
  
    [image: Meridian File]
  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRAISE FOR CB SAMET

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        “CB Samet is a master of the craft …”

        READERS’ FAVORITE REVIEW 2017

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “CB Samet has a way of bringing you into the hair-raising suspense, keeping you at the edge of your seat.”

        VORACIOUS READERS REVIEWER

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “There is plenty of romance, intrigue, and drama in this book to keep the page turning.”

        BOOKSPROUT REVIEWER

      

      

      

      

      
        
        Award-winning author

      

      

      
        
        GRAY HORIZON: 2019 Readers’ Favorite bronze winner in thriller category

        

        MASTERS FILE: 2018 Readers’ Favorite honorable mention in romantic suspense category

        

        THE AVANT CHAMPION ~Rising~: 2017 2nd place in fantasy EVVY Awards

        

        BEST-SELLING AUTHOR in Heroes with Heat and Heart Volume 2 and Heroes with Heat and Heart Volume 3 Charity Anthologies

      

      

    

  


  
    
      MERIDIAN FILE

      THE RIDER FILES, BOOK 1

    

    
      
        CB SAMET

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        FREE EBOOK WITH NEWSLETTER SIGNUP

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

    

    
      
        The Rider Files Series

      

      
        Dear Reader

      

      
        Other Books by CB Samet

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For my many friends and coaches

        past and present who enjoy the game

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FREE EBOOK WITH NEWSLETTER SIGNUP

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      

      In the bustling streets of a sprawling Atlanta metropolis, where shadows dance and danger lurks around every corner, an unlikely love story unfolds amidst the web of a gripping romantic suspense thriller.

      When the notorious Chinese mafia sets its sights on tightening its grip over the city's underworld, chaos ensues. As the danger escalates, a resilient female cop, Diz Ocana, finds herself thrust into the heart of her friend’s kidnapping.

      Meanwhile, skilled and compassionate paramedic Rico Cabrera, has dedicated his life to saving others. Growing up in the same neighborhood as Diz, he knows firsthand the darkness that plagues their city. Fate reunites them, kindling a connection that defies the boundaries of their respective roles.

      

      
        
        ~~~***<<<SIGN UP HERE>>>***~~~

      

      

    

  


  
    
      © 2017 by CB Samet

      Avant Star Publishing, LLC

      This is a work of fiction. The events and characters described herein are imaginary and are not intended to refer to specific places or living persons. The opinions expressed in this manuscript are solely the opinions of the author and do not represent the opinions or thoughts of the publisher. The author has represented and warranted full ownership and/or legal right to publish all the materials in this book.

      Cover Art: CirceCorp design

      (circecorpdesign.com)

      

      This book may not be reproduced, transmitted, or stored in whole or in part by any means, including graphic, electronic, or mechanical without the express written consent of the publisher except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

      ISBN ebook: 978-1-54391-333-0

      ISBN print: 978-1-7324525-4-1

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 1

        

      

    

    
      Tennis kept Aurora’s mind from dwelling on the death threats. She sprinted forward for a low drop shot. Bending her knees, she sliced under the ball and watched it sail back over the net with a wicked spin.

      Her opponent backpedaled and hit a defensive lob.

      Perfect.

      Stretching high, she spiked the ball hard. It whipped past her opponent after striking the back corner of the service box.

      The crowd gave an enthusiastic coo.

      Aurora pumped a fist as she walked to the back of the court and accepted another ball. She ran the toe of her shoe along the white service line, brushing aside red clay. The clay courts at Park Manzanares provided good preparation for her upcoming matches at Roland-Garros. Paris was the next grand slam.

      Forty-love.

      She tuned out the murmuring of spectators. Bouncing the ball twice, she exhaled slowly.

      Jupiter has sixty-seven moons.

      She leaned back, arms extended forward.

      The speed of light is one hundred eighty-six thousand miles per second.

      Gracefully, she bent her knees.

      Hawaii, Ireland, Greenland, Antarctica, Iceland, and New Zealand have no snakes.

      She paused for a second before the motions to serve.

      Sync.

      Aurora took her racket down and rocked back. Shifting her weight forward, she tossed the ball. Her tall, slender body fully extended as she brought the racket through in one smooth motion.

      Ace.

      A wide smile broke across her face as the small crowd clapped wildly. She gave a victory wave to the fans.

      Game. Set. Match.

      A win.

      One-third into the season and she was off to good start. This was the year.

      Her year.

      She could feel it.

      The threats in the mail had escalated because she was becoming a force with which to be reckoned. Perhaps they were a normal consequence of approaching celebrity status.

      She shook hands with her opponent over the net—a Canadian who was ranked thirty spots higher than Aurora. She’d played to the other woman’s backhand as strategically planned. The woman’s forehand power and accuracy were deadly. Aurora’s own forehand was respectable but not as powerful. Her strength resided in finesse, but she had been working on improving her power.

      Ice. Need ice.

      Her ankle begged for relief. What had begun early in the match as a dull ache had progressed to a stabbing pain.

