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“Josh, I’ve got Blaze Cartwright on the phone,” my office manager/receptionist/ruler of the universe, Penny, says.

I drop the weight bar with a clang and sit up before reaching for my towel. I notice a few of the team, who are also working out in the Black Hawke gym, glance my way.

“As in the rockstar?” I ask Penny.

“Yup.” She nods.

“Isn’t he retired?” I frown, walking over to my water bottle and chugging down half of it.

I’m fairly sure people think Navy SEALs are magically chiseled, but that’s so fucking far from the truth, I don’t even know where to start. We get our reputation because of the almost superhuman lengths we had to go through to earn our stripes. 

That day was a long time ago, but staying in shape is just as essential since starting Black Hawke Security with Aidan Black, a US Marine. 

Hence having a good quality gym in our building in Los Angeles. 

“Turn on a radio sometime, Josh.” Ryder laughs as he climbs off the rowing machine and walks over.

I grunt.

I do that a lot. Apparently.

“I have Spotify,” I mutter, then drag my eyes back to Penny. “Get a number. Tell him I’ll call him back.”

“I tried that,” she replies, crossing her arms in annoyance. 

I swear she’s the only person in the universe who questions me and gives me sass.

The only person I let get away with it. 

Maybe because she’s in her seventies and mothers us in a pick your shit up boys or I’ll put it through the shredder kind of way.

It was that or hire someone in her twenties or thirties who would distract my men or be distracted by them.

I’m not stupid. All of them would want to fuck her.

Or just would.

What a disaster that would be.

I’m not interested in female drama of any kind. I fuck them and thank them. Which I think is fair. I don’t want to know about their exes, their family issues, or even how their dog or cat did some cute shit.

Not fucking interested.

I run my towel over my still sweating forehead and ruffle my hair. It’s a little longer than when I was an active SEAL, but not long enough so that the dark strands curl.

Annoys the hell out of me when it does that.

“Give him to radio boy here.” I tip my head to Ryder.

“He asked for you. Josh, are you going to take this call or keep Blaze waiting?”

Blaze?

I smirk. “A fan, were you?”

She drops her arms and huffs. “Of course I was. Everyone was. He sold one hundred million records while you were still in diapers.”

Ryder snorts and I shoot him a glare. He holds up his hands, but the smile is still there.

Jesus.

What could a retired—I thought—rock star want me for?

Black Hawke Security, or BHS, is a group of paramilitary experts. We provide services mostly to governments (yes, plural) and the rich and famous.

But usually that means a huge name that’s all over TikTok, not some eighties rockstar.

Letting out a sigh, I toss my towel, miss the basket, and follow a muttering Penny out to my office.

“Put him through,” I say, continuing past her to the big office down the end of the hall. 

“Put a shirt on!” she calls out.

I shake my head as I shut the door, reach for a black BHS t-shirt, and tug it on, covering my offensive looking eight pack and tribal tattoos.

I grab a bottle of electrolytes out of my mini fridge then flop in the big chair behind my desk as the phone rings.

“Josh Hawke,” I answer.

“Mr. Hawke. Blaze Cartwright. I need your help,” he says.

Interesting.

I tap the keyboard to wake up my computer and google his name.

I know who he is.

I know his music. Everyone does.

Penny wasn’t lying about the one hundred million album sales. Blaze also has one Grammy, and his band, Sonic Rebel, has three. In fact, I’d argue nearly everyone on the planet knows who Blaze Cartwright, the lead singer of Sonic Rebel, is.

The Beatles, Led Zeppelin, Aerosmith, Sonic Rebel.

He lost his wife, the love of his life, tragically to cancer two years ago. I knew that, but as I type in his name, I see that he’s come out of retirement after a decade and released a new album.

I read the news.

I don’t need to listen to the radio. 

Thanks Ryder, you dick.

Still, I’m confused about why he’d be asking for me in person. If he’s wanting to use our bodyguard services, Penny would’ve handed him to Ryder.

Aidan heads up the government contracts. Ryder manages the bodyguard services teams, and me? I look after our corporate clientele—you’d be surprised by the interesting needs they have—and the black ops stuff.

Which doesn’t exist.

Off books stuff.

Working with some of the most powerful people in the world. Many of whom also don’t exist.

