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      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.
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      Ethan Storm exited the concert hall to a crowd of enthusiastic fans lining the sidewalk. He wove through the throng of people, signing autographs on photos and CDs with a permanent marker.

      The flash of camera lights was blinding, and the sound of cheering and hollering was deafening. Fans screamed his name as if competing for who could be loudest—or the first to shatter glass with their pitch.

      Three of his bodyguards kept groping female hands and gloss-painted lips off Ethan as he made his way to the rented limousine.

      He was still twenty feet from the limo when his security detail began struggling to move the crowd aside without the use of force. The largest of his bodyguards, Claude, dressed in a snug T-shirt and black fatigues, tried to lead the way, sweating and grunting through the effort.

      Ethan wanted nothing more than to sit in the quiet comfort of the car and drive back to his hotel. He appreciated the fans’ fervor, but after a three-hour concert, he needed rest and hydration, not after-parties and intoxicated women. When he was in his twenties, sure. Now, nearing forty, he preferred evenings alone to wind down after his shows.

      As they neared the limo parked on the curb, Ethan’s phone vibrated in his pocket, and he fished in his blue jeans to retrieve it. He always checked his phone calls in case it was Alyssa, his eight-year-old daughter.

      Someone bumped into him, causing the phone to fly from his hand. He bent to the ground in a hurry, not wanting his phone to get trampled.

      A shot rang out.

      The glass window of Ethan’s waiting vehicle shattered as fans screamed in panic.

      “We gotta move!” Claude yelled.

      Ethan’s grip closed over his phone. As he stood, Claude—his longtime friend and bodyguard, who was the size of a linebacker—shoved him into the back seat of his limo, clamored into the backseat beside him, and slammed the door shut.

      “Go! Go!” he yelled to the driver.

      Pope pulled the limo away from the curb. “Are you hurt?”

      “What?”

      “Were you shot, Ethan?” Pope, another man he’d known forever, was glancing at him through the rearview mirror as he drove. His tall, lanky friend looked wide-eyed and pale.

      Ethan looked over himself, patting his body. “No.”

      Someone had shot at him? He looked at the shattered window as his heart raced. Cold March air blasted into the car as it gained speed.

      “How’d you know to duck?” Claude asked.

      Ethan stared at the phone in his hand. “I didn’t.”

      Alyssa had called.
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        * * *

      

      Billy knocked on the door of the old house. Had the place always been so dilapidated? The porch stairs creaked. The wooden exterior was weather-beaten and peeling, and dark green mold covered one side of the house where a large oak shaded it. Shingles on the roof had abandoned their post in patches.

      No one answered.

      Billy stepped off the porch, and her boots crunched through the overgrown Kentucky bluegrass which brushed against her jeans as she walked around to the back of the house. When she passed the large oak, she remembered the swing that used to hang there.

      “Higher! Higher!” Her small-child’s voice echoed in her memory.

      Art, the brother closest to her in age, had robustly pushed her on the swing.

      “My turn!” Without warning, Mac, the eldest, had shoved her hard, thrusting her out of the swing.

      Billy remembered her fear as she’d soared through the air and the pain of landing on her elbow. She’d sat on the dirt, clutching her injured arm.

      “You going to cry, Crybaby?” Mac had asked.

      Her dad had stood on the porch, silently watching them as he puffed his twentieth cigarette of the day.

      Billy walked through the memory and around to the back porch where her father now sat. The spot overlooked the small pond on the three-acre plot of land.

      “Ed,” she said tersely.

      He squinted at her before adjusting the oxygen tubing running to his nose. He was wearing it all the time now? His black lung must be worse. One of the doctors Billy knew had explained coal-workers’ pneumoconiosis to her when she’d asked about the disease. Fifty years of smoking on top of that hadn’t helped his lung health either. He looked frail with hollowed cheeks and spidery veins slinking around bony fingers.

      “Is Mom around?” Billy tucked her hands in her blue jeans’ pockets. A light breeze ruffled her navy-blue T-shirt.

      “You should’ve called first.”

      “I did call first. You either didn’t hear the phone ring or chose not to answer it.”

      “We don’t answer unlisted calls.”

      “I work in security, Ed. I’m always unlisted.” Billy stared at him, recalling the first time she’d visited him after enlisting—the first time she no longer feared him. She’d been stronger, but even by that time he was becoming a shell of the man he once was.

      “What makes you so damn special?”

      Sure as hell not being born into this family, she wanted to say. But she hadn’t come here for a fight. Not another one.

      “Is Mom here?” she repeated

      Before her father could answer her question, the roar of an ATV split the silence. Mac approached, driving his four-wheeler through the bumpy land, his fishing rod sticking up out of the back of the ATV like a flimsy antenna.

      He came to a halt near the backyard picnic table and hopped off the vehicle. “You got a helluva lot of nerve coming back here,” he snapped at Billy.

      She clenched her fists as the hair on her neck stood on end. She could be as cool as a cucumber taking enemy fire in a military tactical armored vehicle, but face-to-face with her oldest brother, she had to resist the urge not to punch him. He always could push her buttons.

      “I’ve a few days off before my next assignment. I came to see Mom.”

      Mac had lost most of his hair with age and tried to compensate by growing an untamed beard that touched his chest.

      He walked closer, swaggering in his camo pants—not that he’d served a day in the military. She supposed he’d been wearing them while duck hunting, and a glance at his ATV confirmed the presence of his shotgun near his fishing pole.

      “You ain’t welcome here,” he snarled.

      “So you told me last time. Where’s Mom?”

      “Grocery shopping.” He approached her, cheeks beet red. Once in her face, his breath smelled like beer and dipping tobacco.

      “Don’t crowd me, Mac,” Billy warned. She didn’t step back from his attempt to intimidate her. “It won’t end well for you.”

      “Why, because you think you’re some badass marine?”

      She moved fast—a single, quick jab to his stomach. When he doubled over, she stepped to the side before driving him down, face first, into the table with an elbow between his shoulder blades. He let out a grunt of shock and pain as she kept him pinned.

      “I am a badass Marine. Show some respect.”

      “Billy,” a familiar woman’s voice called to her.

      She looked up to see her mom standing on the back porch, staring at her with a look of horrified shock. Billy let Mac up. He stumbled back and stood, holding his abdomen with one hand and bruised cheekbone with other.

      Damn, she’d lost her temper.

      Who’s the bully now, Billy?

      Those had been Art’s last words to her when she’d come home after ten years of military service and caught him dealing drugs. She’d roughed him up, and when he still didn’t quit, she sent him to jail—helped the cops bust him for selling meth to a twelve-year-old girl.

      “Some hero you turned out to be,” Mac sneered, rubbing his abdomen where she’d struck him.

      “Screw you.” She spoke the words quietly enough that they’d only be heard by her brother. And she hadn’t hurt much more than his pride anyway.

      “Billy, what are you doing?” her mother demanded.

      Billy didn’t like her mom’s heated tone and accusatory glare—as if all this was Billy’s fault, as if Mac hadn’t done far worse year after year while they were growing up in this house.

      “Leaving,” Billy replied.

      “Billy Jean, you come back here and apologize to your brother.”

      When hell freezes over, Billy thought.

      She looked at her mother who appeared more frail and withered each time she saw her. Scrawny arms and legs protruded from her simple, pale-pink dress. Seeing how she’d aged broke Billy’s heart.

      “I came to check on you, and I see that you’re fine.” She started to walk back around front where her rental car was parked.

      “Where are you going?” her mother asked.

      “I’ll be at the motel down the road tonight. One night. If you want to see me away from these two”—she indicated Ed and Mac—“I’ll be there.”
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        * * *

      

      Mica Rider finished compiling her brief, converted it to pdf, and sent it in an email to Billy. She stood from her desk and stretched in her blouse and skirt. The week had been busy—rearranging people’s roles on her team, checking in with Mr. Sharp’s security detail, meeting with prospective clients (turning one down because the job sounded shady), and putting a brief together for a client she’d accepted.

      Running a business was a new challenge for her. After a few years in the FBI, she’d been a one-woman show as a fugitive recovery agent. Now, she was owner and operator of a security business. People working for Rider SI depended on her for a paycheck. She had company bills to cover and employee health insurance to maintain.

      Fortunately, her predecessor and now mother-in-law, Maxine Rider, had built a firm foundation for the company. Rider Security and Investigation was respected, and clients approached them for help because of the company’s renowned reputation. Mica didn’t need a large advertising budget.

      She checked her watch. Her husband was using his day off to get supplies to paint their nursery. Mica wanted to make it an early day.

      Billy first.

      She picked up her mobile from beside her keyboard and dialed her employee’s number.

      Billy answered on the second ring. “Mica, I’m ready for the job.”

      Wow, Billy had already checked her email. She knew Billy had planned to go home to West Virginia for a few days on her down time between jobs. The family visit must not have gone well if she was so eager to get back to work.

      “Hello, Billy. The client is a high-profile celebrity. A singer and musician.”

      “Yeah, I’ve heard of him. I’m looking over the brief now.”

      Who hadn’t heard of Ethan Storm—singer, songwriter, thirtysomething heartthrob?

      Mica switched to speaker phone and tidied her desk as she spoke. “He was shot at and wants to bolster his security and get his team better trained. Not because they did anything wrong but because he’s worried about their safety. He actually said that by the way—he was worried about the safety of his crew.”

      “Okay. Enhance his team,” Billy said. “And you have a section in your brief about investigating, finding the perpetrator? Claire’s doing that, right?”

      “Yes, but she’ll need help from you,” Mica said. Claire could uncover amazing facts with her internet searches, but electronic investigation needed to be augmented by on scene investigation. “You’ll be the on-the-ground investigator. Barry will take the lead on training Mr. Storm’s existing crew.”

      “Me?”

      Mica smiled at the incredulity in Billy’s voice. “Yes, you.”

      “I’ve never done investigative work. Max—”

      “Maxine let you stay in your comfort zone. I’m pushing you out of it. I know you’d never want to become complacent. And I think you’ll discover a new skill set.”

      “Did I do something wrong?” Billy asked.

      Mica chuckled as she grabbed her keys and walked out of her office. “This isn’t punishment, Billy. This is opportunity. You’ve seen how Ryan and Reece work.” They were Rider SI’s lead investigative team and had solved numerous cases. “You know how to be the on site investigator.” She had a feeling Billy would rather parachute into enemy territory than be lead investigator.