      While exiting the court, she signed a handful of autographs. A man in sunglasses held her gaze a beat too long. She looked away first and shook off the unease.

      With deliberate effort, she avoided the appearance of limping as she made her way with her tennis bag to the women’s locker room. The media didn’t need fodder to start broadcasting her weakness.

      Out of the shadows emerged a tall, lean figure.

      Aurora caught her breath, her heart quickening. “Dr. Ruchkin. Oh my gosh. You almost gave me a heart attack.”

      The aging physician flicked strands of black hair intermixed with white streaks from his face. “My apologies, Miss Meridian.” His low, deep voice with its rich Russian accent echoed in the small corridor. He bowed slightly. “I saw your match had concluded, and I thought I would see if you are in need of my services. How is your ankle?”

      “Fine,” she snapped.

      She’d been edgy since receiving the death threats. He shouldn’t be lurking in shadows like a predator.

      “I have treatment options beyond ice and salves,” he offered leisurely.

      “No, thanks.”

      She knew he was talking about steroids or even growth hormones. He had preached the advantages of building her muscle mass for a stronger game and to prevent injury—something about lame horses and weak ankles. Some players on tour partook of enhancements, but Aurora was leery of putting anything in her body designed to alter its natural composition.

      Not sure if that makes me old-fashioned or new age.
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        * * *

      

      Mason Stone sipped his cup of black coffee and looked calmly at Maxine Rider.

      She scrubbed a pudgy hand across her face. “I want you to keep a low profile until this blows over.”

      “Fine. But I’m not accepting probation. None of this goes in my file because I didn’t do anything wrong.”

      I did my job.

      His boss looked around the small coffee shop before dropping her eyes to her cappuccino. “I know, Mason.”

      “She was high.” He tried to suppress the steam on his simmering temper.

      “I already know that. I know it’s bullshit, and that’s why I’m not grounding you. Just moving you to a low-key case. Very dull.”

      “No high-profile celebrities?”

      “No.”

      “Good,” he said gruffly. He disdained working for spoiled, entitled, twenty-two-going-on-sixteen brats with daddy issues and unlimited access to illicit drugs to self-medicate into raging lunatics or comatose corpses. He’d seen enough broken edges behind glossy magazine covers to know fame didn’t protect anyone, but he was at the limits of what he’d tolerate.

      He had been a Navy SEAL, and babysitting was beneath him.

      Maxine slid her tablet over to him. He savored another sip of coffee before thumbing through the electronic file. His eyes roamed the pages.

      He grunted. “Death threats?”

      “Yeah, she’s a low-ranking tennis player on the circuit—WTA. Probably nothing. The FBI is investigating the letters. Her parents have hired us as security while she’s on tour.”

      Women’s tennis professional. He scanned the profile. Professional athlete or not, she could just as easily be on the party scene like the singer from his last case.

      His eyes fell on her date of birth. “Old for a tennis player.”

      “She finished college at age twenty-two before going on the pro tour. She’s been playing all her life. Apparently she was almost somebody six years ago.”

      “And then?”

      Maxine shrugged. “And then she wasn’t.”

      Mason swiped the page to a collage of pictures. Aurora Mercedes Meridian. A lean, fit, blond woman with piercing green eyes stared back at him. Her sun-kissed skin shone radiantly against a white tennis dress. The younger photo of her displayed sharp angles, accentuated by hair pulled severely back in a ponytail. In a more recent photo she seemed softer, more curves. Her blue gown flowed around her like liquid sapphire, while her blond hair cascaded in ringlets down bare, tan shoulders.

      Must be high maintenance, especially with a middle name like Mercedes.

      Skimming the file, he followed the money. The parents. They were financial giants, owning vineyards and restaurants along the West Coast.

      He swiped backward to the most recent photo. There was something in her eyes—not the polished shine of a celebrity trained to pose, but a glint of … hurt maybe? Except she didn’t look fragile. She had a lot of fight left in her.

      So who mailed Aurora Meridian the hate letters? Someone after her, or someone after her parents?

      “Mason,” Maxine warned. “I know that look. I’m not asking you to solve the client’s problem. You just need to keep her safe until it blows over or the Feds solve it.”

      He nodded absently.

      She leaned forward and put a hand on the tablet’s screen, obstructing his view.

      “Mason,” she repeated.

      “Yes, boss.” He looked up, staring past her with a neutral face.

      “Low profile.”

      “Got it.”

      He shifted his gaze and looked at Maxine. She was a thick, older woman, but there was nothing soft about her. As a former Marine, she had acquired a decisive and fearless nature. Maxine had the contacts to hire quality help—former SEALs, Special Forces, and Rangers. She put together good teams. It was no secret Maxine had sunk her entire savings into her security company. She prided herself on never losing a client or an employee.

      Now, thanks to him, she faced the possibility of public disgrace. Instead of taking the easy road—firing him to save face—she stood by his innocence. The accusations angered him, but the guilt he felt at what he was putting Maxine through crushed him. He wouldn’t resign, though. He wouldn’t allow anyone to have that type of power over him.