It’s complicated and better if I don’t explain.

And that you don’t know.

Blaze Cartright is likely one of those precious celebrities who wants to talk to the person whose name is on the door. Or in our case, the website.

Black Hawke Security.

I’m Josh Hawke. A Navy SEAL and dangerous asshole if my former colleagues are to be believed—and they should—and arrogant, if the women I reject at the end of the night are to be believed. 

Again, they should.

Frankly, I don’t care what people think of me.

My priorities are my elite team of former special ops and fulfilling the contracts which bring in millions (and millions!) of dollars into my company every year. Money aside, we protect the vulnerable and rid the world of evil.

I knew at a certain point in my SEAL career that I could do more out of uniform, but I respect the navy and thank the universe for the opportunity to serve.

Expecting this to be a brief conversation and to hand him over to Ryder, I take a sip of my drink and then wipe my mouth. “How can I help you, Mr. Cartwright?”

“Blaze, please.”

“Blaze.” 

Jesus, get to the fucking point. 

I have a satellite call with the Middle East in twenty minutes and wanted to get in a full workout. That isn’t happening now, so I’ll have to fit in some more reps later tonight.

I might not be in the service anymore, but some days my job can be just as dangerous. Even more so without the backing of the government. 

There are pros and cons.

Staying in shape and keeping my fitness at optimal levels keeps me alive. 

“My daughter’s life is in danger, and I need you to protect her,” he answers.

Fuck no. I’m not a trust fund baby bodyguard. 

Jesus fucking Christ, I’m offended.

Did he read my bio? I’m a goddamn Navy SEAL. Not a mall cop. No offense to mall cops. Someone has to do that shit.

Not me.

And I don’t look after spoiled rich kids.

I’m about to launch into my well-practiced spiel and transfer him to Ryder’s voicemail when he adds, “I’ll pay you triple. It’s just until they get this guy put back in prison.”

I lift my brows slowly.

He’s got my attention. Not because of the money—although the potential for referrals from Cartwright is huge—but I’m curious about who the escaped convict is. 

“Keep talking,” I say as I change my Google search to find Blaze’s daughter.

“Eleven years ago, when Sonic Rebel was at the height of its success, my daughter Cassy was eighteen. The media took an interest in her and so did Isaac Miller.”

I stare at my screen as Blaze continues. 

Christ.

I can see why she turned heads.

A young Cassy Cartwright stares at me through my laptop screen, and she’s fucking gorgeous. Not just your usual Hollywood gorgeous. She’s naturally beautiful and lean, with long dark wavy hair and startling green eyes surrounded by thick long lashes.

I’m no stranger to beautiful women. Being six four and built like a brick shithouse, I draw them to me like magnets. But beauty aside, there’s something about her stopping me from looking away.

Like the Mona fucking Lisa, I can’t put my finger on it.

Is she smirking? Cheeky? 

No.

Is she a dirty little girl, hiding behind an innocent charade? I lean in and study her eyes. 

No.

But it’s something, and it has my cock twitching.

And my mood darkening. 

I click my messenger and send Penny an abrupt message asking why we don’t have information about escaped convict Isaac Miller.

Penny replies. Say please.

Fucking hell.

Please GET me the information.

“So,” Blaze says, after wrapping up. “Isaac Miller was convicted and imprisoned for twenty-five years. Yesterday we learned he escaped, and Cassy refuses to get private security.”

She’s stubborn.

And stupid.

“Carry on,” I say.

“I told her she must hire a bodyguard,” Blaze says. “I sent one of my men over there and she called the police. Had him removed from the premises for trespassing.”

My lips stretch into a smile.

I shouldn’t. It was irresponsible of her, but it still makes me smile.

“He will kill her, Mr. Hawke. I need someone who will not let Cassy run roughshod over them and can keep her alive. You come highly recommended.”

I’m not surprised.

Much of our work comes from repeat business with governments and personal recommendations. Hollywood is a small industry, and because our head office is in Los Angeles and they can afford us, we are their first call.

Not all of them, and so my fingers are rubbing together at the idea of getting the call from a member of Sonic Rebel.

We didn’t exist when Sonic Rebel was one of the biggest bands in the world, so we don’t yet have their long-term business.

