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Rick doesn’t know who he hates more—the spoiled actress he's hired to protect or the stalker trying to kill her. But he only wants to take one of them to bed…




As a Navy SEAL, Rick Mann fought his way to hell and back, but he’s never faced a challenge quite like protecting Sierra Cox. She’s spoiled, she’s annoying—and he’s never wanted a woman more.




That’s a problem for so many reasons. At the top of that list is that he needs to keep his head in the game because even though Sierra doesn’t take anything seriously, including Rick, the threats on her life are very real.
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EXCERPT

Horrible scenarios flew through her head as she stood and waited, helpless, for the door to open and reveal who was on the other side and what fate awaited her.




Panicked, she looked for the nearest object she could use to defend herself. The lamp on the desk was glass. That would just break over the stalker’s head and make him madder.




Why was there no pointy, metal letter opener? Then she could stab—




“Hello?” The deep male voice had her heart stopping.




“I have a gun. Don’t come any closer.” She was an actor, and a good one, so the idle threat sounded authentic to her. And dammit, tomorrow she was getting herself a gun for real. She didn’t care what Roger said about it.




Whoever it was must have believed her lie about the gun. The door to the hallway remained partly open, but he didn’t walk through. He stayed shielded safely behind the heavy wood. “Miss Cox. I’m Rick Mann from GAPS.”




What the fuck was GAPS? “I don’t care who you are. Why do you have a key to my room?”




“I met with your manager in the lobby. He gave me a key. Look, if I could just come in—“




“No! Stay where you are. I’m calling Roger.”




“Sierra, I’m right here.” Roger’s voice had her able to breathe again, but she was no less angry and her heart continued to pound.




“Why did you give him a key?” She frowned at her manager as he came through the door, followed by a hulk of a man who dwarfed him in height and size.




“Because he’s going to need one if he’s going to be coming in and out with you for the foreseeable future.” Roger’s calm demeanor about a strange, not to mention large man coming into her suite while she was in the tub made Sierra madder.




“If is the operative word in that statement. I haven’t decided if I’ll be going with his services.” She spat the words as she eyed the man, who had gone from watching the exchange between her and Roger to visually surveying the room.




“I can assure you he’s more than qualified.” As Roger spoke, this Rick person closed the door to the hallway.




“Hold on. I didn’t say you could stay.”




“You can decide if I stay or go while the door is secured. There’s someone at least watching you, possibly out to harm you. Let’s not leave the door open for him to do it, okay?”




The hulk was right, of course, but for some reason that only pissed her off. “Fine.”




He moved farther into the room, heading for the windows. Lifting the curtain, he glanced outside, before letting it fall back into place and adjusting it so there was no crack visible between the two panels. He glanced up at the ceiling, squinting at the smoke detector mounted there.




When he pulled a chair over and stood on it to get a closer look at the mechanism, she couldn’t keep quiet any longer. “What are you doing?”




“Checking for surveillance.” He glanced her direction before focusing on dismantling the hotel’s property.




“Holy shit. I never even considered that.” Roger sighed. “See, Sierra. This is why we need him and his company.”




“Be careful. They’ll probably charge me for that if you break it.”




“I won’t break it.” This time he didn’t even look at her when he spoke, which was probably better since there were now wires hanging out of the ceiling.




“If you get electrocuted, it’s not my fault.”




He laughed, surprising her. Then, the device was back where it belonged. Intact and looking none the worse for his tampering. Even the little red light was blinking away as usual.




Rick stepped down off the chair and moved it back to where he’d gotten it. “Finished and without being electrocuted. Sorry to disappoint you.”
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CHAPTER 1

As he raised the beer bottle to his lips, Rick Mann heard it, but he didn’t believe it. At least, he didn’t want to believe it.

The sound invading his peace and quiet was enough to ruin his enjoyment of even his favorite brand of icy cold brew. He lowered the bottle without taking a sip and smothered a cuss.

Nope. That was not the banging of the headboard against the wall of his sister’s bedroom. Again. For the second time in as many hours. Definitely. Not.

Rick closed his eyes and did his best to believe his own lie, but it wasn’t going to work.

No matter how hard he tried and willed it to be so, the fact remained he was hearing something no brother should be forced to listen to—his best friend in bed with his sister.

It was his own fault, he supposed. Rick did share a house with Darci. And Rick had sent her away on an assignment with his buddy and former SEAL teammate Chris. With his blessing, no less.

But damn, he’d never expected this to be the result.

