she’d had enough and finally decided to leave. “You should go. It’s for the best. You’ll be happier. Eventually.”

      She should have turned down this assignment. Except she was gunning for the training position that had just come open, and she knew successfully completing this assignment—a.k.a. keeping the judge alive—would almost guarantee she’d get the job.

      So she’d swallowed her pride, refused to acknowledge the ache still in her heart, and she’d packed up and headed across the state, back to Grand Rapids to face her demons.

      Okay, just one demon.

      He had to be a demon, given how much better-looking he’d gotten over the years.

      Clearly, he wasn’t human.

      “Fine,” Declan said, standing and deliberately not looking her way. “Let’s go.”

      He strode toward her, and she hated the way she edged out of his way. It probably looked like she was intimidated by him, when, really, she just didn’t want to touch him.

      She didn’t want to know how truly attracted she still was to him.

      They walked down the hall side by side, not saying a word. Their shoulders didn’t bump against each other; their hands didn’t accidentally brush. She forced herself to focus on their surroundings instead of the heat of his skin. She watched for anything out of the ordinary.

      She was here for a job, not a reconciliation that, honestly, she’d never asked for and was pretty sure she didn’t want.

      The security detail surrounding them kept their heads on a swivel, watching, anticipating. No one spoke.

      They left via a side entrance because the media was camped out at the hospital’s main entrance, waiting for a chance to interview the judge who had been shot.

      She led Declan to one of the waiting all-black SUVs with heavily tinted, bulletproof windows. One of the other guys was going to drive her car so she could stay with Declan.

      They slid into the back seat, and the vehicle almost immediately kicked into motion. “Are you hungry?” she finally asked. Back in the day, especially toward the end of their relationship, Declan had a terrible habit of forgetting to eat, and when he didn’t eat regularly, he became extra surly.

      He grunted. “I could eat.”

      “Do you want us to stop someplace on the way?”

      “Are we going to my house?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you staying with me?”

      She swallowed. That was the plan. At least until the person who shot him was captured. Declan was too valuable an asset, and besides, that was the purpose of the US Marshals Service: to ensure the safe and secure conduct of judicial proceedings.

      Which meant keeping the presiding judge alive.

      Before the pause became too awkward, she said, “Yes.”

      He slipped his phone out of a pocket. She didn’t miss his grimace. “You refused pain meds,” she noted.

      “Yeah.” That was all he said. His attention was on his phone screen. She glanced over to see what he was doing.

      Ordering takeout. From the Founders Taproom.

      Her favorite hangout. At least, it had been when she’d lived on this side of the state.

      “You aren’t even going to ask if I want anything?” she blurted.

      “I’m ordering for both of us.”

      She pressed her lips together. Bit back a snarky remark.

      “Am I wrong?” He tilted the screen toward her so she could see the order he was about to place. His tone was faintly challenging, just like she remembered. Betraying his confidence that he knew her almost better than she knew herself.

      Problem was, her mouth was watering. She hadn’t had their whipped feta in a decade. He’d ordered a couple of avocado chicken sandwiches too.

      Damn it, suddenly that was all she craved.

      Well, almost.

      “No,” she said curtly.

      She caught the quick lift of the side of his mouth as he tapped the screen a few more times before tucking his phone away. “We need to make a stop on the way.” He rattled off the address.

      The driver, Noah Killian, a Michigan State Police officer who was on temporary assignment protecting Declan, glanced at Vanessa in the rearview mirror.

      She nodded her approval, then side-eyed Declan. Did it irritate him that she was in charge of this assignment—of his life? It wouldn’t be her that would bother him, precisely—at least, she didn’t think so—rather, the fact that he wasn’t in charge. Declan was a big fan of controlling everything around him.

      He stared straight ahead, not acknowledging the exchange.

      When they arrived at the restaurant, he told Noah, “It’s all paid for. Order is under the name Judge.” He answered Noah’s smirk with one of his own.

      A short time later, they merged onto I-196, heading out of downtown, and it occurred to Vanessa that she’d skimmed over the address listed for Declan in his file. She’d assumed he lived in one of the posh neighborhoods within a short commute of the courthouse, but it was a full forty minutes later when Noah turned down a winding drive, shaded by the brightly colored leaves of poplar, aspen, and maple trees.

      A ranch home with gray siding came into view, and they pulled up in front of an attached two-car garage with a bonus bay. A black Cadillac XT4 was parked next to her Ford Bronco Sport, with two more black, state-issue SUVs completing the lineup. She assumed the Cadillac belonged to Declan.

      Her phone vibrated with a text, a member of her team letting her know the perimeter was all clear.

      “Welcome to my little slice of paradise,” Declan said, shoving open the door and climbing out of the SUV. Noah tried to hand him the bag of food, but he plucked out three containers and said, “The rest is for you all. Hopefully, I bought enough.”

      “Thanks, man,” Noah said. “I mean, Your Honor.”

      “Man is better. Or Declan.” He strode toward one of the state-issue SUVs, where two other members of his security detail were climbing out of the vehicle. “I assume one of these guys has my keys?”

      Vanessa didn’t bother responding, since Seth was already walking toward them, keys, a briefcase, and a plastic bag containing what was left of the suit Declan had been wearing earlier in his hands.

      “Thanks,” Declan said, accepting the bounty and making an abrupt about-face before stalking toward the front door. The man never just walked. He was always stalking or striding or prowling.

      Like a wild animal, barely contained.

      The thought faded away the moment she stepped into the foyer and saw the view spread out before her. A wide-open living space with a cathedral ceiling, a stone fireplace on one wall, and floor-to-ceiling windows wrapped around French doors led out to a deck overlooking a small body of water, all surrounded by more woods.

      It was practically paradise. Definitely wouldn’t be a hardship hanging out here—hopefully for only a few days—until Declan’s attacker was caught.

      “Told ya,” he whispered, much too close to her ear.

      She tried and failed not to shiver and quickly moved to put space between them.

      “Come on, I’ll give you a quick tour before we eat.”

      He showed her the kitchen, with its white-washed cabinets and a breakfast nook tucked next to another wall of windows. A dining room with striped wallpaper looked as if it was rarely used.

      Back in law school, they had been very social—as much as working one’s way through law school allowed—but this place spoke of someone who preferred seclusion, privacy.

      Instead of taking her through the French doors in the living room, he veered to the left and opened a set of double doors leading into what turned out to be the master suite. There was a huge bed next to another set of French doors showing off yet another spectacular view of nature and that body of water out there. From this angle, she could see what looked like a boathouse with a dock, although the water was the size of a pond and far too small for a boat.

      Following him through yet another door, she found herself in a sunroom with a hot tub built into the wrap-around deck. Vanessa immediately regretted not packing a swimsuit for this excursion, even if it was well into fall.

      “This is gorgeous,” she murmured.

      “Feel free to use it any time you want, although you can’t have this bedroom. Unless you want to share it with me.”
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