      “And, Mason?”

      “Boss?”

      “Get a haircut. You look like a blond puppy dog.”

      He ran a hand through his long hair. He’d grown it out to blend in at the rock scene. His last client had told him he looked like a hit man when it was military short.

      “Aw, Max. I didn’t know you cared.”

      “I don’t,” she lied.

      His gaze wandered to the novel she had been reading while she waited for him to arrive. He caught a glimpse of a shirtless man wearing jeans and a cowboy hat before she flipped the book over and put a hand on top. He looked into her glaring eyes.

      “Does she get the guy?” he asked with a wry grin.

      Maxine was a sucker for romance novels—one of her many quirks. She had confessed one night at a company party after a few drinks that a book wouldn’t cheat, lie, or steal. As such, she had decided it would be her only source of trustworthy romance.

      No one on the team knew all of the details, but they had pieced together that her husband had left her when she served in Afghanistan and her son David had blamed her. They were still estranged.

      “Book your flight,” she said, ignoring his question. “The client’s in Madrid at a tournament. You’re joining Billy and Dorian. I’m swapping you and Barry.”

      Mason grunted. Barry’s age and balding head would deter any sexual advancement. He could better handle the rock brat from Mason’s last job without entangled accusations.

      “I gotta book my own flight?” he asked.

      “I ain’t your damn secretary,” Maxine scoffed. “When you earn enough money to pay part of my secretary’s salary or pension or health care, then she’ll book your tickets. Until such time, put on your big boy pants and book your own damn flight.”

      He enjoyed riling her.

      “Economy class,” she reminded him.

      “Yes, boss.” He envisioned his long legs on the overseas flight with his knees bent up to his chest in a tiny seat. International travel packed like a sardine.
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        * * *

      

      Aurora sank into the warm bathwater and closed her eyes. She replayed points from her tennis match in her mind, critiquing her movements and strokes as she thought about how to improve her strategy. She would watch videos later, coaching herself on what she should do differently next time.

      Better movement. More fluidity. “Wheels up, Aurora,” her dad would tell her when she was a little girl. She imagined herself as a young girl, flying across the court. Sometimes her body felt airborne, at least prior to her injury.

      Coach Jareh would tell her “fast feet, fast feet.” She missed having a professional coach, but a tight budget prevented such luxuries. She’d been playing and critiquing herself long enough that she usually knew what parts of her game needed improvement and the mechanics of how to improve them. Still, an observant eye could help guide her.

      Her muscles relaxed as the eucalyptus-scented salts dissolved in the water. Closing her eyes, she wanted to bask in the glory of her win today.

      When she opened her eyes a few moments later, she found herself staring at her red-painted toenails. Blood red. Her pulse quickened as she recalled the threats she’d been receiving. Her stalker had said, among other horrible things, that she would die in a pool of her own blood. Death threats. Letters—old-fashioned ones with cut and pasted words. Nothing electronically traceable.

      Aurora’s mouth went dry as her imagination turned her bathwater red. She swallowed and blinked. Normal, clear water surrounded her.

      Taking a deep breath of eucalyptus, she reminded herself that a team of bodyguards hovered one door down from her locked hotel room. They escorted her to and from every match and stood vigilant as she played. They assured her they would keep her safe.

      Meanwhile, the FBI worked diligently to find the stalker.

      Besides, she wasn’t a helpless victim. No easy target. She embodied strength as a fit athlete with a wicked serve. She could put up a fight. Could she win? But could she win—walk away—without a career-ending injury?

      When she exited the bathtub and dried off, she scrubbed the color off her toenails. The sharp scent of acetone replaced the fragrant eucalyptus.

      Pinks and peaches only.

      No more red. Not on her body. Not anywhere near it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 2

        

      

    

    
      Mason knocked three times on the hotel room door before it opened a crack.

      “Billy,” he greeted his coworker.

      “Mason,” the short woman replied. She opened the door wider and snapped her black bob cut out of her eyes with a quick motion of her neck.

      He entered, pulling his luggage behind him.

      “How’s it been?” He took a seat in the hotel room’s lounge chair. He’d walked most of the kinks out of his legs since the plane flight—flights—but still needed to do some lingering stretches. In lieu of that, he rolled his neck in circles a few times.

      “Good. Quiet.” Billy knew he wasn’t asking about the weather; he was asking about the client. “Full three-agent team for tournaments. Two for most outings.”

      “Quiet. I like the sound of that.”

      “It’ll be a nice change from the brat you’ve been babysitting. Don’t get me wrong, this one’s still a princess, but without the drugs and nightlife.”

      Mason nodded solemnly.

      Billy spoke again as she sat on the edge of the bed, her voice dropping an octave. “I’m sorry, man. Max told me about the shit that went down.”

      “Yeah.” He ran a hand through his now shorter hair. He still left a little more length than usual.

      “It’ll blow over.”

      “Yeah,” he agreed half-heartedly.

      Billy was a quality partner, and he appreciated her letting him know upfront she knew he was innocent. It freed him from feeling like he would have to talk about the incident or explain the circumstances.