Almost a month after they’d announced they were dating, Darci and Chris were obviously still in the honeymoon period of the relationship.

It was enough to make Rick want to rip his own ears off.

Drawing in a deep breath, he set his jaw and reached for the television remote control.

He mashed the button with his thumb until the sound of the show airing rose enough he could no longer hear the incredibly disturbing and damn rude noise coming from the vicinity of Darci’s bedroom.

Couldn’t they do this shit while he was at work?

Rick raised the bottle to his lips again and drew in a big swallow. He needed it to dull the horror.

The combination of noise, beer and the History Channel actually worked. Thank God. Rick made it through two commercial breaks without hearing another sound from the bedroom region of the house. Excellent.

“Hey.” The sound of Chris’s voice behind him had Rick jumping.

Happy inside his bubble of beer and the program commemorating the ninetieth anniversary of Czar Nicholas II abdicating his throne in the midst of World War I, Rick hadn’t heard Darci’s door open.

Rick aimed the remote at the television and lowered the volume. “Hey.”

Chris frowned. “What’s wrong?”

Rick supposed his greeting hadn’t sounded all that warm and cozy and Chris had noticed. He scowled. “What could be wrong?”

Chris lifted one shoulder. “I don’t know. That’s why I asked.”

It wasn’t worth bringing it up. It’s not like Rick’s complaining would change anything. These two were like dogs in heat. Rick realized Chris was still standing, waiting for an answer.

At least his friend was dressed. Only in shorts and a tank top but it could have been worse. He hadn’t gotten comfortable enough to start walking around the house in his underwear yet. Or worse, naked.

Hoping that day never came. Rick focused on the television. “It’s nothing.” 

Chris moving in front of Rick and directly in front of the screen ruined his plan to lose himself again in the program. It was a widescreen television, but Chris was pretty wide himself.

Arms crossed, legs planted firm, the man obviously wasn’t moving.

Rick sighed and relented. “The walls are thin. Okay?”

Realization must have hit Chris. He closed his eyes for a second. “Oh. Sorry about that. We didn’t realize you could hear.”

Rick let out a snort. “Oh, I can. Believe me.”

“I can ask Darci to come over to my place when you’re home.”

Perfect. Then Rick could be a real loser, alone in the house instead of just feeling lonely around the happy couple. At least now, he had company when they did emerge from the bedroom.

The solution didn’t seem all that much better than the problem.

“Don’t worry about it.” Rick took another swallow. “You hungry?”

“Starving. Darci and I are fixin’ to order something. You in?”

“Yeah, sure. What are you gonna get?”

“Darci wants Indian food. You okay with that?”

Rick shot Chris a look. “She’s always trying to get us to order that.” And Rick always said no, but apparently she’d gotten one over on Chris. She’d convinced him to get Indian food while she had him in a sex haze.

“So, that’s a no then?” Chris looked a little torn. Friend versus girlfriend.

After hearing that bed banging, Rick knew exactly which side Chris would land on the choice of take-out. “No, it’s fine. Go ahead. I’ll give it a try.”

Who knows? Maybe Rick might actually like the shit.

“A’ight.” Chris flopped backward into the easy chair.

“Aren’t you ordering it?”

“Oh, hell no. Darci’s doing it. I wouldn’t know what to order anyway. You know what you’d want?”

Rick leveled his gaze on Chris. “What do you think?”

“Yeah, that’s what I thought.” Chris shook his head. “You’d never know there was once a time we were both eating goat meat and pretending to like it.”

“That is exactly why I don’t feel the need to try any of this weird shit now.”

“It’s not weird.” Darci’s voice came from down the hall before she appeared in the living room. “It’s good and you two are going to like it and I’m going to say I told you so when you do.”

Rick craned his head to see her, dressed in her yoga pants and a sweatshirt. “You wish.”

She lifted one brow. “We’ll see.”

“Yes, we will.” Rick let out a humph. Chris’s soft chuckle caught Rick’s attention. “And what’re you laughing at?”

“Nothing. Just missing my little brother about now, is all.”

“Where is he?” Rick asked.

Chris cocked a brow and didn’t answer and Rick remembered the important detail he’d forgotten. That Brody was still active duty in the teams. Actually, that fact was easy to remember. It was that Rick no longer was, and therefore no longer had security clearance, that he’d like to forget.

He scowled. “Never mind. Forget I asked.”

Rick and Chris were both retired now and technically civilians so chances were good that Chris wouldn’t know where his brother was anyway. And if he did know, he wouldn’t repeat it with Darci around.