      “Which government agency is investigating? Police or FBI?” Billy asked.

      “New Jersey PD, where the incident happened. It’s not a hate crime or organized crime, so the FBI won’t get involved unless the local PD requests assistance.”

      “Shouldn’t I cut my investigative teeth on a less high-profile client?”

      Mica appreciated Billy’s concern about screwing-up a case. What the marine didn’t realize was that she’d already cut her teeth. She was beyond ready to take the next step. She’d been on the Rider team for seven years.

      “I’ll walk you through it, and Claire will be helping.” Mica gave her a little extra reassurance. “You’re already a lion, not a cub.”
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        * * *

      

      Billy watched dark clouds in the distance from the hotel rooftop. She held a glass of unconsumed champagne in one hand and adjusted her black cocktail dress with the other. The heels she wore were growing uncomfortable.

      She silently cursed Mica, who must have been having a good laugh at forcing Billy undercover. She had explained that Billy needed to conduct a night of observation when Ethan was in public and covertly watch his security team. If the men didn’t know they were being monitored, Billy could identify all of the chinks in their armor.

      As such, Billy joined Ethan, unbeknownst to him and his bodyguards, for a rooftop party—some other celebrity’s engagement celebration, for which they’d rented the swanky spot in downtown Washington, DC. Guests socialized under the pavilion and around a pool. Some people even waded into the water—clothing optional—after several disinhibiting alcoholic beverages.

      One of Ethan’s bodyguards, Claude, roamed the perimeter, desperately attempting to portray a no-nonsense protector in his snug suit over a sumo-wrestler body. Instead, his expression looked more like a bad case of indigestion.

      Billy’s partner, Barry Howell, was downstairs observing two of Ethan’s bodyguards: JJ, who was in charge keeping Ethan’s exit route secure and clear of paparazzi, and Pope, who was the driver.

      Billy stayed near Ethan as she leaned against the balcony and watched unobtrusively while eavesdropping. Despite all of the champagne in overflowing flutes, Ethan drank club soda. He looked dashing in his tuxedo—more movie star than rock star. She wasn’t the only woman who noticed. Every female on the rooftop seemed drawn to him. And they all had to touch him—a hug, a kiss, a lingering hand on his shoulder.

      She didn’t interfere; she was here to observe only. None of the women were threats. Their skin-tight dresses couldn’t conceal a weapon. They typically had a clutch in one hand and champagne glass in the other—hardly dangerous.

      If the women became too clingy or started pushing alcoholic beverages on Ethan, Claude stepped in to put some distance between them and his boss.

      To Ethan’s credit and Billy’s surprise, the celebrity kept his hands to himself. Through all the flirtatious pecks, doting, and proximity of barely concealed body parts, he touched nothing, even when offered to him. He returned the occasional hug, but nothing more. Nonetheless, his magnetism kept Billy on her toes. And on high alert.
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        * * *

      

      Ethan waited for an opportunity to politely excuse himself from the party. He’d intended to only stay an hour or two, but, to his dismay, midnight approached. An endless stream of people seemed to bombard him. He was fairly certain the invitation had mentioned a “small, intimate” gathering, but the number of people mulling about probably exceeded the fire code limit.

      Then the sky opened and rain began to fall—not ideal for a rooftop party. He’d noticed dark clouds rolling in earlier and the change in barometric pressure. Well, at least he had his reason for leaving.

      People gasped in surprise and made a mad dash for the enclosure by the elevators.

      Ethan shook his head. It’s just water not acid rain, people.

      Claude started to usher him toward the rest of the crowd.

      A woman in a black dress materialized out of nowhere and placed a hand on Ethan’s back, angling him away from the crowd.

      “This way,” she said with such command, confidence, and reassurance that Ethan obeyed.

      “Hey!” Claude snapped, trailing after them.

      She led Ethan through the main enclosure and around the side through a door that said “EMPLOYEES ONLY.” Claude scurried to keep up with them.

      She glanced back at Claude. “You want to take your boss into a packed foyer and force him into an elevator with a dozen people you can’t control? Think, Claude. That’s reckless.”

      Ethan gaped at her. Claude fell silent.

      As she moved one hand from Ethan’s back to his arm, she pressed the down button on the service elevator. She blew strands of short, wet hair out of her eyes. They didn’t cooperate and fell back down over her forehead. The woman had a lovely oval face, full lips, and large brown eyes.

      She continued to address Claude. “You need to know every back route to get the asset to safety.”

      A streak of lightning lit the sky behind them followed by a crash of thunder that reverberated throughout the building. Gasps echoed from the crowd in the other room where six dozen inebriated people waited to board two elevators.

      “Who are you?” Ethan asked.

      “I’m your new bodyguard.”
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      When the door to the service elevator opened, Billy frowned.

      “That’s a small elevator,” Ethan remarked as he stepped inside and turned around.

      Billy entered next, facing her new client. “I didn’t realize it was so small from the schematics I studied. Are you claustrophobic?”

      Claude entered last, backing inside and pressing the down button. As he squeezed his large body into the small rectangular space, Billy was forced against Ethan, facing him.

      Ethan gave her a wry grin. “Not like this, I’m not. What’s your name?”

      “Billy.”

      The elevator started to move down.

      “I think I’m claustrophobic,” Claude said dryly.

      She craned her neck to look at him but couldn’t fully turn around in the space without pushing further into Ethan. Since Claude’s back was to her, she wouldn’t be able to see his face regardless.

      Still, the last thing they needed was a 250-pound man having an anxiety attack in this small space. They were fifteen stories up, and the contraption moved at a snail’s pace downward.

      “You’ve got ear pods or headphones with you?” Billy asked Claude.

      “Yeah.”

      “Put them in and play ocean sounds or orchestral piano. Something soothing.”

      “Okay.” He fumbled in his pockets, his movements pushing Billy more into Ethan.

      With another rumble of thunder, the elevator shuddered to a stop and the light extinguished. A small glow emitted from an emergency light in one corner.

      Power outage. Shit.

      They weren’t in any danger, but trapping one’s client in an elevator on the first day of the job was not ideal.

      “My apologies,” she told Ethan. “I was supposed to spend the night observing you and your team only, but I couldn’t let you walk into the path of unpredictability and danger on the guest elevators.”

      He chuckled, and she felt the rumbling of his chest against hers. “You don’t control the weather. Besides, this is better than being stuck on an elevator with drunken partygoers.”

      Behind her, Claude seemed to settle, listening to whatever soothing sounds he’d found through his phone.

      She could feel the rise and fall of Ethan’s chest as they breathed the same air. Their clothes were wet, and moisture dripped from his hair, along his jaw, trailing down his neck. She had an inexplicable vision of following the trail back up with her tongue.

      Compose yourself.

      She raised her gaze higher, into a pair of light-emerald eyes.

      Any minute now, the generator would kick in and the elevator would resume.

      Any minute now.

      

      Ethan shifted his weight, trying to figure out where to put his hands without inadvertently groping his new bodyguard. Damn, she smelled good. Something subtle—like fresh rainwater mixed with a faint floral fragrance—and nothing like the strong perfumes he’d endured most of the night.

      He looked down at Billy—those of deep-brown eyes and smooth skin. Her lips were too close. When his eyes trailed lower, he could see the start of cleavage—smooth, pale skin caressed by the silky fabric of her dress.

      He brought his gaze back to hers. “Is that a gun in your pocket, or are you just happy to see me?” he joked, hoping to get his mind off what her proximity was doing to his imagination.

      “Right. Sorry.” Billy’s voice had an edge of huskiness. She started to move, adjusting the gun holster on the left side of her chest which was hidden beneath the shrug jacket she wore over her black dress.

      He sucked in a breath and put his hands on her hips. “No, no. Don’t move. I—” but it was too late.

      “Oh.” Her cheeks grew red. “That’s not a gun.”

      “No, it’s not.” Ethan tilted his head and let the back of it rest on the wall as he stared at the ceiling of the elevator.

      She cleared her throat. “I can try to move over to—”

      He tightened his grip on her waist to keep her from moving and creating more friction between them. “Please don’t.”

      She stilled.

      He glanced down at Billy. Her lips were slightly parted and her pupils dilated. For a moment, he wondered if she was equally as aroused as he was, but such musings weren’t helping his situation. He stared back at the ceiling, searching his mind for mundane thoughts.

      Instead, images of the shooting peppered him—broken glass, a breeze through the shattered window, screams piercing the night.

      He kept his grip on Billy, this time to keep him grounded from the horrible replays of the post-concert-sniper incident.

      At last, the larger light overhead illuminated, and the elevator began to move.
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        * * *

      

      Billy pulled her luggage behind her as she walked next to Barry through the hotel lobby. She kept her pace unhurried since her partner’s osteoarthritis wouldn’t appreciate her powerwalking.

      Mercifully, she was out of her dress and heels and back in her standard navy-blue work suit, same as Barry. Her comfortable combat boots were noiseless on the polished marble floor.

      They had arrived the day prior in DC to observe Ethan’s team covertly—until it turned up close and personal for Billy. Now it was time to officially start the job.

      “This will be a nice change,” Barry said. “No international travel for this job. No baking in the hot sun, watching tennis matches.”

      Billy nodded. Their security services for women on the professional tennis circuit had been arduous. That being said, she’d seen some amazing sites across Europe she otherwise would have missed. She’d also gained a healthy respect for the intense schedule of professional athletes.

      “You’re quiet,” Barry remarked, adjusting his waistband.

      She looked at him, scanning from his worn leather shoes to his generous belly, which seemed to defy gravity, up to his small, keen eyes.

      “I mean,” he continued, “you’ve never been one for small talk, but you’re especially quiet. Is it the assignment?”

      She rolled her shoulders. She liked Rider Security and Investigation and her new boss and CEO, Mica Rider. The woman was tough and savvy, but Billy felt unbalanced by the role Mica had given her.

      “I’ve done nothing but straightforward protection since joining Rider SI,” Billy explained. “I’m surprised Mica asked me to take an investigative role. It’s not exactly my area of expertise.”

      Barry snorted. “Want to trade roles? I have to train a bunch of doughnut-eating amateurs how to be bodyguards. Besides, Mica’s not having you go undercover like Ryan and Reece do—or even deep cover like Dorian does. You just need to keep your eyes and ears open—see if we can learn who the perpetrator is.”