      Her lips quirked. “It’s those baby blue eyes, you know. They’ll get you into trouble every time.”

      He arched an eyebrow at her.

      “Not with me, of course. I like brains over beauty. But flighty girls can’t control themselves.”

      “Funny,” he said flatly.

      Billy snorted at her own humor before changing the subject. “The exercise routine is pretty intense.”

      “Oh?”

      “Aurora likes to run, and despite the fact that every hotel has a perfectly functioning treadmill, she likes to run outside.”

      He smiled mischievously. “How’d that work out for Barry?” Mason had no doubt Billy could keep up with the client, she was a tight ball of muscle. But Barry⁠—

      “Bike.”

      “Huh.”

      “Well, technically it was an electric scooter.”

      “Ah. That makes more sense.”

      Barry was a tough brute with lightning fast reflexes, a deadly right hook, and good aim with a Smith & Wesson, but a runner he was not. His scrawny legs couldn’t move his large abdomen at anything resembling a brisk walk, much less a run.

      “Where’s the asset now?”

      “Her room. Across the hall.”

      “And Dorian?”

      “One down from here. You’re with him. We’ve got a door cam set up outside her room. Window is sealed, and there’s no balcony. Fire exits are located at either end of the hall, keycard entry only.”

      “Thanks, Billy. I’ll go introduce myself.”

      “Mason?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Fair warning. Whatever you do, don’t call her Prime.”

      He frowned. “I thought Prime was her big tennis nickname.” He recalled the headlines he had read during his Internet research about her.

      
        
        Prime Meridian in line to conquer the French Open.

        Can Prime make it Prime Time?

        Aurora Meridian is primed to win.

      

      

      Billy grunted. “Sure. When she was almost somebody. Then, with the ankle injury, she hit bottom. Now, I think it’s just a reminder of what she never was.”
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        * * *

      

      Aurora blinked at the tall bodyguard standing before her. She had been notified of the change, but was not prepared for how different Barry’s replacement would be.

      “Miss Meridian, I wanted to introduce myself. I’m Mason Stone. I’ll be taking the place of Barry Howell.”

      His blue eyes and wavy blond hair made him look like something out of Norse mythology. She instantly grew annoyed at her body’s response—dry mouth, flushed cheeks. She turned away from the open door and busied herself folding her clothes.

      She heard the bodyguard step inside the hotel room and close the door.

      “They told me Barry was being replaced. Something about a high-profile case, so I was like, ‘Thanks for pointing out I’m not a high-profile case.’ I’m somebody’s sloppy seconds—very fitting, I think. But I’m not footing the bill, so it’s not as though I can do anything about it. In fact, I’m going to be quiet about it, because I’m grateful my parents are providing Rider services. I have felt safe with all of you. I don’t want to seem ungrateful.” She pursed her lips.

      Rambling. I’m actually rambling like an idiot.

      “Miss Meridian⁠—”

      “Aurora, please.” She turned and looked at him pointedly. He couldn’t be much older than she. She did not want formal names. She was a tennis player, not an executive.

      “Miss Meridian, I assure you that you are as important as any other client we assist.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him, trying to decide if he spoke honest words or patronizing ones. Somehow it sounded sincere, but it couldn’t be true.

      Fine. He could call her Miss Meridian. It was better than Prime. Besides, if he continued to call her Miss Meridian, then her body wouldn’t do foolish things, like flushing or rambling, when she saw those blue eyes.

      “Barry was cuter,” she stated matter-of-factly.

      … and less distracting.

      Mason smiled.

      Whoa. Those eyes had no business being paired with that smile. She turned back to her folding.

      “I’ve got your daily schedule. I’ll take your morning routines during your workouts, Dorian after that, and then Billy. We’ll keep the same full team for matches, two-man team for other outings—meals and whatnot.”

      Straight to business. She liked his approach.

      She nodded. Far be it for her to micromanage their security detail. She felt relieved to have them.

      She looked at him sidelong. “You read the letters?”

      Mason’s expression turned grim. “Some of them. Nasty threats.”

      Death threats. Horrible, descriptive death threats. Words carved out of magazines like someone had cut them straight from their own rage.

      After the first half-dozen, she stopped reading them. Billy censored her mail now and passed along the threats to the FBI. Aurora used to receive about one threat a month. As far as she knew that was still the case.

      “I stopped asking about them. I guess when they capture the maniac or the threats stop coming, then your team will let me know.”

      Mason frowned.

      “You disapprove?” She moved to the kitchenette and placed a mug of water in the microwave to heat.

      “No.”

      For someone in security and protection, he wasn’t a good liar. “Then what?”

      He pursed his lips before speaking. “You may consider looking through them again.”

      Aurora glared at him, heat rushing up her neck and into her face.

      He continued, “The notes seemed quite personal, and there may be something in the syntax or verbiage that could give you a clue to the origin.”

      She swallowed hard. Her hands shook with anger. “You have no idea what it’s like—to read how someone wants to kill you. To feel the hate seething from them. To have every shadow and sudden movement be terrifying.”