Besides her being a civilian, if his sister even knew half of the shit he’d done in the teams she’d freak the hell out. Rick didn’t need that kind of drama.

Chris didn’t either now that he was dating Darci.

Of course, after what Chris had subjected Rick to today, maybe he deserved a little torture as payback.

Darci came back from the kitchen, phone in hand. “The restaurant won’t deliver this far. I’ll have to go pick it up.”

Chris planted his two hands on the arms of the chair he’d looked pretty comfortable in before Darci’s announcement and hoisted himself to his feet. “I’ll drive you.”

“You don’t have to do that.” In a tone Rick recognized well, Darci had said one thing while obviously meaning another.

Rick waited to see if Chris would get caught in the trap.

“Nope. I insist. Just let me throw on my socks and sneakers.” Chris hadn’t fallen for it, proving he was smarter when it came to women than Rick gave him credit for.

That was for the better anyway. Rick didn’t need to listen to them fighting all night. That might be worse than hearing them in bed.

“Okay. Thank you.” She smiled sweetly and accepted the kiss Chris pressed to her head on his way past her.

Rick watched the whole thing unfold, not feeling at all guilty that he got to stay home while Chris had to go out. If Chris wanted to be with Darci, then he’d have to do her bidding.

All Rick knew was that he wasn’t the one who had to drive her over, and that was good enough for him.

Darci came over and scowled at the television set. “War stuff?”

“Yes. It’s educational. More than those shows about the housewives of wherever that you like to watch.”

She frowned at him. “You know I haven’t watched the Real Housewives since the first season. It went downhill after that.”

The show started out so badly, it didn’t have all that far to fall, in Rick’s opinion. Not in the mood to debate the point, he kept that to himself.

“A’ight. We can head on out as soon as I find the keys to my truck.” Brows drawn low, Chris glanced at the kitchen counter. “You see them?”

“Yup, I know where they are. They were in the pocket of your jeans when I was doing laundry. I put them on my dresser in the bedroom.” Darci scampered off, down the hall to retrieve Chris’s keys, while Rick took that opportunity to shoot Chris a glance.

“She’s doing your laundry now?”

Chris lifted one shoulder and grinned. “What can I say? I’m not gonna tell her no.”

Rick shook his head at the domestic bliss surrounding him. It was enough to make a man barf.

“You know . . . ” Chris began the sentence in a tone Rick recognized well. A lecture was coming and he wasn’t sure he wanted to hear it. Unfortunately, there was usually no way to stop the southern ramblings of Chris Cassidy once they began.

Rick sighed and angled himself to face Chris better. “Yes?”

“I know what’s eating you.”

“Oh, do you? And what’s that?” Rick asked, interested to hear the answer.

“You’re missing the action.”

Rick let out a huff. “You think? You mean you don’t believe sitting in front of a bank of security monitors day and night is stimulating enough for me?”

“Unless there’s some terrorists sneaking around that job of yours, looking to blow up the nuclear reactor and half the state with it, no. There’s not. It’s getting to you. Believe me, I know what it’s like to be running on adrenaline and energy drinks one day and sunk into the sofa looking for something that won’t make you want to blow your brains out on TV the next.”

“There’s one big difference though.”

“What’s that?” Chris asked.

“You chose to retire. Getting out wasn’t exactly my choice.”

His knee blowing out during a training exercise, the realization that he’d have compromised the safety of the team if it had happened on an op, and the Navy medically retiring him had all led to Rick’s current situation.

Chris drew in a breath, clearly about to say something when Darci came back down the hall. “Sorry I took so long. I decided to change clothes quick.”

Like the gentleman he always was, Chris turned his full attention away from Rick and on to Darci. “And you look real pretty, darlin’.” He took the keys she held out and glanced at Rick. “We’ll be back in a few.”

As he grabbed Darci’s hand to lead the way to the front door, she glanced back. “Get the plates and forks out of the dishwasher? They’re all clean.”

“Yeah. Okay.“

This was his life now. He’d gone from cleansing the world of terrorism, to unloading the clean dishes. His biggest battle nowadays was against his sister for control of the television remote.

Chris was right. Rick missed the action. More than he’d ever imagined.

He had some thinking to do. As he stood and felt the twinge in his left knee, he wondered if that life was even possible for him anymore.
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CHAPTER 2

SIERRA COX

That was the only thing written on the envelope on the dressing table in her trailer on the studio lot.