      “I’ll trade roles with you,” she said flatly, not reminding him that she’d done undercover work last night and the result had been disastrous. Sure, they discovered weaknesses in Ethan’s security team, but she’d also wound up arousing the client and herself in the process. She hadn’t shared that part of the story with Barry.

      “Nope.” Barry shook his head. “Mine was a rhetorical question. I don’t want to hang out with some degenerate rock star with a god complex. And what kind of name is Ethan Storm—certainly not the one he was born with.”

      They reached the check-in counter and waited in line.

      “Yeah.” Billy chuckled. “He probably had it changed from Ernie Boombottom or something.”

      “Hey, my grandmother’s neighbor’s name was Boombottom.”

      “So you once told me.”

      She enjoyed security, but perhaps the investigative part would spice up the job. She had zero desire to spend her time taking care of a drunk or a drug addict. Yet, according to the background information Mica had given Billy, Ethan was neither. He’d stayed sober last night on the hotel rooftop.

      Of course, that didn’t mean her information was infallible. Based on the tabloids, he was an unabashed playboy—every week a different Barbie doll had an arm around his shoulder. Such fraternizing could compromise their ability to protect him. The women had certainly flocked to him at the party last night.

      Billy turned to Barry. “So, based on Ethan’s file, who do you think is out to get him—the publicist, the ex-wife, the drummer, rogue fan, the gardener?”

      Barry shrugged. “That’s your job—along with Claire and Mica.”

      She put a hand on her hip. “You haven’t read the file, have you?”

      He rubbed the bald patch on his head. “I skimmed it. I don’t need to read the file to protect the asset. I’ve been doing this for thirty years, Billy.”

      She couldn’t argue with him. What Barry lacked in physical speed, he made up for with weapon accuracy. The former Special Forces soldier didn’t look like the deadly weapon he was.

      “The gardener?” Barry asked. “Does he have a gardener?”

      “I have no idea. I was just seeing if you were paying attention.”

      They moved closer in line and were next up to check in. Billy’s gaze wandered around the lobby, observing the marble floors and sparkling chandeliers.

      “This is the life, Billy.” Barry grinned, taking it all in beside her.

      “A five-star hotel or a three-star hotel, they’re all the same to me—a roof and a bed. I’m not sure what you’re drooling over. You won’t have time to enjoy the pool or the spa.”

      Billy never let herself enjoy those things when she was on the job. She’d heard of security guards getting accustomed to the lavish lifestyles of those they protected. Some went broke trying to afford to live that way when they were no longer on the job. She did, however, appreciate that the more luxurious hotels had nicer fitness centers. Those she put to good use.

      “The beds are always nicer. I get to enjoy that,” Barry said.

      They reached the front desk and checked in. The clerk gave them key cards for two rooms connected by a shared sitting room. They would be on the same floor as Ethan Storm.

      The clerk produced a small map, preparing to give them the layout of elevators, restaurants, and amenities. “Have you been to the DC Ritz-Carlton before?”

      “No.” Billy took the map. “But I’ll manage. Thanks.” She’d already memorized the layout, and she knew the service elevators at this hotel were decently sized—should she find herself stuck inside one with Ethan again.

      Barry followed behind her to the elevator as she took in the mounted cameras and exit routes. The elevator was key card access only which was a nice extra layer of protection—easily penetrated for a determined person, but it separated the riffraff from real threats.

      After they rode the elevator up, they walked to the end of the hallway and reached the adjoining rooms. Billy walked into her room and scrutinized the expansive space with a king-size bed, chaise lounge, big screen TV, and mini fridge. It was the size of her entire loft apartment in Atlanta—the one she called home but rarely spent more than a few days out of a month at.

      She set her suitcase on the rack. It was time to tidy her post-travel appearance and meet the new client—in a more respectable manner.

      Perhaps she could take a second chance to make a first impression.
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      Ethan strummed his guitar and felt the music, searching for the notes to fit his song. He jotted down an F sharp on the paper in front of him.

      His assistant’s familiar three brisk knocks were followed by her entering his hotel room. She wore a brown and white polka-dot dress and had her brown hair pulled back in a ponytail.

      “Ethan, Ms. Billy Jean Parrish and Mr. Barry Howell from Rider Security,” Alice announced.

      And Investigation, Ethan thought. The last part of the company’s name was key. He had security guards—good old boys he’d known since high school—but he didn’t have an investigative team.

      Until now.

      A balding man in his late fifties with a barrel-shaped belly, wearing a suit, stood beside Billy. Her short hair was dry now, and she wore a two-piece business suit with a slim-fitting blazer and matching slacks. The professional, clean-cut look was finished with practical-looking, polished boots. Her expression was neutral, but her keen brown eyes appeared to be absorbing everything—the hotel room, his assistant, his guitar, and his disarray of music sheets near the sofa.

      “Thank you, Alice.” Ethan stood and extended a hand as he held his guitar out of the way. “Billy Jean?”

      She had only said her name was Billy at their last introduction. After the elevator encounter last night, she’d escorted him to his car where Pope had waited, and then she’d vanished.

      “My mom was a Michael Jackson fan, though mine is spelled with a ‘y.’” She smiled, her heart-shaped lips opening and brightening her face around a pert nose.

      In a word—cute. But still professional. Her smile had preceded his remark on her name and faded with her mention of her mother. She’d smiled, Ethan realized, because he had addressed her first rather than her partner. He also realized he was shaking her hand too long.

      He released her hand and shook Barry’s as he addressed both of them. “Thank you for coming. The Rider SI team came highly recommended.” He’d asked around to friends in the business, not wanting to delegate something this important to just anyone. Ethan also liked that Mica Rider had been honest and straightforward on the phone. “Based on our first interaction last night, your services are much needed.”

      “Any questions about what Mica explained?” Barry asked.

      Ethan smiled. “She knew what I needed better than I did. I have no additional questions. She explained everything very thoroughly.” He turned and walked toward his coffee machine. “Can I get you a cup of joe?”

      “No, thank you,” Billy replied.

      “I’ll take one,” Barry said. “Though that fancy machine looks like it’ll make everything except a simple cup of joe. Looks like you need a degree to operate it”

      Ethan chuckled. “It’ll make about any type of coffee you want. Thanks, Alice, I’ll take it from here.”

      His assistant left the room.

      When the door closed, Ethan said, “I prepped Alice earlier that I wanted to talk to my new temporary hires alone. She knows the basics of why you’re here and will help in any way she can. As instructed by Mica, only I know your investigative role.”

      He glanced at Billy as he started making Barry’s coffee. He could glean a lot from a person based on what they liked to drink and how they accepted someone’s hospitality to make them coffee. Someone who accepted nothing was guarded—either not trusting or not trustworthy, or both.

      Ethan fixed a coffee for Barry and himself, handed one cup off, then invited them to have a seat on the hotel room sofa. They sat beside each other, and Ethan sat in a cushioned chair.

      “I called Mica and explained that I needed additional security after a bullet whizzed past my ear last week.”

      “Attempted murder,” Billy broke in.

      Ethan blinked at her.

      “I studied the footage, Mr. Storm. We collected various video postings from social media from multiple angles. If you hadn’t ducked, that would’ve been a head shot.”

      “But it hit the window.” He was taller than the window. Surely, she was mistaken. He’d replayed the events in his mind and had been able to convince himself that he wasn’t the target.

      “The shot had a downward trajectory. The shooter was probably on the second floor of a building adjacent to the concert hall.”

      “The police didn’t find anything.” He stared at his espresso, which suddenly looked unappealing. Maybe he didn’t need to add caffeine to the jolt of concern pummeling his stomach.

      “Nor would they in crowded chaos,” Billy said.

      Barry nudged his partner in the ribs.

      Billy threw a hand up. “I’m supposed to sugarcoat it for him?” she asked Barry.

      Ethan set his cup down on the table beside his sheet music. “It’s okay. I appreciate the honesty. I told Mica about needing additional security. I walked her through my current staff and their qualifications, adding that these are men with families to support. I don’t want to replace anyone, but I also don’t want anyone getting shot because they’re protecting me. Mica explained that my men need security training and I need an inside pair of investigative eyes.” He crossed his legs and leaned back. “So, who’s who?”

      Billy leaned forward. “He’s the trainer. I’m the eyes.”

      Ethan looked into her rich brown eyes and long lashes.

      Yes, she was the eyes.
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        * * *

      

      After an hour of going over protocols in his hotel room, Billy watched Ethan walk toward the door, which seemed to be her and Barry’s cue to stand. Ethan’s movements were as relaxed as the stone-washed jeans he wore. She tried not to notice how his gray T-shirt hugged his torso.

      Ethan swung open the door. “Alice, can you see what Barry needs to get started?”

      “Barry, you’ll get whatever you need to set up to meet my security. When you’re ready, Alice will fetch me, and I’ll introduce you to the boys.”

      Ethan’s efficient assistant whisked Barry away, and the hotel room door closed behind them. The famous singer moved with confidence and ease as he scooped up his guitar and strummed it. Billy glimpsed his long fingers moving in smooth, rehearsed motion.

      He hadn’t dismissed her yet.

      “So, attempted murder?” He kept his gaze down on his guitar strings.

      He had short light-brown hair and a clean-shaven face. She’d seen various versions of facial hair on him in the tabloids. It didn’t matter if he had a trimmed beard, a few days of stubble, or a smooth jaw, he was a handsome man with liquid, mint-green eyes.

      “I’m sorry if I was too blunt. I’m a blunt person.” She wanted to do her very best on her new assignment, but her personality was what it was.

      “Straight shooter. Now I know.” He grinned. He strummed a brief harmony before placing a palm on the strings and abruptly stopping the music. “So, how does this investigative part work?”

      “I grill you about who might want to hurt you. You regurgitate everything you already told the police, I’ll prod some more, and we’ll see if anything was missed.”

      “And if that doesn’t work?”

      Billy glanced at his monstrous, gleaming coffee machine. Investigative work wasn’t her forte, but she also wasn’t an amateur. And she wasn’t alone. Claire was the Rider team’s investigative bloodhound and could turn up most secrets anyone kept in electronic format. She’d been the one to give Billy a collection of video snippets of the shooting.

      “I’m your spy,” she said. “I need to hear and see everything transpiring around you—every concert, all of your off-stage time, and each last-minute change of plans and why. I’m by your side for all of it until the mystery is solved.”