      “No, ma’am, I do not,” he replied, though she sensed he did know fear.

      His eyes flashed a look of pain and empathy. The effect deflated the building chastisement she readied to unleash.

      Very calmly she added, “I’m playing the best tennis of my life right now, and I can’t do that if I’m shaking with fear every time I step onto the court.”

      And this is it. My time is up.

      If she didn’t win now, she never would.

      She fumbled with a tea bag, trying to open it to put it in her cup. She also knew the letters had appeared as she improved and made her comeback. Not a coincidence. She was winning. She was a contender. But who would go so far as to threaten bodily harm and even her life?

      Her whole life had been built on precision, on controlling every swing, every breath. Fear was the one opponent she couldn’t outplay—yet.

      “I’m sorry I upset you.” He took the tea bag from her shaking hands, gently opened it, and dropped it into her mug.

      When she looked up at him, his posture stiffened but his expression radiated sincerity. She hated that he stood so close, not because she feared him, but because her pulse couldn’t seem to choose between panic and…something far more dangerous.

      She shrugged. “Easy to do on this particular topic. Maybe after the US Open I will, but not now. I can’t look at them now.”

      “I understand.”

      Did he? How could he? How could anyone?

      He turned his broad shoulders and walked back toward the door, reaching for the knob. “I’ll see you in the morning,” he said as he left.

      As the door closed, she sighed and swirled the tea bag in the cup of warm water. The scent of orange spice rose into the air. She had definitely not been staring at the backside of him as he left. She definitely did not need any more distractions.
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        * * *

      

      Mason unpacked his clothes.

      Dorian Chaplin sat in the hotel room’s chair reading Inferno, the first part of Dante’s Divine Comedy. He was an average-built man in his fifties with chestnut skin. His relaxed demeanor never betrayed his past as a former agent. Mason knew he was a British nationalist with Indian in his genealogy.

      Mason had seen a portfolio of Dorian’s many disguises. The man was a human chameleon. He could mold to all preconceived American stereotypes. With a mustache and accent, witnesses would claim he was Mexican. With a trimmed beard and a prayer bead bracelet, people assumed he was Muslim. Wearing a turban and a steel kara on his wrist, suddenly he was Sikh.

      The mystery was, who had Dorian been an agent for in his previous career? Only Maxine Rider knew.

      “What do you think of the asset?” Dorian looked up from his reading.

      Career-endingly gorgeous. “She’s a paycheck,” Mason replied.

      He knew such a callous statement would offend Dorian’s refined sensibilities. However, after his last client debacle, he wanted to reassure his colleague such a thing was neither instigated by him nor in danger of repeating itself.

      Since he had already managed to provoke Miss Meridian within the first five minutes of meeting her, he had probably thwarted any potential flirtatious behavior.

      He felt remorse for upsetting her, but the inadvertent glimpse it gave him into her character seemed worth it. She was no damsel in distress. She was scared because—who wouldn’t be? But she didn’t crumble and fall apart thinking of the threats. She wasn’t immobilized by fear, which might be the difference between life and death for her if this maniac ever came after her. With celebrities, stalkers often tried to make good on their threats.

      Predictably, Dorian frowned. “I think she’s somewhat lost. A salmon caught between the salt water she’s always known and the fresh water she must swim through.”

      Mason shook his head as he hung up his suit pants and coat in the small hotel room closet. “Did you just compare the client to a fish traveling to lay eggs?”

      Dorian shrugged. “Well, I would compare your last client to a pond-dwelling amoeba, so a fish is quite better.”

      Mason chuckled. He took his toiletry case to the bathroom and withdrew his toothbrush. “How’s Katie?”

      “She’s well. Enjoying her career. Writing. We’re both delighting in this newfound freedom called empty nest. Meanwhile Dia is traipsing around Europe in her gap year before college.”

      Mason smiled around his toothbrush. “How very British of her.”

      “Yes. Not sure if it’s about exploring culture or just escaping obligations.”

      “What teenager doesn’t want to delay obligations?”

      “You didn’t,” Dorian said. “Straight into the military, wasn’t it?”

      Mason shook his head. Dorian knew his background but didn’t share his own. Wouldn’t or couldn’t?

      After toweling off his face, Mason said, “Enlisting was my way of delaying obligation. Once I enlisted, somebody else determined the course of the next several years of my life.”

      “Point taken.”

      “At least a gap year is a shorter and brighter path to delay commitment than enlisting.” Mason took off his shoes and started to stretch.

      “Mmm. Shorter, yes. But you and I both know the darker world lurking out there.”

      “My dark days were in the Middle East. And yours were in . . .”

      Dorian only smiled.

      Mason chuckled. “I’m sure Dia will be fine.”

      One of the door cams blinked red. Motion. For a breath, Mason wondered if it was their threat—until Dorian’s voice murmured, “Just a housekeeper.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 3

        

      

    

    
      Mason woke at quarter to five and dressed in his exercise clothes. He splashed cold water on his face to try to dispel the jet lag. As the new guy on the job, he had been assigned to Aurora Meridian’s early morning routine. He didn’t mind. Exercise had been difficult on his last job with so many late nights. His focus sharpened when he was able to work out routinely.