No stamp. No return address. No address at all. Just her name, written in black marker in big block letters.

Sierra glanced from the large manila envelope to her manager. “Roger, did you put this here?”

“Put what where?” The thirty-something year old blond man, who was pretty enough he should be in front of the camera rather than behind it managing her, looked up from his cell phone.

Roger Herndon would be a real lady killer if his preference didn’t run toward the male gender. That still didn’t prevent women from throwing themselves at him at every event and party.

“This envelope.” She turned away from her dressing table to face Roger head on.

Lifting his eyebrows, Roger shook his head. “Wasn’t me. I’ve never seen that envelope before. Must have been someone else.”

“Who?”

He lifted one shoulder. “Any number of people could have dropped it there, I suppose.”

Sierra frowned. The idea that any number of people were wandering through her trailer on the movie lot wasn’t reassuring. During filming she spent more time here than anywhere else. It was her home away from home.

She didn’t welcome any invasion of her privacy at any time, but knowing someone had been in her private domain when she hadn’t been there felt even worse. “We need to lock that door whenever I’m not here.”

“Amy has to come in to stock your fridge every day.”

“We’ll give her a key.” It wasn’t the intern she was worried about. It was that apparently anyone could come and go as they pleased.

“What if there’s an updated script the director needs you to look over?” Roger asked.

“Maybe we need to install a mail slot for things like that.” She shot him a look that she hoped said victory was hers.

“May I point out that if you had a mail slot, that mysterious envelope that has apparently disturbed you would still be inside your trailer and freaking you out?”

“Yes, but the person who brought it here wouldn’t have been.” 

“Fine. Mail slot aside, there’s also staff who comes in to clean when you’re not around. Or did you think fairies emptied your garbage and scrubbed your toilet?”

“Very funny.” Sierra wrinkled her nose at him and wondered why she put up with his crap.

Possibly because Roger was the one person in the world she trusted. Even her parents had lost that privilege when they’d mismanaged her finances to a criminal degree when she’d still been a minor.

But part of the reason she trusted Roger was that he wasn’t a yes-man. For better or worse, he told her exactly how things stood, whether she liked what she heard or not.

“So, aren’t you going to open it?” Roger took a step closer, his eyes focused on the object in question.

There was something about the seemingly innocuous envelope that had her inner voice shouting and put her on edge. “You go ahead if you want.”

 “All right.” His gaze cut to her before he reached for it. He slipped one finger under the adhesive flap.

Watching him, Sierra hissed in a breath. “Be careful. Don’t get a paper cut.”

“I assure you, I’ll survive.”

“Go ahead and joke, but I’m serious, Roger. You don’t know who that’s from or what’s inside. It could be—I don’t know—anthrax or something.”

He paused in his opening, but obviously not because he shared her concern, judging by his snicker. “Why in the world would there be anthrax in here?”

“I don’t know. There are lunatics everywhere.” There was something making her gut twist and she didn’t know why. She only knew that the feeling started when she first saw that envelope on her dressing table.

“Not that I have personal experience, but I don’t think anthrax is quite this heavy.” He weighed the envelope in his hand. “Most likely, we’re good.”

He was teasing her, but Sierra still didn’t let herself relax. She knew she wouldn’t be able to breathe freely again until she saw what was inside.

A wrinkle formed between Roger’s brows as he glanced up. He must have finally taken her concern seriously. “You really are worried.”

She opened her eyes wider. “Yes. That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you.”

“But why?”

“The whole thing is weird. That just appears out of nowhere with nothing but my name written like. . .like . . .”

“Like what?” He looked down at the envelope again.

“Like a ransom note.”

He cocked one brow. “I believe ransom notes are usually made from individual letters cut out of magazines. This, as you saw, is hand written.”

Sierra let out a huff. “You’re right. It’s much more like a serial killer would write it than a kidnapper.”

Roger rolled his eyes. “You’ve been watching too many movies. I’m opening it and putting this whole ridiculous discussion to rest. It’s probably proofs from last week’s photo shoot. Or a copy of that interview you gave Vanity Fair.”

She didn’t remind him that both of those things would likely come by email, not in a creepy envelope. Crossing her arms, she waited for whatever mysteries hid within the manila to be revealed.

As Roger again slid his finger between the flap and the envelope, she took a single step back. He leveled a glare at her. “Is that extra foot of separation going to save you from the anthrax?”

She pulled her mouth to the side, annoyed with his smart ass comment. “It might.”