      “Sounds exhausting.” He lightly plucked a few strings on his guitar.

      “If I need a break, Barry tags in for me.”

      “So, you just became my new best friend?”

      “I’m nobody’s friend.” She didn’t break eye contact when he stared at her.

      He cocked his head to one side. “Ain’t that a shame?”

      Those vibrant green eyes had dark-silver flecks. The intensity of his stare finally caused her to shift her gaze to the window. Boats glided down the Potomac River under a sky of clearest blue.

      “My priority is your protection. That means I’m nobody’s friend.”

      “Everybody’s a suspect?” he said coyly.

      “Yes.”

      “You can’t even be my friend?”

      The harder her voice got, the lighter his became, almost to the point of teasing. And his grin had a seductive edge she suspected had been perfected from decades on stage and on camera. The tone reminded her of their elevator encounter, and the room suddenly felt ten degrees hotter.

      “I especially can’t be your friend. Until we get to the bottom of who’s a threat to you, I’m an intrusive invader into your privacy. Trust me, my presence won’t feel friendly.”

      He picked up his coffee and took a sip. “There’s that bluntness again. I do trust you. I believe I like you, Billy Jean.”

      Her heart skittered a beat when he said her name that way, but she attributed it to the large black coffee she’d had that morning and the anticipation of taking on a new type of investigative role. He may like her now, but he’d be sick of her before this assignment was over. She wasn’t here to win anyone’s favoritism. She had a job to do.

      Then she remembered Mica’s coaching words when she’d put Billy in charge of this project: “The client’s security is our number one concern, but he’s still the one who keeps or discards our business. You’re going to be the main interface between the client and the company, so you have to be congenial.”

      Congenial. The word was a foreign concept to Billy.

      She considered the way Ethan’s jaw had tensed when she’d said “attempted murder.” She’d been in fights, been shot at, and had the training to manage all of it. He was a civilian who’d had his first brush with death.

      Billy cleared her throat. “If I’m ever too blunt, let me know. I’ll try to tone it down.”

      “I’ll do that.” He continued strumming a gentle melody on the guitar. “And since I’m friendly by nature, you let me know if I’m ever too friendly.”

      Billy suppressed a snort and replaced it with a curt nod. She was a tomboy in a suit with ten years’ experience in the Marines. She never had problems with people being too friendly. In fact, her only friends were her work colleagues at Rider SI and a few marines she’d kept in touch with over the years.

      “What’s the bracelet symbolize?” Ethan asked.

      Billy touched fingers to the green and gray woven fabric on her wrist. “No symbol. It’s a tool called a paracord bracelet. It has seven strands of parachute-strength material. Disconnected and extended, the strands can be used for tying or securing objects, making a tent, or as fishing line.”

      “Survivalist’s tool. So, it symbolizes your knowledge and readiness to face any survival situation.”

      “Yes, I suppose it does.”

      “When do we start your interrogation of me?” Ethan asked.

      Was he flirting? No, she must have misinterpreted his tone. Perhaps this was the “friendly by nature” part he’d referred to earlier.

      “The sooner the better. You’ve got dinner with your agent tonight. Tomorrow morning is your interview with Rolling Stone magazine, so you’ll already spend the day answering questions. You may not feel like it after that, but your performances at the Capital One Arena are Friday and Saturday night, so we can’t wait too long.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “You’ve already memorized my schedule.”

      “I know the broad overview of your tour through June, but I will always know the intimate details of the next five days of your life.”

      “Intimate?”

      His question conjured images of his body pressed against hers in the elevator. The faint sound of his wet tuxedo brushing against her black dress echoed in her ears.

      Billy cleared her mind and matter-of-factly explained, “Intimate in the sense of where you spend every hour. But since you brought it up, you marked ‘no intimate relationships’ on your client form. If you do form relationships while on this tour, I need to know about them—preferably in advance so I can background check her or him. I realize celebrities, such as yourself, aren’t accustomed to this, but this is what’s safest.”

      Ethan chuckled. “You do cover all the bases, don’t you? First of all, if there was someone, it’d be a she. Secondly, I don’t sleep around with fans. If you read that somewhere, you have material that’s fifteen years outdated or outright lies.”

      “I wasn’t referring to you, specifically. But I’ve been on the protection detail of musicians and celebrities on tour.”

      He kept his easy demeanor. “Well, we’re nothing like that around here. My crew—band and security—are all family men these days. Our excitement is video-chatting with loved ones at the end of the day.”

      “Understood, Mr. Storm.” She felt she’d conveyed what was important: relationships were subject to investigation.

      “Ethan. Not Mr. Storm. Everybody calls me Ethan.”

      “Ethan.” Two syllables were easier than three, and if she needed to blend in at a social function, calling him the name everyone else used would be best. “Is Ethan Storm your real name or stage name?” Barry would ask her to find out, so she might as well take the initiative.

      “Real name.”

      “If there’s nothing else, I’ll unpack and then meet your crew with Barry.”

      He nodded with an appraising look. “And then I’ll see you at dinner with my agent.”
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      Billy and Barry sat at the hotel room conference table with the six bodyguards on Ethan’s payroll.

      She appreciated the round table which conveyed the team approach she and Barry liked to take when incorporating themselves into an established security team. They weren’t there to seize control but to augment—like using premium gas instead of standard unleaded.

      What the men wouldn’t know was that Barry and Billy had also been hired to investigate the origin of the threat. Only Ethan knew their other role. And since his bodyguards knew Ethan well and might have personal reasons to dislike him, they would all be subjected to the Rider SI covert investigation.

      With everyone around the table dressed in suits, they could have been mistaken for a sales convention. Except, no one was smiling and everyone was armed.

      Barry addressed the group. “Thank you all for coming. I’m Barry Howell, and this is Billy Jean Parrish. We go by Billy and Barry. Billy’s background includes ten years in the Marines and seven years with the company. I served twenty years in the military, part of that with Special Forces, and I’ve been in private security since Maxine Rider started this company.”

      Barry spoke with pleasant reassurance as he kept his hands relaxed on the table, fingers linked. His mannerisms reminded Billy of Sun Tzu’s The Art of War, which she’d read many times in the Marines. “A leader leads by example, not by force.”

      Barry continued, “I want to take a moment to review our role here, even though Ethan may have already told you. We’re not here to replace anyone. When the escalated danger against Ethan resolves, you’ll still be here and we’ll be gone. While we’re here, we’ll establish new and different routines, tighter and more synchronized. One of us—Billy or I—will always be on point. You may not be accustomed taking orders from someone new, but don’t think about it that way. Ethan hired us. Ethan trusts us. You’re taking orders from your long-standing friend and employer. If you object to something we’re doing, talk to us. We’re approachable.”

      He glanced at Billy with a grin. “Well, I’m approachable.”

      Billy arched an eyebrow.

      “Keep us in the loop and communicate,” he continued. “The team that communicates, innovates. And if you’re not satisfied with our responses, speak with Ethan.”

      As Barry talked, Billy assessed the reactions of Ethan’s guards. They seemed tentatively receptive to Barry’s words and amicable approach. No one appeared tense or hostile. No one revealed a worried expression.

      She knew their backgrounds from Claire’s briefing. Claude and Pope were closest to Ethan. The three of them had known each other since high school. Claude was large with broad shoulders and meaty hands. His cheeks seemed perpetually flushed. He’d played football in high school—linebacker. He’d no doubt been chosen for his size, which made for a nice crowd deterrent, but he moved slowly.

      Pope, on the other hand, was leaner and faster. He’d tried his hand at race car driving, but when NASCAR didn’t work out, he became Ethan’s driver. An excellent choice for getaways, but Pope needed to learn new security skills in order to contribute more to the team.

      The others were JJ, Scott, Harry, and Wayne. Collectively, they had a hodgepodge of experience as bouncers, kick boxers, bodybuilders, and personal trainers. Ethan had hired them over the years through word-of-mouth recommendations from friends or family members. All of them had worked for Ethan for at least five years.

      They seemed like a loyal bunch, but Billy’s job was to dig beneath the surface and see if anything festered.
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        * * *

      

      Ethan was buttoning the top button on his white shirt when a knock sounded at his door. He tucked his shirt into his slacks. “Come in.”

      Pope let Meg Martin into the hotel room.

      Ethan’s agent wore a tailored suit and heels. Her hair was fashioned in an impeccable blonde bob. Maybe Meg could do the interview tomorrow with Rolling Stone magazine. She had a better face for it. Besides, the writer was going to ask Ethan all about the shooting and nothing about his songwriting or family life. Meg could answer questions about the shooting. She hadn’t been there, but even though Ethan had been present, he still wasn’t sure exactly what had happened. It was a single gunshot and over so fast. 

      Attempted murder, according to Billy. The two of them would ponder that possibility again later. 

      “Ethan!” Meg smiled and air-kissed his right cheek. Good thing, because her red lipstick would have taken time to scrub off.

      “Thanks for coming a few minutes early. I wanted to fill you in on my new security members.”

      “Oh?”

      Ethan began attaching his cufflinks. He’d never cared much for male jewelry, but these little silver beauties had Alyssa’s initials—A.H.—on them with a diamond between the letters. They’d been a gift from her and were the only ones he ever wore.

      “This is the team I hired after the shooting,” he reminded her. He’d mentioned extra security to her, but perhaps he hadn’t made it clear he would follow through on the hire. “They’re going to give Pope, Claude, and the rest additional training.” As planned, he left out the investigative role Billy was playing.

      Billy wouldn’t be interviewing everyone the way the police or a private detective might do, but she was there as a keen observer. Also, Mica had assured him she’d have someone researching everyone in his life from their private correspondence to their finances. It was better, Mica had explained, if his friends and colleagues didn’t know Ethan was paying to have them all investigated.

      “That seems like a very practical move,” Meg said. “More security around our superstar can never be a bad thing.”

      “I need to warn you, the addition will be more intrusive. Where I go, they go.”

      She gave an unsure smile—at least, he thought it was a smile. The more Botox she had injected into her face, the harder it was to tell. “We’ll manage. Your safety comes first.”

      Another knock came at the door.

      “Come in,” Ethan called again.

      Billy entered, wearing the same slacks and white, buttoned shirt as before. Over that was a navy blazer—under which was the gun he’d felt the other night. Ethan noticed her pants were tailored and fit her small hips perfectly.