I see this as a potential opportunity to grab it.

And the woman staring back at me from my monitor looks like a sweet challenge.

I don’t like men who harm women. I might not have been listening intently to Blaze as he explained what Isaac did, but I heard enough.

“We’ll make sure she’s protected and connect in with law enforcement to see if we can help track him down,” I say.

I won’t guard her myself, but I’ll meet with them and make sure I keep my word that BHS will keep Cassy Cartwright alive.

“Thank you.”



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


CHAPTER TWO



[image: image]




[image: A black background with a black square

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

CASSY
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I fold the tinfoil back over my client’s locks of hair as my phone beeps in my pocket. I straighten and say, “Look’s good. Give it another ten minutes, then put the toner through it.”

“Okay.” Jenna, my most junior (and very eager) hairdresser, smiles. 

She’s been with the team for eight weeks. I love teaching young stylists what I know and seeing them thrive. I had a mentor when I was training. It really helps to have someone believe in you.

“Use the seven tone that we went over last week to get the blonde nice and ash. Remember, it's one part toner to two parts developer.” I pat her shoulder. “I’ll be out back taking my break if you need me.”

I trust she won’t. Jenna might be a junior, but she has already impressed me during her time at Ink & Mane Studio.

My baby.

I started Ink & Mane five years ago when I was only twenty-four and it is thriving. I wasn’t going to let anyone, or anything, destroy what I’d created. 

A phone call from the US Marshals earlier this week threatened my hard-fought peace.

You see, my father is a rock star. A very famous one. His face is inked onto a lot of bodies around the world. As is his band name. 

Sonic Rebel.

Growing up in the rockstar world is far less glamorous than people imagine. Perhaps they don’t these days, but back in the nineties, it was perceived as cool. 

The truth is, we had almost no privacy. Cameras were always in our faces the moment we drove beyond the gates of the mansion and reporters screamed at us to smile, wave, or say something. 

Anything.

There’s a lot of money in it for them, so if they didn’t get anything juicy, they made stuff up. 

Mom and Dad protected me from all the grown-up stuff most of my life, and so it wasn’t until I was a teenager that the media began to really pay attention to me.

That’s when things got serious.

And dangerous.

One of the journalists turned out to be a stalker, and it was the most terrifying thing I’ve ever been through.

Isaac Miller was eventually caught and put in jail.

It took a few years of therapy for me to really live again. Dad had retired, and I decided to become a stylist. I moved out of their home and slightly changed my surname from Cartwright to Wright to gain some level of anonymity.

It worked.

I started my own salon, and most people didn’t know my father was Blaze Cartwright from Sonic Rebel.

Until recently.

He and the members of his band came out of retirement with a new single, which of fucking course, went to number one.

Then the media went digging.

Where did sweet Cassy Cartwright end up? What happened to Cassy and the nationwide story about her stalker?

Well, they found me.

And my salon.

It has to be what triggered Isaac and made him escape from Leavenworth penitentiary in Kansas. 

Or not. What do I know? I’m not an expert on sociopaths. But he has escaped and now law enforcement is searching for him. 

When I got the call yesterday, I went into a state of shock. Then my well-meaning father sent over one of his boof-head security guys and I sent him packing. 

I was still processing what this meant.

The media had already breached the precious freedom and privacy I’d worked hard to create over the past ten years. Now all of it was about to be taken from me.

I push open the staff room door and walk to the fridge. Pulling out my Tupperware container filled with chicken salad, I grab a fork and drop both on the table. Then I head to the coffee machine—a.k.a. the lifeblood machine—and push the button, letting out a sigh as it hisses and creates liquid magic. 

I fill my favorite mug, which reads I GIVE GOOD HAIR, and sit down for lunch, letting my smile fade.

I don’t have an appetite. 

In fact, when I focus on what’s happening, I feel sick. I might be trying to pretend everything is okay, but I know it’s not.

Isaac Miller is coming for me. 

I know he is. It’s because of me he was in prison in the first place. Or, as my therapist says, it was because of his own actions.

I push my salad away.

For most of my life, I was Blaze Cartwright’s cute daughter. I had my life documented in paparazzi photos. As a baby, as a child in pigtails on my first day at school, and as an awkward teenager. 