Roger peeked inside the envelope. As his grin at her expense disappeared the feeling of doom riding her doubled. “What’s wrong?”

He pulled out a stack of papers before he glanced up. “Um, it’s probably nothing.”

The blood draining from his face as he flipped through the pages didn’t back up that statement.

“Roger . . .” Sierra took a step forward. “Let me see.”

He pressed his lips together and hesitated before he drew in a breath. He held out the stack toward her, still looking reluctant to hand over what the ominous envelope held.

She closed the space between them with a few steps and took the papers, her hand shaking as she did so.  Turning them toward her she saw what looked like digital photos printed out on computer paper. One of her out for her daily run. Another of her getting into her car outside the hair salon. She recognized the outfit she was wearing in that photo. It had to be taken just last week when she’d gotten her highlights touched up.

“They could have been taken by paparazzi.” At Roger’s suggestion, Sierra glanced up.

“How did he get inside to deliver it?” she asked.

“Maybe the envelope was dropped off at the front gate of the lot and one of the crew brought it here.”

The paparazzi theory would have made sense except for the next picture Sierra saw in the stack. It was of her inside her hotel room, sitting at the table eating. Heart pounding, she held it up for Roger. “How’d they take this one?”

He looked from the picture to her. “Through your hotel room window with a zoom lens?”

The moment she got to her hotel she was closing the blackout curtains and not opening them again for the duration of her stay.

The thought of spending the night alone in her suite, knowing someone was watching her, was frightening.

Maybe she could convince Roger to sleep on the sofa in the living room of the suite. Hell, he could sleep in the bed with her if it meant she didn’t have to sleep there alone. Not that she’d get any sleep after this.

The question still remained, more than how the pictures were taken, was why? And why deliver them to her here and now?

Afraid of what else she would find, Sierra warily looked at the next page in the stack.

It was different. There was another photo of her—this time smiling at someone she couldn’t see in the frame of the picture—but this one had words scrawled across it in what looked like the same black marker as the envelope.

What she read had her blood running cold.

You can’t see me but I can see you.

The room seemed to sway as the darkness crept around the edges of her vision, narrowing her sight to just the dressing table in front of her. Sierra reached out to steady herself, letting the papers scatter onto the surface.

“Sierra.” Roger was next to her in a split second, holding her upright with a strength that belied his trim build.

She swallowed hard and struggled to slow her breathing. “I’m all right.”

He let out a breath. “No. None of this is all right and I’m going to take care of it right now.”

“What can you do?”

“First, get you sitting down before you fall down.”

“I’m fine.” 

“Sit anyway.”

The dizziness had passed, which was a miracle considering her pulse rushed so loudly in her ears she could barely hear Roger. But she was shaking and sitting wouldn’t be a bad thing. She did as told and eased into the chair.

She glanced up and caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror. The wild-eyed fear she saw was not at all comforting. Sierra turned in the chair to face toward Roger and away from the reflection of the frightened woman who looked nothing like her.

Acting calmer than she felt, she asked, “What do we do now?”

He already had his cell phone out. “We hire security.”

The studio lot had security. The hotel had security. Obviously none of that had worked, so Roger must mean something else. More personal. “Like a bodyguard?”

“Exactly.”

Her privacy was the thing Sierra valued more than all else. Now she’d have a man dedicated to doing nothing but watching her every move, day and night. But whoever had taken those photos was already doing that.

There were times she hated this business. Enough that she sometimes dreamed what it would be like to quit and go back to being nobody. Anonymous. Able to go shopping, or jogging, or hell, dancing, without having the cameras in her face and her face on the front page of every tabloid.

This situation was more than over eager paparazzi. This was someone scary. Possibly deranged. That was the only reason Sierra nodded her head and said, “Okay. I’ll agree to hiring someone.”

With the cell pressed to his ear, Roger let out a snort. “Do you really think I was giving you a choice in the matter?”

In spite of it all, she couldn’t help her short laugh as Roger turned into a protective mother hen. “No.”

Still, the irony wasn’t lost on her that to gain back her privacy, she’d have to sacrifice what little of it she had left.
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CHAPTER 3

Even Sun Tzu wasn’t enough to keep him entertained.

Rick put down his cell and rubbed his eyes. Reading on his phone’s screen wasn’t ideal, but he had to do something to occupy his brain.

He was so bored this shift, he was ready to crawl right out of his skin. Rereading one of his all time favorite books seemed like the best way to keep him from blowing up the nuclear reactor where he worked just so he’d have some excitement.
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