      “Meg, this is Billy Parrish. Billy, Meg Martin, my agent.” He liked thinking of her as Billy Jean, but since she preferred just Billy, he would make sure other people knew her as such. He’d keep the Billy Jean part for himself.

      Meg extended a hand, and the women shook. Billy was the same height as Meg with heels—so probably about five-five. Other than the tailored suit and small pearl earrings, nothing about Billy’s appearance suggested expense. This was in contrast to the five rings, thick gold necklace, and thousands of dollars in plastic surgery Meg sported. Well, Ethan thought, they were women with two very different priorities and roles.

      Ethan took pride in surrounding himself with successful, professional women. He wanted to send the right message to Alyssa. Her mother was a dermatologist, so Alyssa already had a great role model there, but Ethan wanted to show her that men valued women for the capable people they were.

      Meg looked around Billy. “Just you?”

      “Just me at the dinner table with you.”

      Ethan had invited her to their dinner since Billy wanted to take the measure of the people around him. He looked forward to having her there, though Billy would only discover that Meg couldn’t have had any part in his attempted assassination.

      “Barry, my partner, will be close by. Pope is still the driver, and Claude is at the door.”

      “Which door?” Meg asked tauntingly.

      “Whichever one Ethan goes in and out of.”

      Meg smirked. “What about the bathroom door?”

      “Sometimes, yes.”

      Meg chuckled as she looked at Ethan. “Well, your new hires are very zealous. That’s good. We want Ethan well protected.” She patted his arm.

      Billy continued, “As his agent, you may like us less when we have to usher him through crowds and forgo autographs.”

      Blunt Billy strikes again. Ethan turned away to hide his smile from Meg. He slipped on his shoes and picked up his blazer.

      Meg’s mouth fell open. “He can’t disappoint fans.”

      “Transfers in and out of establishments are some of the most vulnerable moments, as Ethan’s attack clearly demonstrated.”

      “You’ll kill his career.” Meg’s cheeks reddened.

      “Better his career than his life,” Billy smoothly fired back. “But it won’t be so dramatic. I’ve covered security duty for celebrities, a few super-fans will express their disappointment, but it won’t be career-ending.”

      Meg had worked hard building Ethan’s fan-base over the years, so he wasn’t surprised she was defensive about anything threatening her diligent efforts and their livelihood. But he couldn’t make a living if he wasn’t alive.

      Meg gave an irritated crinkle of her nose. “Mother knows best.”

      Ethan cringed at the derogatory tone in Meg’s words.

      “I’ve been called worse.” Billy, unfazed, motioned for the door. “Shall we?”

      Ethan chuckled and followed Billy out of the hotel room. Meg followed behind them. Pope, who’d been standing outside the room, pulled the door shut and brought up the rear.

      Mica had provided Ethan with Billy’s service record, so he knew the woman was physically tough. Now he knew petty comments from other women had no effect on her. He liked that she could handle herself, both mentally and physically.
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        * * *

      

      Billy sat before the screen on the video chat in her hotel room after Ethan and Meg’s dinner. She’d changed into shorts and a white tank top before bed.

      “How did the first twenty-four hours go?” Mica asked.

      “It went well. I set the expectations you and I discussed. Ethan didn’t balk at anything, but then he is a fairly easygoing kind of guy.”

      “How is his agent?”

      “Shallow and self-centered. Maybe even likes Ethan, judging by her reaction to a woman protecting him. But she doesn’t have motive. If anything bad happens to Ethan, she’ll lose money.”

      During the car ride to the restaurant, Billy had ridden beside Pope while Ethan and Meg sat in the back seat and talked business. She’d listened quietly as Meg took charge of their conversation, focusing on the tour and coaching Ethan on aspects of his publicity and the upcoming interview.

      “What about jealousy as motive?” Mica asked as she stirred what looked like a mug with ice cream in it.

      Billy considered Meg’s plastic surgery and wardrobe. “I think she likes money too much to let emotion dictate her actions. Claire’s financial profile shows as much going out as coming in. She runs a tight margin. What are you grinning about?”

      Mica had a million-watt smile framed in Marilyn-Monroe-platinum hair. No one who met her for the first time would ever guess how dangerous she was. “I’m congratulating myself on picking the right person for the job. You’re a regular Sherlock Holmes.”

      “Which one? Robert Downey Jr. or Benedict Cumberbatch?”

      “Hmm.” Mica licked her spoon. “If those are my only choices of the dozens of actors who’ve played Sherlock, then Cumberbatch, it is. You don’t have the humor or speed of conversation for Downey.”

      “Good choice. Benedict actually let one of his bodyguards be an extra on his show once.”

      “I’m headed out for a walk,” Barry called to her from across the sitting room of their adjoining rooms.

      Billy waved goodbye to Barry over her shoulder.

      Mica continued, “If I’d known we were going to have an in-depth conversation about my Sherlock analogy, I would have selected a female detective to reference.”

      “I used to watch Charlie’s Angels re-runs.” She also thought the comparison was more fitting since she, Claire, and Mica were investigating as a team. “I was a fan—you know before I grew up and asked myself why every episode required at least one scantily clad scene. I’ve worked for Rider SI for seven years, and the job has never once required a bikini,” Billy said.

      “I’ve worn the occasional seductive dress as a PI. Never a bikini. Which angel was your favorite?” Mica asked.

      “Jaclyn Smith—classy, sophisticated, and glamorous.”

      “You are full of surprises, Billy.”

      “What?”

      “Nothing.” Mica stuck her spoon in her mug and raised her hands in mock surrender on the screen. “Check in with me again in a few days and give me another update.”

      “Sure thing, boss.”

      Mica smiled.

      Billy disconnected the call.

      “I didn’t mean to eavesdrop.”

      Billy stood and spun around. Ethan stood in the sitting room separating her room from Barry’s. He wore the same slacks and shirt from dinner, with the top two buttons undone.

      She felt a flush creep up her neck and into her cheeks. People with money seemed to think they could waltz whereever they damn well desired.

      “Barry let me in on his way out,” Ethan explained.

      “I have a phone if you need to reach me.”

      “I don’t like texting—it’s impersonal, when I can just walk down the hall and have a conversation. Since Barry let me inside, I didn’t think I was intruding. By your reaction, I can see that I am.” He tugged at one of the cufflinks he wore.

      “No, it’s fine.” She straightened her shirt and made a mental note to close the adjoining bedroom door in the future. “What do you need to discuss?”

      “The band wants to practice tomorrow afternoon. I’m hoping we can move your interview of me up to the morning, before my magazine interview.”

      “Done. Anything else?”

      He shifted his weight on his feet and ran a hand through his hair. “Listen. I’m all about equality. If there were two Barrys in these rooms instead of a Barry and a Billy Jean, I would have walked over here just like this.”

      “I didn’t interpret the intrusion as anything gender-based.”

      “Good.” He started to leave but turned back with a perplexed look. “Why not?”

      “I’ve seen your type in the media, I’m not it.” She spoke the words matter-of-factly.

      She took no offense to the preferences of men she guarded. She’d seen photographs of the women in Ethan’s life—short skirts, large breasts, long hair. The elevator encounter had been nothing more than a reaction to their close proximity. She hadn’t deluded herself into thinking the rock star had been specifically attracted to her.

      Ethan pursed his lips in the first sign of annoyance she’d seen from him. “I would kindly appreciate if you didn’t consider tabloids a reliable source of information.”

      His words weren’t harsh, but she felt their sting, nonetheless. She was here in an investigational capacity, which meant she should be keeping an open mind. She shouldn’t draw conclusions based on her own biases. Just because the majority of the celebrities she’d guarded slept with a myriad of people, it didn’t mean they all did.

      “Understood.”

      The corner of Ethan’s mouth tilted up. “That’s all?”

      Billy was puzzled. What more did he want? Her word “understood” conveyed the semblance of an apology and the commitment to do better next time. A full-out apology wasn’t necessary for so slight an offense.

      “Usually I get more of a debate when I argue with women,” Ethan said.

      Billy cracked a smile. “This doesn’t qualify as an argument. And I thought we weren’t bringing gender into this.”

      Ethan laughed, and the sound filled her with unexpected enjoyment.

      “Understood,” he said with another laugh, though the word came across as more of a “touché.”

      “You know my tour will take us to California,” he added with a mischievous glint in his eye.

      “I’m aware.”

      “I just bring it up because I heard you lamenting about a job without the opportunity to wear a bikini.”

      She opened her mouth to protest.

      “But to be fair,” he pointed a finger at her, “if you wear one, all of the security team should probably match. You know, to avoid gender bias.”

      He left her standing in the hotel room with the awful mental image of Barry in a bikini.
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      Billy stood in the shadows as Ethan underwent his interview with the magazine writer. The interview started off friendly enough, as the writer asked about Ethan’s family and his songwriting. They talked through his upcoming music tour and how well his latest album was performing.

      Billy had conducted her interview of him earlier—her holding a black coffee from the continental breakfast buffet and him with a potent-yet-frothy caffeinated beverage from his elaborate machine.

      She’d avoided asking him questions about the night of the shooting because she knew he would have to rehash the memory now with the journalist, and she’d be there to listen.

      A spy in the corner. A fly on the wall. A silent portrait watching, seeing, and learning all. But she had one more layer of responsibility—to assimilate everything and use that information to discover his would-be killer.

      “You had a scary night a week ago just after the New Jersey concert ended.” The reporter’s tone was congenial even as her hungry eyes conveyed how eager she was to sink her teeth into the delicious, dramatic details of that night.

      Ethan nodded grimly. He seemed resigned to accept the fact that these types of questions would continually be asked, so he might as well address them head-on. “Someone shot out the window of my ride.”

      “News reports are speculating that the shot was intended for you.”

      “That’s entirely possible. I had dropped my phone and was bending over to pick it up when the shot was fired.”

      “That must’ve been terrifying.”

      “At the time it was chaos and confusion. In the moments afterward, as we drove away, I grew concerned not knowing if one of my fans or one of my staff had been shot. It wasn’t until word came in that no one was injured when I realized the danger to myself.”

      “Your daughter, Alyssa, must’ve been frightened for you.”

      “She was the first person I called. Fortunately, I reached her by phone before the media did and before she saw any of the video replays on television. I was able to let her know I was okay before she knew to worry.”