The world saw me grow up. 

My friends all lived in Hollywood Hills because their parents were actors or musicians like mine. We were all in the same boat so to speak. Mom was pretty clever disguising us in wigs and glasses, allowing us the ability to sneak in and out of places. She made it fun. 

Until it wasn’t.

When I turned eighteen, things changed.

Or rather, Isaac happened.

I drop my fork, and as I’m letting out a sigh, the door opens and Scarlet, one of my senior hairdressers, strides in.

“Swear to god, if that woman wants to change her hair color one more time.”

I snort.

“You know that’s why they come here, right? We are hairdressers.”

She turns her head while filling her coffee mug and glares at me. I might be the owner and her boss, but Scarlet is also my best friend. She gets away with a little more than everyone else, though I try not to make it obvious. 

“Not for my dazzling conversation?” Scarlet deadpans.

I chuckle. 

She’s talking about Roxanne, who first came to us six months ago and has been a bit of a nightmare. Some clients are and you just have to smile and keep your thoughts to yourself.

“Just do what she asks and take her money.” I reply as she flops down in the seat opposite me, throws her head back dramatically, and lets out a groan.

I think if only this was the greatest worry in my life, feeling no pity for my best friend.

Still, Roxanne would challenge even the most patient stylist, and in reflection, I should’ve passed her over to someone in the team with a little more patience.

“She wanted black hair last time. Black. She’s as blonde as Marilyn Monroe. I told her it would be a process, not something we can do overnight. Pro - cess.” Scarlet sips her coffee, cringes, and then leaps up to get the sweetener. “So today in drama-llama Roxanne’s world, she decides she wants to go back to blonde. I explained how damaging this was for her hair, and she counters with, and I quote, ‘Perhaps we should cut it short then.’”

Shit.

“Short, Cassy. Shorrrt. Jesus F. Christ,” Scarlet says, holding her mug out in front of her for emphasis.

“Please tell me you didn’t.” I scrunch my nose.

We don’t have an issue with customers making bold decisions with their hairstyles, but it’s wise to consider the big picture of their life. 

Are they turning thirty or fifty or sixty? Life milestones can be a time when women tend to change their appearance. Like a divorce. Or when they have a baby, or even a major success. 

Before we pull out the scissors, we start with a conversation to understand their motivations and ask them to reflect on whether it’s something they really want to do.

I’m all for spontaneity, but I never want one of my clients to wake up the next morning, look in the mirror, and hate how they look. That’s the opposite of why I became a stylist.

But there are the few, like Roxanne, who like to make rash decisions regularly and blame the stylist.

Over and over again.

“I said no. Well, I told her to think about it as we didn’t have time to do both a cut and color today, and that she should come back in a few weeks if she still wants to cut it off.”

She might have brushed Roxanne off, but the truth is Ink & Mane Studio is booked up eight weeks in advance. Since opening the doors, I’ve been fortunate to not only have a loyal customer base, but a roaring trade. And it has nothing to do with my changed surname as people don’t associate me with my famous father.

That was until this damn new album hit the news across America.

“Nice.” I nod, pushing my fork through my salad. “Did you tell her to bring some images with her?”

“Yup.” Scarlett flips open a magazine. “Told her to screenshot them. Fifty bucks says she won’t. Or she’ll want to go red this time.”

“Don’t let her get to you. You did the right thing. Customers like that are never satisfied. It’s nothing to do with you.”

“They should just buy wigs.” Scarlet says as she flips the pages. “Are we doing drinks with the gang this Friday?”

And just like that, she’s let it go. 

Not much sticks with Scarlet. She says it like it is and is loyal as the day is long. 

I’m more even-tempered. Perhaps because I had to keep my thoughts and emotions to myself in public for fear of it being shared in every tabloid. With my friends, though, I can be myself and relax.

On Fridays we always go out for drinks. I have the day off, so we head to the bar and let the night lead us wherever it may. Sometimes that’s home in bed by nine. Other times we hit a club until two in the morning. 

This week we won’t be going.

With Isaac Miller on the run, I know it’s going to impact my life. I’m just trying to resist it for as long as I can. It makes me mad that he once again has power over my life.

I start to answer and my mouth shuts. The delay causes Scarlet to glance up.