      He slipped on his earpiece and left Dorian sleeping as he exited the hotel room.

      At five in the morning when Aurora opened her hotel door, Mason stood in the hallway, waiting for her.

      She blinked at him. “Timely.”

      He lifted his sunglasses to look at her.

      “If you cut your hair shorter, you’d look like a thinner terminator in those shades,” she said, slipping on her own sunglasses, which were a futuristic version of a wraparound eye shield.

      An inadvertent quirk escaped his lips.

      She sighed. “I know. Cat, meet kettle. Laugh it up, big guy. My sponsor requires I wear these in public.”

      They walked toward the elevator as he dropped his sunglasses back on his nose.

      “You get paid to wear sunglasses?”

      “I get paid to wear ugly sunglasses that make me look like a cyclops,” she clarified, but there was amusement in her voice overlaying the irritation.

      Mason suppressed a laugh but didn’t dispute her statement. Her hair was pulled severely back in a ponytail and the dark wraparound bands accentuated some of the sharper angles in her face, shoulders, and arms.

      More cyborg than cyclops, he thought.

      As they exited the hotel, Aurora wasted no time starting her jog. He fell in beside her, matching her pace.

      The air wafted with the scent of baking churros and steaming espresso. Spanish bluebells and red carnations adorned the storefronts.

      Aurora picked up speed after the first half mile. Mason fell a few paces behind her. From this vantage point, he could see nothing but curves.

      Focus, you moron. He picked up his chin to resume surveillance of the surroundings.

      A delivery truck rumbled too close to the curb, and Mason subtly shifted his body between Aurora and the street. Reflex, not flirting — and Aurora gave him a grateful nod.

      After a five-mile loop, Aurora slowed to a walk, and Mason caught his breath. She labored a bit to breathe as well, and he suspected she had pushed hard to test him.

      Not a problem. He would accept a physical challenge any day. Already he liked this job. Well, he liked the moments when she wasn’t smiling or trying to be friendly. Uncomfortable moments. He needed to guard against too much familiarity. Last time, a false accusation had nearly destroyed his career. He didn’t intend to give anyone that chance again.

      He escorted her to the gym where he inspected the room. One entrance/exit point. With keycard access only, he didn’t have to worry about a non-guest gaining easy entry.

      He spoke to Billy in his earpiece. “Billy?”

      “What’s your twenty?” she asked.

      “Hotel gym. All is good.”

      “Copy.”

      Aurora began a series of stretches.

      Mason watched the door.

      “You should stretch after a five-mile run,” Aurora commented.

      He looked around the empty room and nodded. Staying near the door, he began a series of hamstring, quadriceps, and lower back stretches.

      She had taken her sunglasses off, but he left his on over his eyes. Because she seemed to think the glasses made him unapproachable or intimidating, leaving them on would maintain the appropriate professional distance. Unfortunately he could tell she wasn’t looking at his face as he stretched.

      She finally seemed to notice she was staring at him. Her expression became one of annoyance as she selected a nearby weight machine for strength training, facing away from him.

      Annoyance at him or herself? It didn’t matter. If she felt any physical attraction toward him, she obviously had no intention of entertaining it.
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        * * *

      

      Aurora dressed and dried her hair after a shower. She opened her laptop to work alone in her room when her phone rang.

      She clicked it on speakerphone. “Mrs. Rider?”

      “Please, just Maxine. I am checking in on you since I changed your team.” Her gravelly voice came crisply through the phone.

      After the first time she’d talked to Maxine Rider on the phone, Aurora had to try to find what the woman looked like. Her company website didn’t have photos of her or any employees. An internet search turned up an old Marine photo, but Aurora suspected the woman, now in her fifties with a rough voice and direct speech, no longer looked like the rosy-cheeked, bright-eyed girl in her twenties.

      “Yes, I met Mason Stone. He seems . . .” she struggled. “Gruff. No, stoic.”

      The word felt too clinical for him; she suspected the emotions were there, just buried deep,

      Stony on the outside. Stormy on the inside.

      “Long flight,” Maxine suggested in a tone that indicated she catalogued rather than dismissed Aurora’s observation.

      “Of course.”

      “Team dynamics may change, but protocols won’t. The important thing is you feel safe at all times. Stoic Mason is very good and quite analytical despite being a man of few words . . . and an occasional pain in my ass.”

      Aurora stifled a laugh. Was a woman of Maxine’s position supposed to be so blunt? Aurora had only spoken with Maxine a few times, but she always got to the point, embellishing only with a few choice curse words.

      “I feel safe,” Aurora assured her. “But I don’t foot the bill. Don’t you want to talk to my parents?”

      Maxine grunted. “Honey, you’re who we’re protecting, so your opinion about how safe you feel is the opinion that counts.”

      “I feel protected. A little caged, but safe.”

      “You’re winning.”