      Billy felt a strange pressure in her chest. She didn’t think the raw emotion from Ethan was staged or acting. He wasn’t in tears or even close to tears, but he had been shaken by events. Well, she was here now. Her job was to ensure he never had to face anything like that again.

      “Can you tell us who you think is behind the shooting?”

      “I have no idea. I know the police are looking into it. I have faith the people investigating will uncover the truth.”

      Billy assessed his statement. They were actually two entirely different sentences. The police were looking into the shooting. But the people he was referring to were his investigative team, Rider SI.

      My investigation, Billy thought.

      But not hers alone. Claire was meticulously searching through suspects’ internet secrets, and Billy would continually discuss her findings with Mica, using her as a sounding board to speculate about potentially guilty parties.

      “You have a lot of fans rooting for you and praying for your safety.” The reporter smiled.

      “Yes, they’ve been extremely supportive. I’ve received letters, emails, tweets, and even flowers.”

      “It seems the threat of danger isn’t keeping your fans away, as ticket and music sales spiked after the incident.”

      “Did they? I haven’t heard any updated numbers from my agent yet, but I’m appreciative of everyone’s support.”

      “No plans to cancel any shows due to the attack?”

      “The shows will go on.” He turned and looked directly at the reporter. “The perpetrator will be caught.”
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        * * *

      

      Mica knocked on Claire’s door before nudging it open. The small office contained three large computer monitors overcrowding a desk under a ceiling of small, glowing LED lights. Mica wondered on many occasions if this constituted a fire hazard.

      Claire sat on a yoga ball while wearing ear pods, bobbing her head to music, and typing on her computer. Her purple locks swayed.

      When she noticed Mica, Claire took out her ear buds and turned toward her. “Hey, update time?”

      “Yeah, what’ve you got?” Mica asked.

      Claire pulled up a spreadsheet and enlarged it to fill her center screen. “I have columns of people within Ethan’s sphere of influence separated: family, close friends, friends, social media friends, fans, coworkers, and enemies.”

      “Enemies? Tell me about this column.”

      “These are anyone who’s ever sent him hate mail or posted hate comments on social media. Honestly, when I run financial backgrounds on these people, no one appears to have the financial fluency to hire a sniper.”

      “That’s why they’re mostly grayed-out?” Mica asked.

      “Correct.”

      “Tell me about the other colors.”

      “Yellows might have motive, meaning I’ve found evidence of conflict with Ethan. People in blue have the financial capacity to hire a hit.”

      “And yellow and blue make green,” Mica deduced.

      “Yup, green is motive and money.”

      Mica scrutinized the screen. “Not many. Looks like the ex-wife qualifies.”

      “Money, but weak motive. You could argue Tamika has motive by virtue of being the ex-wife, but Billy says she and Ethan are amicable, according to Billy’s interview of him.”

      “Her only red flag is being the ex-wife?”

      “That and a hefty insurance claim,” Claire said.

      “Ah. Money. Is there anything in her financial profile to suggest she needs a lump sum?”

      “No. She makes good money as a dermatologist, is financially responsible, and gets child support from Ethan, which she puts away in savings. He pays on time.”

      “Okay. We’re off to a good start. Keep digging. Send me your report on all the yellows, blues, and greens, and I’ll comb through them.”

      “You got it.”

      “How’s Billy doing?”

      Claire stretched on her ball. “Actually, really good. She’s straightforward and analytical. I’m hoping we help her crack the case. I think it will give her the confidence boost she needs to take more of a lead role on future cases.”
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        * * *

      

      Billy followed Ethan into the rehearsal room to meet his band. He’d had Alice rent a small soundproof conference room at the hotel for practice space.

      “Here’s the gang. Gang, this is Billy.” Ethan said as he pointed, “Dan is lead guitar.”

      Dan gave a two-finger salute as he tuned his instrument. “Howdy.”

      He had a thin build and graying hair with a matching mustache. His look combined with his casual greeting had her likening him to Sam Elliot, the actor. He wore jeans and a Guns-n-Roses T-shirt.

      “This is Edgar. He’s on bass,” Ethan said.

      Edgar was adjusting his amp, and Billy took in the sight of the broad-shouldered black man folded over, fine-tuning a piece of equipment, and dressed in brown corduroy overalls. He grunted his greeting.

      “He’s not much for words. You get used to it,” Ethan added. “And this is Niko. Drummer and new guy.”

      Niko tossed his hands up in the air, which shook the mangy brown locks running over his face. “Dude, I’ve been with the band for fifteen months now. You’re still introducing me as the new guy.”

      Niko was the youngest looking—and sounding—of the group. He sat behind his drum set, tapping his foot on the floor and looking as if he was waiting on the others. His blue jeans consisted of more holes than material, and his T-shirt read, “Save the Whales.”

      “Why a new drummer?” Billy asked.

      Dan crinkled his nose. “We had to get rid of the last one, but we don’t talk about him.”

      Edgar grunted something that sounded maybe like a “nope.” It could have been any one syllable word really, but it definitely sounded negative whereas his noise of greeting to Billy had been more cordial.

      Niko shrugged as if nobody had told him the story of the last drummer either.

      Billy needed the details of that story. It could be a motive for murder.

      

      After introductions, Ethan watched Billy leave.

      Standing close to her, he’d been able to smell the fresh, clean, floral scent of her, like gardenias. He’d smelled it on the elevator as well. She wore the same suit she always wore, but he couldn’t help picture her in the tank top and shorts he’d seen the other night. He liked that look even more than the black dress.

      He knew his interest in her would pass. The fleeting attraction was simply the product of not having dated in a while. Loneliness created urges he wouldn’t otherwise have—and for his bodyguard, no less. Also contributing was their constant proximity; except he worked closely with other women and never considered becoming romantically involved with them.

      Well, he’d have to resign himself to simply enjoy Billy’s conversation and company while riding out his attraction until it faded.

      Ethan picked up his guitar, ready for rehearsal, and said sarcastically, “Thanks, guys. Real warm welcome.”

      “We were polite,” Niko protested, flipping hair out of his eyes.

      Edgar grunted in agreement.

      Dan arched an eyebrow. “She’s your bodyguard, right? Not your girlfriend. What’d you want us to say?”

      “I don’t know. Something friendly.”

      “She’s cute,” Niko added. “Is she single?”

      “She’s off-limits,” Ethan said with surprising haste.

      Dan’s other eyebrow raised to level with the first.

      “Not like that,” Ethan countered. “She’s my bodyguard. Nobody dates any of my bodyguards.”

      Edgar grunted.

      Ethan frowned at the bass guitarist. “Whose side are you on?”

      “Easy, dude,” Niko tapped his drumsticks together. “Off-limits. We understand.” He’d spoken the last two words as if Ethan had marked his territory.

      “What’s her story, anyway?” Dan asked.

      “Marine. She’s been in private security a while now.”

      Dan whistled. “So, she’s a badass. Despite her cuteness, she does carry that I-can-kick-your-ass-seven-ways-to-Sunday look about her.”

      “Another good reason for her to be off-limits,” Ethan said. “I don’t need any of you showing up with broken fingers before a concert.”

      Edgar grunted his agreement as he sat up and picked up his guitar.

      “She’d take a bullet for you?” Niko asked.

      Ethan looked down at his strings and lowered his voice. “Yeah, that’s her job. And Barry’s, and Pope’s, and Claude’s and the lot. But it’s not going to come that.” He almost added that Billy and her team were going to find the shooter before he stopped himself. He wasn’t supposed to tell anyone Rider SI’s “other” role on his protection detail.

      His band members silently watched him as he strummed his guitar, not making eye contact.

      “Can we practice now?” Ethan snapped.

      “Sure thing, boss,” Dan said.
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        * * *

      

      Billy circled the perimeter at the cafe on 7th Street where Ethan and Meg were inside having a late lunch with the owner of a video gaming company. The area was too crowded for Billy’s comfort, but at least they’d agreed to eat indoors instead of on the street.

      Billy pulled out her buzzing phone. Blocked caller.

      “Hello?”

      “How are you, Billy?” Her old boss Maxine’s gravelly voice emitted from the device.

      Billy smiled at the familiar sound. “Damn good to hear from you. How’s retirement?” She wouldn’t use names or speak of Maxine’s retirement home in Antigua since the former CEO of Rider SI had enemies and phone calls could be compromised.

      “Life is good,” Maxine answered, then added, “Your first investigative role.”

      “Mica told you?”

      “She likes to bounce ideas off me. I thought her assigning you a new role was a good idea.”

      “I was concerned at first about doing a good job. I still am a bit. But I’m looking forward to it.” So far, she’d met Ethan’s assistant, agent, and band. With each day of her investigation—each encounter with a member of Ethan’s inner-circle—she would learn more and unwrap the layers around him to uncover the source of danger.

      “Keep your eyes and ears open. You’ll do great. Besides, it’s a team effort.”

      Billy grinned to herself as she recalled her Charlie’s Angels comparison. Except, she also had to guard Ethan which limited how much investigating she could do.

      Sirens sounded and Billy snapped her gaze toward the street. A police car passed the restaurant on its way to some other destination.

      “That’s all I got,” Maxine said. “You take care.”

      “Thanks.”

      Maxine clicked off.

      Billy shook her head in amusement. A pep talk from Maxine Rider. Billy had to admit it felt good to hear the older woman’s voice. Her spirits lifted as she contemplated how Maxine had both taken the time to call and believed she would do a good job.

      If her old boss only knew Billy had been having inappropriately romantic thoughts about the man she was hired to protect.
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      Pope drove them from lunch back to the hotel. Billy rode in the back seat with Ethan as he stared out his side window. For the business meeting, Ethan had worn black slacks and a white button-down shirt.

      The car was silent. Billy was accustomed to silence, even comfortable with it. She didn’t feel the need to pollute the air with small talk, which wasn’t her role here anyway.

      But she did wonder what Ethan was thinking about—the interview, the gaming company, his next performance, his next hit song? She didn’t usually wonder what her clients were thinking. Why now? Why Ethan? Perhaps it was normal to have these thoughts when one was getting to know a client through careful investigation.

      “So, Billy Jean, you know all about my life. What’s your story?”

      She’d fielded this question many times from clients. Most people were just being polite or filling what they perceived to be an uncomfortable silence. Most had neither the interest nor the time for her full story.