“What’s going on?” she asks. “Is this about the media stuff? It will pass, babe.”

She’s right. It will. The last piece was about the handbag I was carrying last week when I went to the mall. Now, I wish it was just my fashion they were talking about.

But it’s not.

She obviously hasn’t read the LA Herald this morning. It read: Cassy Cartwright’s Stalker on The Run.

After speaking to the woman from the Federal Bureau of Prisons who phoned to advise me of the escape, I asked whether she thought he would reach California.

“That’s not something I can advise on,” she said. “I need to ring the witnesses and make sure everyone is informed. You take care.”

I had stared at the wall for a few minutes before calling my father. 

“I’ll be fine, Dad. He can’t exactly jump on a flight in orange overalls.”

“He could steal a car and be here in a few days, Cassy. I’m sending Jono,” Blaze said.

“Do not send Jono. I need to think.” I’d snapped.

But he had.

He asked me to move in with him until Isaac was apprehended, to which I cringed and said no. 

Mom and Dad never sold the house that Isaac broke into the first time. Visiting is one thing. Going back to the scene of the crime, knowing he could be seeking me out, is...well, fucking insane.

So I’m staying in my own home.

Last night I barely got any sleep, so my patience is short and I’m still in denial.

Surely, they will catch him today. Right?

Scarlet is my bestie, and we have two other close friends, Trixie and Parker. They all know what happened, although I shared more details with Scarlet.

And clearly none of my friends or staff watch mainstream news. So, I need to tell them.

“My stalker has escaped from prison,” I tell Scarlet. 

She drops the magazine, and her mouth falls open. “Babe. No. That Isaac cunt?”

I snort. “Yeah. It’s all over the news. But it will be fine.”

“No, it won’t. Shit. Isn’t he in Kansas?” 

Good question. 

“Yes, so they’ll catch him.” I push my salad farther away, feeling sick now that I’m talking about it. 

Scarlet glances around as if she is about to go on the defensive to protect me. My face drops as I hide my smile. 

God, I love this girl. 

She’s been my best friend since we met while training to be stylists. But she’s only five foot three and a size four. 

The only thing she’s fighting off is bad fashion. Assuming the fashion police haven’t seen her winter pajamas. 

But who am I to talk?

Warmth over fashion when under forty degrees—that’s the rule.

“I’ll run the salon. You move into my place. We can get Trixie and Parker to do food delivery,” Scarlet says. “Parker can do security.”

I laugh, despite the situation. “Parker? He’s like five ten and I’m pretty sure someone could break him in half, he’s so slim.”

“He’s not slim, he’s athletic. We’ll get him a kung fu t-shirt, so they think he knows dangerous martial arts,” Scarlet says.

For a moment, I wonder if she’s serious.

It’s possible.

“You think the stalker will stop to check out Parker's t-shirt, then reconsider his plans because he might know kung fu? After breaking out of jail?” I ask as my brows lift.

Scarlet stares back. “Could happen.”

I start chuckling. 

Then we’re both sober and I see the warmth and concern beyond her deep gaze. I feel bad. I hate that this impacts the people in my life.

My new and carefully curated life.

“What are you going to do?” she asks seriously. 

“I was hoping they would catch him, but it’s been over twenty-four hours now—”

“A whole day and you are telling me now!” Scarlet cries. “Cassy! I thought it happened this morning. Goddam it.”

“Well, he was in Kansas, so I was hoping they’d catch him.”

“Dude.” Scarlet shakes her head. “Is that why your dad’s security guy showed up yesterday?” When I nod, she continues, “I thought it was because of the media. I didn’t want to say it, but I was gonna text him and say, ‘Couple of weeks late, Blaze.’”

I snort.

Scarlet and my dad hit it off the moment they met. She couldn’t care less that he’s a celebrity. She gives him shit, and he loves it.

“Still, bad ass calling the cops on him. Even if you should’ve let him stay.”

I groan. 

Just then, my phone texts one after the other. Trixie and Parker have just seen the news. I guess it’s lunchtime and they’re scrolling.

I text back, saying I’m fine and will call them later.

“What if they don’t catch him? What if this goes on for months? Years?” Scarlet asks after I show her the messages.