      Aurora smiled as she shaded in the leaves of a rose she was designing on her laptop. “I am, aren’t I?”

      “Keep kicking ass.”

      “I fully intend to.”

      “You’ve got my number if you need anything.”

      “Yep.”

      “Even if you need me to adjust any members of your team.”

      Aurora tried to imagine how the tough, former Marine went about adjusting her employees. “Yes.”

      When she hung up the phone, a knock sounded at the door.

      “It’s Mason. If you’re on the phone, I can come back.”

      Aurora opened the door. “It’s okay. Maxine called.”

      As Mason entered the room, it seemed to shrink in size with his presence, warm and solid.

      “Max called you?” his voice filled with pure astonishment.

      She walked back to her computer to save her work. “She said she was checking up on you. Wanted to know if you’re behaving.”

      His face drained of color as his Adam’s apple bobbed in a nervous swallow.

      “I’m kidding,” Aurora said.

      Wow, Maxine ran a tight ship. The former Navy SEAL quaked in his boots.

      “She called to ask how I am,” Aurora explained.

      His stiff posture relaxed only slightly. “Max called you,” he repeated himself.

      “Is that so strange?” She lifted her tea mug up and took a sip.

      Ugh. Cold.

      She set it back down on the table.

      “She doesn’t usually call clients beyond the initial interview and team installation.” He picked up her mug and carried it to the kitchenette where he stuck it in the microwave.

      Aurora could see Mason’s mind churning. He seemed worried their conversation had been about him. Was he in some kind of trouble?

      “She told me once she has a son my age. Maybe she likes me.”

      “She must,” he agreed, his tone still baffling her.

      “You’re so surprised she would chat with me?”

      “Chat and Max have never been used in the same sentence before this moment. I am surprised she would chat with anyone.”

      “Tough women need friends, too.”

      Mason gave her a considerate look as though contemplating if she referred to Maxine or herself.

      Probably both.

      He brought her warmed mug of tea out of the microwave and handed it to her.

      She accepted and sipped.

      “Did you design that? It’s beautiful.”

      She glanced back at the unfinished digital rose. More shading would create the appearance of light shining from the side.

      “Post-professional tennis career plan. We can’t all make a hundred million in prize money like Djokovic.”

      “I guess the rest of the world doesn’t reflect much on second careers of professional athletes.”

      “Well, if you’re a Williams, Sharapova, Clijsters, Graf, or Davenport, then you’d make enough prize money that your second career can be an afterthought. The rest of us have to make plans.”

      “Your plans are graphic design?”

      Although he asked, she suspected he already knew.

      “I want to run my own design company someday.” She sipped her tea.

      “You have your parents’ ambition,” he observed with a twinkle in his eye.

      “Some tennis professionals go on to coach, others become commentators, and others model. Some extend their tennis careers to the senior tour. Others are entrepreneurs.”

      “It seems you would be able to do any of those.”

      Surely he didn’t know her well enough to know the expansiveness of her capabilities. However, he made the statement with such authority that she wondered how much information resided in a Rider SI client profile. She recalled signing a waiver about them invading her personal privacy. Anything electronically stored would be explored. Basically, that was her whole life.

      Mason seemed to appraise her, as though considering each of those career choices for her.

      Heat crept into her cheeks, thinking of him imagining her as a model.

      He straightened as though he suddenly realized he had been too freely conversing. The tone of the conversation had been casual, but his body language now conveyed they were finished.

      She set down her tea cup. “I assume you didn’t come to warm me up—to warm up my tea.”

      Ugh. Freudian slip.

      His ears reddened as he cleared his throat. “I want to review your schedule tomorrow. You’ve got tennis practice. Billy suggested you might want to grab a nice lunch after practice.”

      “Oh! Cafe Melo’s. They have this huge sandwich called a zapatilla. It feeds two people, and it’s so good. And it’s in my budget.” She hesitated. “There is usually a long wait, though.”

      “I’ll stay for practice, and Billy can pick up takeout. We don’t want to take you into a crowd.”

      She nodded, curbing her disappointment. The atmosphere of quaint and popular local spots was part of the allure, but she would have to trust the experts.

      Safety trumps fresh zapatillas.

      

      With the schedule reviewed, Aurora watched Mason leave. This time she didn’t stare at his backside… for quite as long. The small hotel room inflated large and too quiet without his presence.

      She called her friend, Monique Johnson.

      “Mercedes, it’s the middle of the night over here.”

      “And you work the ER night shift, so suck it up, MoJo.”

      Her friend sighed. Aurora wasn’t sure if the exasperated noise stemmed from her comment or the nickname MoJo, which she didn’t love. She’d used Aurora’s middle name, though, so she’d ask for it.

      “Slow night?”

      “Yeah.”

      She knew the nurse practitioner liked to stay busy. Slow nights were agonizing for her.

      The women had met at the Mid-Atlantic Women’s Tennis Championship in D.C. several years ago. At the time, Mo was attending school to become a nurse practitioner and had been doing volunteer work as a medic at the tennis matches. Aurora had needed a rewrap on her ankle. They struck up a friendship. Mo was the first friend she had made after her fall from near success. She was the only person who had never known the blonde, brat tennis queen—Prime Meridian.