      “I grew up in West Virginia. Joined the Marines at eighteen and did ten years of service. I earned my degree through AMU, the military college, and have been on the Rider team ever since.” Billy congratulated herself on a flawless performance of her well-rehearsed speech.

      “West Virginia. Coal-mining territory.”

      “My dad was a coal miner.” She’d hated it. Hated the smell—the stench mixed with cigarette smoke and a nightcap of whiskey. She’d go to school smelling like a stale cigarette marinated in a lump of coal.

      “You don’t have an accent.”

      “Thank you.” She’d worked hard to wash away any resemblance of the hillbilly accent her father and brothers had. She was nothing like the mean-spirited lot of them. Hugh, her congenial younger brother, was the exception.

      Ethan smiled. “That bad, huh?”

      “I grew up with two older brothers—two bullies just as mean as my father.” She glanced at Ethan whose strong green eyes coaxed words from her. “They did everything from stealing my ballet slippers to cutting my hair to slipping hot sauce into my soup.”

      Childhood had been a lesson in survival. And her mother had been no help. Billy learned early on that complaining or tattling only earned her a lecture about gratitude, which was almost as intolerable as the bullying she’d endured.

      What did she have to be upset about, her mother would ask. Billy had three meals and a roof over her head—that was more than people in India had. And eat your lima beans, girl. Don’t you know there are starving children in Ethiopia? Could her mother have even pointed out Ethiopia on a map?

      “Rough crowd. Are they the reason you joined the military so young?” Ethan asked.

      “It was my way out of West Virginia, away from the mines, and to see the world.” She’d met Maxine Rider in the Marines and the two of them had instantly connected through their coal-mining-family background.

      “Maybe those brothers toughened you up in preparation for the Marines.”

      She should have responded with “maybe”—a noncommittal single word to signal the end of the conversation. Instead, Billy divulged, “They crushed every interest I ever had—music, ballet, dance. There was nothing left but to run away. The only way to run away when you don’t have money is to enlist. I don’t regret it. My military experience paved the way for me to earn the job I have today.”

      He looked at her with soft green eyes through dark lashes. “How many lives have you saved?”

      She considered the question. “I don’t know exactly. Sometimes you don’t know which decision in the heat of the moment saved a life and which didn’t matter. I’ve never lost a client.”

      “Ever been shot?”

      When Pope pulled up to the curb, Billy and Ethan exited the car and walked inside the hotel. On the elevator, they were alone. Memories of their bodies pressed together had heat radiating through her core. Would she ever be able to ride an elevator without thinking of him?

      She pushed the images aside and returned to their conversation. “Shot at, but never shot.”

      “Does it get easier?”

      She knew he was asking more about himself this time.

      Congenial, she reminded herself, though she was finding Ethan easy to converse with.

      “It gets different. Each time, I have more experience and training time so my emotional reaction is more controlled.” When he frowned, she added, “That doesn’t mean I don’t still shake after an attack or replay events in my mind about which bullet was closer.”

      When the elevator doors opened, Billy pursed her lips. She needed to stop opening up to this man before he started to wonder about her emotional stability.

      “Thanks for the encouragement.” The sincerity in Ethan’s voice gave her an unexpected jolt of satisfaction.

      For a moment, she feared he was considering hugging her, but they kept walking down the hall until they reached Claude outside Ethan’s hotel room.

      

      Ethan greeted Claude with a pat on the shoulder.

      “Room’s secure,” Claude told Billy. He turned to Ethan. “You have company.”

      Giddy joy instantly spread through Ethan. “Alyssa?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Ethan burst into the room, his arms wide.

      Alyssa—all four feet or her—leapt into her father’s arms. “Daddy!”

      Alyssa giggled as he swung her in a circle and her gorgeous head of tight curls flowed out in all directions like a mane. Her dark-caramel skin was warm and soft to his touch.

      “I missed you!” Ethan cried. “Maybe we can go out for ice cream.” He paused, then looked toward Billy for confirmation.

      Billy shot him a look as she fixed herself a glass of water.

      “Or order it in,” he amended.

      “Who’s your friend?” His small, but opinionated, eight-year-old in a cute purple dress gave Billy a disapproving once-over.

      He noted Alyssa’s suspicious tone at the presence of a woman in her father’s hotel room. Billy didn’t look offended. He suppressed an amused smile.

      “This,” he began, sitting on the couch and pulling his daughter into his lap, “is my new bodyguard.” He boasted as if Billy was a vintage guitar he’d just purchased, but the sight of her barely suppressed grin gave him a small thrill.

      Alyssa’s eyes went wide in astonishment as her mouth turned from a frown to a smile. “Whoa. No way. You got a girl bodyguard? That’s so cool.”

      Unseen by his daughter, Ethan winked at Billy. The normally impassive woman revealed a moment of uncharacteristic flushing. Was her discomfort from the wink or the overall excess attention? Ethan wasn’t sure.

      Alyssa wriggled out of his grasp and walked over to Billy. “I’m Alyssa. Alyssa Hardy. I use my mom’s remarried name so people can’t easily find me because my dad is popular. One day, when I’m a stage performer, I’ll be Alyssa Storm.”

      “I’m Billy.” She looked as though she was unsure if she should shake hands or wave. She opted for a causal fist-bump.

      Ethan took it as a sign that Billy probably liked kids, she just didn’t have much experience around them.

      “Billy Jean,” Ethan corrected, wriggling his eyebrows at Alyssa as he picked up his guitar.

      “Really? That’s amazeballs.” Alyssa turned back to him with a wide smile.

      Amazeballs? Billy mouthed to Ethan.

      He grinned and began strumming his strings to the Michael Jackson song. Alyssa, on cue, began singing “Billie Jean.”

      Then Ethan took over the chorus, changing the lyrics:

      
        
        
        “Billy Jean is not my friend

        She’s just a guard to keep me out of the sun

        She says I can’t have fun

        I can’t dance on the ground spin around.”

      

      

      

      Alyssa broke into rhythmic dancing, and the music duo finally had Billy laughing.

      When they stopped their playfulness, Billy cleared her throat. “You know she’s not a good person in that song.”

      Ethan set the guitar down. “What do you think, Alyssa, is our Billy Jean a beauty queen? I was thinking Charlize Theron.”

      He thought of the actress’s tough look in The Italian Job and Atomic Blonde, though Alyssa hadn’t seen those movies.

      “Yes! Cool under pressure and put together like her role in Hancock with Will Smith. Go like this,” Alyssa told Billy as she tilted her head to one side and gave a movie star smile.

      “No.” Billy sipped her water.

      “See,” Ethan said, loving the way he and his daughter made Billy squirm beneath the surface even as she tried not to betray her mixed discomfort and enjoyment of their banter, “not my friend. Billy Jean warned me.”

      Alyssa laughed. “She’s still cool. I guess she’s a bodyguard, so she’s not supposed to have fun.” She turned her attention back to Billy. “Have you ever been shot?”

      Billy blinked at Ethan, who chuckled. “Like father—like daughter.”

      “Do you carry a gun?” the girl asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Can I see it?”

      “No.”

      

      Billy walked toward the door, shaking her head at Alyssa’s question, yet unable to completely suppress a smile. If she hung out with the pair of them much longer, she might just start to have fun.

      Before she could open the door to leave and let them enjoy their evening together, two brisk knocks were followed by a woman entering. She wore a cream-colored dress that stopped just above her knees, revealing slender, ebony legs. Her black hair was long and straight, accentuating her strong cheekbones.

      “Dr. Hardy.” Billy stopped and stiffened, military style.

      “Mom, this is Dad’s new bodyguard! He hired a girl.” Alyssa bounced on her toes.

      “So, I see.” She handed off a large paper bag of food to Ethan. “I’m Tamika.” She extended a hand to Billy and they shook. “I’ve been telling Ethan he needs real bodyguards, not a handful of overweight high school buddies. What’s your background?”

      “Marines followed by protection for the past seven years.”

      “Really, you don’t look old enough for all of that.”

      “I’m thirty-five.” Billy was not a woman who cared about hiding her age.

      “Fascinating, I wouldn’t have guessed I was only a few years older than you. You have excellent skin condition.”

      “I’ll take that as a complement, coming from a dermatologist.” What else could she say? Billy didn’t want to talk about exfoliating products with another woman. That was way out of her comfort zone.

      At a loss for conversation, she was ready to go back to being a portrait on the wall. Except, she was also supposed to be investigating. No way she could ask Tamika questions about enemies and who might take a shot at Ethan in front of Alyssa, though. She’d have to wait for another opportunity.

      A tall black man with bright eyes followed behind Tamika, carrying a second bag of food.

      “This is my husband, Moody,” Tamika said.

      “Pleasure.” He shook with his free hand.

      Alyssa gave each of them a hug before Ethan and Moody began unloading the bag of take out from P.F. Chang’s.

      “I was just leaving. Enjoy your family dinner,” Billy said.

      “Oh, but you’re fresh company,” Tamika said with a mischievous twinkle in her eye. “Your presence will make for new conversation topics. Please, stay.”

      If Ethan was a third wheel (fourth wheel?) here, that would make Billy—what?—the spare tire? No thanks. She looked to Ethan for support, since he could dismiss her.

      He gave a sly grin. “Usually Claude joins us. It’ll be a nice change of pace to have you.”

      Billy ground her teeth together. She didn’t need any more awkward moments. She pulled open the hotel room door. “Claude, I’ve been requested to stay for dinner. You can take the rest of the night off.”

      “But P.F. Chang’s is my favorite,” he protested. At her look, he slunk away.

      Billy closed the door and swung the fin lock secure. She sat at the table covered in take-out boxes, with Ethan on one side and Moody on the other. Alyssa sat between Ethan and Tamika. Billy tried to recall the last time she’d had a group meal with people other than the Rider team. She couldn’t. She’d been to many galas and functions, always on duty, guarding the people at the table but not seated there herself.

      She took a conservative portion of food and braced herself to be social. She needed to use the opportunity to listen and learn. Investigative work.

      “Ethan, how is the gaming negotiation going?” Moody asked.

      Ethan swallowed a bite of his beef with broccoli. “So far, so good.”

      Tamika looked at Billy. “Ethan won’t brag because he’s not like that, but this contract is huge. A virtual reality dance game is considering his songs as one of their party packs.”

      Ethan nodded. “If I win the contract, I get a percentage every time someone downloads my music pack to play on the game.”