Would that mean a permanent security team or a new identity? I just don’t know. It never came to that a decade ago because he was caught. In the back of my mind, I know this could get worse before it gets better.

You asshole, Isaac.

You psychopathic piece of shit.

“I don’t know,” I reply as two employees walk in, glance at us, and head to the fridge to get their lunch. “I’ll tell everyone when they’ve finished lunch. Tonight, I’ve been invited over to Dad’s house for dinner to chat. So I guess it’s time to face reality.”

When I shut the salon, one of my father’s drivers will be waiting for me outside to drive me to our family estate in Hollywood Hills. 

Dad’s scared.

I am too. If they don’t find Isaac, he will find me. 

Scarlet reaches out and gives my hand a quick squeeze. “We should all get the kung fu t-shirts. Just to be safe.”

I chuckle softly. “You’re an idiot.” 

“You love me.” She grins.
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I drive my brand new charcoal Maserati SUV through the gates to Blake Cartwright’s mansion in Hollywood Hills and circle around the drive. 

After parking outside the front door, I climb out and glance around, checking out the security view and the overall impressive property. 

I expected it, of course—he’s Blaze Cartwright. 

The place is a little dated, but some of the mansions here are. Still, the property has a solid fence line, and I can see cameras scattered around. It probably needs updating. 

I’m going to recommend that we do. After all, I’m in the security business and I’m keen to get more than just this one gig protecting his daughter. Who I’m looking forward to meeting in the flesh.

Often these celebrity girls are way less impressive off camera and without all the makeup. I prefer my women more natural...and naked. 

Turning as Blaze steps through the front door, I watch as the world famous rock star slides his hands into the pockets of his black silk pants. His top is the same material but a colorful abstract pattern.

It hurts my brain.

A few thick chains hang from his neck, and I have no doubt they’re real and cost more than a month’s rent for most people. 

“Thanks for coming, man.” Blaze says as I walk over and shake his hand.

I take in the Prada embossed black slippers on his feet and promise myself I’ll never wear slippers. Not even when I’m eighty.

Blaze isn’t eighty, though. I put him somewhere between sixty-five and seventy, which means he had Cassy later in life. No surprise given his career. 

“No problem,” I say, sliding my sunglasses on top of my head.

“Let’s go inside and chat before my daughter arrives,” Blaze says, grimacing. “She doesn’t know you’re coming.”

I lift my brows, but he turns and walks back inside before he notices my reaction.

Following him inside, I take a moment to acknowledge the impressive home. His deceased wife’s touch is evident in the details. 

I might be a wealthy man, but having a luxury mansion of this size is most definitely not on my wish list. That doesn’t mean I can’t appreciate it for its grandeur.

And it is grand. The entrance is spacious, with white and gold speckled tiles and a huge chandelier hanging above us. There are two sweeping staircases with gold banisters, each leading to different wings of the home.

I continue following Blaze until we reach a large living room, and the view stops me in my tracks.

Holy fuck.

“You can say it. Everyone does,” Blaze says, waving his hand at the stunning night views of Los Angeles and the Hollywood sign. 

It’s fucking impressive.

“Tell me you never get used to it,” I say, taking a glass of dark liquid from him, which I assume is whisky. 

He lets out a melodic laugh and points to a chair indicating I should sit, then takes the corner of one sofa. 

“That would be lying. I’ve been here twenty-five years, Josh.”

I like his honesty. It would’ve been easy to say what I wanted to hear. Just that one sentence tells me a lot about the man already. He’s got nothing to hide.

Of course, in my line of business I don’t let my guard down just on first impressions, but they are usually pretty right. 

I drop down into the armchair and place the crystal glass on a coaster next to me. I don’t intend to drink it, but I took a sip to be polite. I drink, but tonight I’m working. 

I also don’t think I need any alcohol in my system when meeting a woman my body physically reacted to just from online photos.

Not when her father is in the room.

Very few women catch my attention like that, so it caught me off guard.

I’m never off guard.

Hence, no drinking.

I’ll do my darndest, if Cassy is as gorgeous as the photos portrayed, to make sure neither she nor Blaze are aware of my attraction. 

This is business, and the Cartwright’s are a fantastic client to secure. I’ll be looking to see how else I can help him. Plus, his word-of-mouth business with other multi-million-dollar clients could be very lucrative.