      Aurora had explained to Mo that after her ankle injury she applied for protected leave for her injury. She came back the following year, which had probably been too soon. Her ranking in the Women’s Tennis Association plummeted. Mo had faith Aurora would fight her way back to the top.

      Unfortunately, Mo’s current career had her confined to the bowels of a New York emergency room, so they mostly kept in touch by phone and text.

      “How’s life with bodyguards?”

      “Confining.”

      Mo let out a chirrup.

      “What about that one guy, Baldy? Is he still on a motorized bike to keep up with your run?” She chuckled as though envisioning the scene.

      “I got an upgrade.”

      “Mysterious much? Do go on.”

      “He can keep up.”

      “Your tone implies he can keep up with more than just a run.”

      Aurora sighed. “I bet he could.”

      “Oh, really?”

      Had she said that aloud?

      She swallowed and tried to keep her voice neutral. “Well, he’s former Navy SEAL. He makes me feel…protected,” she admitted softly. “Which is ridiculous, because that’s literally his job.”

      “Playing with fire to have a crush on your SEAL bodyguard,” Monique observed.

      “It’s not a crush, and I would never⁠—”

      “I know you wouldn’t.” Her interruption conveyed disappointment rather than admiration of character.

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means you’re a sexy woman in her prime who has closed herself off from men and hasn’t dated since the Fisk fiasco. So, I know you wouldn’t do something as carefree and reckless and cathartic as date your bodyguard.”

      Aurora bit her lip to remain silent. Compliments and insults were so woven into her friend’s words that she didn’t know how to respond.

      “How is your night going?” Aurora asked, hearing the sound of fingers on keyboards and hospital machines beeping in the background.

      “I’m staring at an x-ray of woman who inhaled a pushpin.”

      “That sounds awful.”

      “She was tacking up a poster in her daughter’s room with the pushpin between her teeth. She laughed at something her daughter did and whoosh—down the trachea and into the right lower lobe it went.”

      Aurora’s mouth gaped open. “Oh my gosh. I put bobby-pins between my teeth all the time when I’m fixing my hair.”

      “The dangers we never consider,” Mo said sagely.

      Aurora gasped. “What are you going to do about it?”

      “I need to arrange transport to Beth Israel. They have interventional pulmonologists who can fish it out of her lungs.”

      “What if they can’t get it out?”

      Mo’s tone turned grim. “Lobectomy. That means surgically removing a lobe of her lung.”

      “Surgery for a pushpin?”

      “Hold on a sec, let me take this call from the ICU intensivist.”

      A pause was followed by Monique talking to someone else on another line. “Fifty-four-year-old with pneumonia and ARDS. Hemodynamically stable. I’m having trouble with oxygen despite generous amounts of sedatives and analgesics. You okay with paralytics —cisatracurium?”

      Another pause.

      “Of course. Sedatives with cisatricurium. Okay. Bye.”

      Mo gave a tsk of irritation. “Sorry. I’m back,” she told Aurora.

      “What’s ARDS?” Aurora had no interest in joining the medical workforce, but she loved listening to Mo’s stories.

      “Adult respiratory distress syndrome—ARDS—is a severe form of acute lung disease. It has a high mortality rate—especially if I can’t adequately oxygenate him. Regardless of the many causes of ARDS, when it’s so severe that the patient has low oxygen levels despite life support on a breathing machine, I have to use heavy sedation to keep the patient’s body and the ventilator synchronous. If those efforts don’t improve oxygenation, I have to paralyze the patient eliminate all voluntary muscle movement, thus reducing extraneous oxygen consumption to conserve it for vital organs.”

      “So, why did you sound irritated with the doctor?”

      “He told me to be sure to keep the sedatives going when I start the paralytics. Of course I’ll keep the sedatives going. No self-respecting medical professional would infuse paralytics without sedatives. Such an oversight could mentally traumatize someone.”

      “Yikes.” Aurora shuddered as she thought of being rendered immobile and subjected to life support with no medication to blunt the discomfort and intrusiveness of the procedure.

      “Anyway. You found my hot tennis toy yet?” Monique said.

      “Um . . .”

      “Honey, my future husband may be out there on your tour. I’m counting on you to set something up.”

      “Right. When I’m not up at 5:00 a.m. running or doing yoga, when I’m not playing tennis, and when I’m not hiding out in my hotel from death threats, I will work on finding your future husband.”

      They joked about it, but Monique had lamented to her on more than one occasion the difficulty in finding a romantic match as a professional black woman who also worked the night shift.

      Monique gave a tsk. “I know you’re sightseeing and lounging in cafes. You can make time for me.”

      “I promise to hone my matchmaking skills.”

      “That’s more like it. Now, I gotta go. I’ve got a couple of critical patients to check on.”

      After the call ended, the room felt too quiet again. Too still. She checked the deadbolt twice before focusing back on her digital artwork.
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