So, fucking my client’s daughter is not an option. 

And extremely unprofessional.

Black Hawke Security has a reputation to uphold, working discretely and getting the job done for some serious customers. We are not some run-of-the-mill security company where our team can’t keep their cocks in their pants.

Still, people meet their spouses at work, so I’ve set some guidelines out for that and so far, there’ve been no issues.

I don’t date, and I’m absolutely not looking for love, marriage, and the picket fence life, so that’s not a concern. 

I’m here for the big fat check and...curiosity.

How did a woman like Cassy survive a stalker? I read as much about the Isaac Miller case once Thomas, my super geeky tech guy, sent it to me. I got about halfway through it before having to leave, but read enough to be disgusted by what happened.

The guy is a sociopath.

It’s not uncommon for the child of a celebrity, with the level of success Blaze had, to suffer in one way or another from media attention. But this was extreme.

I then made a few calls to the US Marshals in Missouri, and they were less than helpful.

“Mr. Hawke.” The US Marshal greeted me. “We’ve got this handled. Take care of your client and we will keep everyone updated via the media.”

“Can you let me know if he is still in the Kansas?”

“No.” 

“Can you share anything with me?” I pushed.

“No, I can’t. As I said—” 

“Her stalker is on the loose. I think it’s reasonable for Cassy to be told any information that may impact her safety.” I started getting annoyed.

When he went silent, my brows lifted. Penny was standing in my doorway.

“You have my number. Call me with any information,” I say, then hang up. 

It was possible they knew nothing, but they had to have some witnesses given the guy was running around in bright orange and his photo was all over the media. 

How I’d missed it this morning, I don’t know. Not that it would have meant anything to me at the time. Cassy wasn’t on my radar.

She is now.

And I want to know where Isaac Miller is.

“Get Thomas hacking into their database. I want hourly updates.” I instructed Penny.

“You got it,” she said, swirling off in a sea of whatever perfume she wears every single day to get the job done.

That’s when Aidan had arrived.

“Who we hacking now?” he asked, following me as I walk down to the staff room.

“Marshal’s office in Missouri.”

“Because?” Aidan pressed.

“Got an escaped convict out of Leavenworth penitentiary in Kansas.” I pushed open the door and headed directly to the fridge. “How’d it go in Washington?”

I tossed him a bottle of water.

Aidan threw it right back and lifted the one in his hand. 

Shit. How did I miss that?

“Contract renewed.” He replied. 

I wasn’t surprised, but I was pleased. BHS is thriving financially, but the US Government is a big client. An unofficial client, if anyone ever asked. 

We do black ops jobs that are off the books, and it needs to stay that way. They know the men Aidan and I employ. Hell, they’re all special ops who’ve left the military and gone private.

“Nice work.” I dug through the snack box.

“So, back to the escapee. They want us on this guy’s tail?” he asked, then frowned when I shook my head. 

“Private protection job. Blaze Cartwright’s daughter. He was her stalker a decade ago.”

Aidan let out a laugh as he leaned his enormous shoulder against the wall. He was in a shirt and tie, having just arrived back from the Capitol, but there’s no mistaking his bulk.

“Shit. Ryder will enjoy this one. She’s stunning. Have you seen—”

“Ryder isn’t assigned. Yet. I am,” I interrupted. 

I don’t know why his words irritated me. I had every intention of appointing Ryder to Cassy Cartwright’s protection, but first I wanted to meet her. 

Whatever. I don’t have time to reflect on why. I had to get across town to the Cartwright’s in an hour.

Los Angeles traffic sucks.

“Thought you had a date?” I asked Aidan.

“I do. You should try it sometime,” he replied as he studied me.

It’s my turn to laugh. “No, thanks.”

“Josh—” Aidan started.

“Not tonight buddy.” I shook my head. Aidan knows my past, and that it isn’t up for discussion. Not tonight and not ever. “I need to hit the 405.”

I waved my bottle in the air and walked out. 

I blink, returning to the present, and decide another hit of whisky isn’t a bad idea. Lifting the glass, I take a sip and study Blaze. 

“Twenty-five years is a long time. Do your fans know where you live?” I lift my Nike covered foot to my knee and rest my arm on my leg.
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