      “I’ve played the game,” Alyssa said. “It’s way cool. I’m the one who told Dad he should do it. Then he told Meg, and she’s been trying to seal the deal.”

      “That’s exciting,” Billy agreed, genuinely happy for him. “I’m not surprised, though, your dad has awesome songs.”

      “You’ve listened to my songs?” Ethan blinked at her.

      Billy pushed rice around on her plate. “Sure. Me and ten million other Americans.” She knew his stats from Claire’s data. Billy was certainly not going to confess that she downloaded one of his albums onto her phone after their elevator introduction.

      His voice was, well, amazeballs. Sexy, gritty, hard, soft, hopeful, sorrowful—he had the full range of emotions on display in the songs on his albums.

      “Billy, what do you do when you’re not guarding people?” Moody asked.

      “I like boxing—for exercise. Just on a bag, not against anyone.” She chewed a bite of sweet pork and swallowed.

      “Billy the boxer,” Alyssa said, making it sound far more glamorous than Billy knew it was.

      “Anything else?” Moody asked.

      “I don’t get a lot of downtime. But my last assignment on the tennis tour enabled me to visit places I’d never been to. I made a hobby of sightseeing and reading the history of the cities we traveled through.”

      “Like where?” Alyssa asked.

      “Like gorgeous churches built hundreds of years ago and still standing.”

      “Whoa. Have you seen Notre-Dame?”

      “I did, before the fire damaged it. And this other neat church in Alsace. They couldn’t finish the second tower because it would collapse the entire structure.”

      Alyssa frowned. “Well, that’s just poor planning.”

      Everyone laughed.

      “Mom and Moody and I are going to Paris next year,” Alyssa said.

      Billy glanced at Ethan who appeared unperturbed at this vacation announcement that didn’t include him.

      “You’ll have a great time,” Billy told Alyssa. “I’m sure you’ll see the usual attractions—and don’t forget the chocolate tour. But I also recommend Musée de l’Armée. There are a ton of military weapons. And Napoleon’s tomb sits in Église Du Dôme there.”

      “Do you speak French?”

      “Je parle un peu de François. A little.”

      Alyssa bounced excitedly in her seat. “Moody has never traveled outside of the US.”

      “What do you do for work?” Billy asked him. She knew the answer, but it was her turn to ask a question in the congenial rally of casual conversation.

      “I’m a lawyer. Mostly estate planning and trusts. Tamika and I met when she came to my office for a consultation. As far as I’m concerned, it was love at first sight.” He reached and squeezed her hand.

      Ethan smiled, as though genuinely happy for both of them. Billy was baffled. She couldn’t picture her parents happy at the dinner table much less divorced and happy.

      Alyssa made playful gagging noises.

      “What about you, Billy?” Tamika asked.

      “Me?”

      “Married? Dating? Single?”

      Around the table, all eyes fell on her. She took a sip of water. For a moment, she wished she was back overseas, hunting insurgents. She was trained for fighting, not group interrogations about her love life—or lack of one. But she’d never go back into the military; for all the valuable training she learned and friendships she’d forged, there had been too much loss and too much frustration at bureaucratic red tape.

      “Single.”

      “Always single?” Tamika probed, her tone friendly.

      Billy rolled her shoulders. “Never married. I’ve dated off and on, but my lifestyle isn’t conducive to long-term relationships. I travel a lot with the job.”

      “I’m sure Mr. Right is out there,” Moody said.

      Billy nodded. Maybe he was. Her lifestyle excuse was wearing thin over time, especially as other Rider team members found matches and made relationships work. Mason had married tennis star Aurora Meridian and organized his rotation detail around another tennis player in order to remain near Aurora on tour. Now that they had a child, he kept his work stateside.

      Ryan had married a physician who moved to live with him in Atlanta, where Rider SI maintained their base of operation. He and his wife, Jenna, coordinated their schedules so their time off coincided.

      Mica’s relationship also gave Billy a beacon of hope. Although Mica didn’t travel much for work now that she ran Rider SI, she was a strong, independent woman, like Billy. Mica was a savvy street fighter with the scars to prove it. And yet, she’d found her equal in a man not intimidated by her physical and mental strength. In fact, David seemed enamored of Mica’s many talents. Talents, in Billy’s experience, that had men excusing themselves early in her relationships.

      If all of these people with careers similar to her own had found their match, maybe she could, too.
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      Despite the brisk April breeze in Fort Dupont Park, Ethan’s bodyguards bent over, gasping for air. Although they wore shorts and T-shirts for the exercise, they were all sweating after Billy’s drills.

      Billy surveyed her work with pride. She’d taken the five of them—Pope, Claude, JJ, Scott, and Harry—to the park for training. Barry and Wayne stayed back at the hotel with Ethan, who was practicing with his band.

      Barry had been coaching the men on tactical defense, but Billy wanted a day of her own hands-on training. The session would also allow her to become better acquainted with the bodyguards and further solidify whether they belonged in the “suspect” or “not-a-suspect” column of her investigation.

      She analyzed each of their defensive strengths while they trained. Using a football to represent Ethan, they performed different scenarios. Pope had good reflexes, but he needed more sparring practice; his motions weren’t deliberate enough in close quarters. Claude was slow, but his size made him good for moving the football a few yards against a crowd. JJ was small and fast; he could take an inexperienced opponent in a one-on-one fight, which made him ideal for dealing with the threat while Claude got the football to safety. Scott and Harry were willing to get their hands dirty and weren’t afraid of a scuffle, but they needed some serious cardio in their training.

      Billy took the men through their paces and a dozen different scenarios. What if Ethan was attacked on stage? Rogue fan versus armed assailant. What if Ethan was attacked backstage? What if they were en-route to the car? What if he was shopping with Alyssa at the mall (JJ was the shortest, so he played Alyssa)? What if Ethan was at a crowded restaurant on a date?

      “Ethan, date?” Pope scoffed, catching his breath.

      “He’s a celebrity, of course he goes on dates,” Billy said. She looked around at the blank stares from the men. “When was the last time he went on a date?”

      Claude rubbed his head, Pope his chin, and the other men shrugged.

      “Back in the day, under the influence, he slept around. Not sure you’d call them dates,” Pope said. When Harry smacked him in the arm, he added, defensively, “What? It’s not a secret. Hell, he wrote it in his memoir.”

      “He has a memoir?” Why didn’t she know this?

      “Yeah. So, anyway, he’s been low-key since Alyssa was born and hasn’t dated much.”

      Claude added, “The tabloids always manage to make it look like Ethan does. Some woman cozies up to him for a picture and suddenly wedding bells are ringing in the near future.”

      “That’s the way the world is when you’re an eligible bachelor,” JJ said.

      “Are you saying he hasn’t dated anyone since his divorce and Alyssa’s birth?” Billy asked.

      Harry snapped his fingers. “There was that one broad … Sue or Susie something.”

      “Suzanne,” Pope said.

      “Yeah, Suzanne. But she didn’t like it when she had to share time with Alyssa, and you know Ethan only gets a few days here and there with his daughter when he’s on the road.”

      Claude nodded grimly. “Suzanne had to go.”

      “She kind of looked down on us, too,” Pope added. “As if we were a bunch of morons.”

      Suzanne. Billy made a mental note to have Claire run a background check and see if Suzanne left with any hard feelings that would have manifested in an attempted assassination later.

      “I don’t see morons,” Billy said. “I see loyal men who want to keep their friend safe. But Ethan wants you all to stay safe as well. Tell me about your body protection.”

      “Kevlar’s too hot,” Claude said almost immediately.

      “It’s also bulky,” Pope added. “And fans get scared when security starts looking like soldiers going into battle.”

      Billy pulled a leg behind her and stretched. “Okay. Bullet-resistant clothing then. There are long-sleeve jackets for cold weather and sleeveless for hot weather, which you can wear a button-down shirt over. At my company, we’re each fitted with a bullet-resistant suit.”

      The process was arduous—getting a background check and personal sizing for a suit—but such was the price of safety.

      “The suit you wear around Ethan is bulletproof?” JJ asked.

      “Bullet-resistant. Nothing is bulletproof. Except, maybe a tank. But the suit has an NIJ Level IIa rating.”

      “Speak English,” JJ said.

      “National Institute of Justice Level IIa rating means it can protect you from a .38, .40, and .45 caliber gun as well as a 9mm, and even some .357 Magnum rounds. And by protect, I mean you won’t die. You’re still going to suffer. For a higher-powered gun—say .44 Magnum—you need a IIIA.”

      “How much does your suit cost?” Claude asked.

      “Eight thousand.”

      Pope let out a low whistle.

      “The point is that each of you needs bullet-resistant clothing, and Ethan wouldn’t hesitate to buy something that might save your life.”
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        * * *

      

      After the training, Billy showered and changed back into her suit. She entered in the guest office suite of the hotel and went to work.

      The room had several desks set up with Wi-Fi where people could connect their laptops in a quiet space and work. Ethan was rehearsing in a different part of the hotel now under the supervision of Barry and Claude.

      When Billy heard footsteps approaching, she quickly removed the USB from the computer, pocketed it, and set the laptop back to screensaver mode. She’d already planted spyware on Meg’s laptop, and now Alice’s was complete.

      As the door swung open, Billy leaned back and put her boots up on the desk.

      Alice entered and started. “Oh. What are doing here?”

      “Waiting on you.” The statement was partially true. In addition to installing the spyware for Claire to access Alice’s computer, Billy wanted to talk with Ethan’s assistant one-on-one.

      Alice set her coffee and purse down beside her laptop at a different desk. She wore a dress with bold sunflowers, practical pumps, and her brown hair loose to her shoulders.

      “Thank you for taking the time to find a new venue for the autograph event,” Billy said.

      “Sure. We have to keep Ethan safe. If anything ever happened to him ...” her voice trailed.

      Billy knew Alice hadn’t been there the night of the shooting, but footage had played on the news often enough she’d probably seen it. Watching her boss’s brush with mortality must have rattled her.

      “Scary stuff.” Billy tried to offer empathy.

      Alice took a shaky breath without making eye contact. “Yeah.” She took a prescription bottle from her purse, popped a pill, and swallowed it down with coffee.

      The motion was so rehearsed that Billy suspected Alice didn’t even realize she’d done it front of her. She sat quietly, watching the assistant.

      “Oh.” Alice smiled nervously. “I have a heart condition.”

      Billy nodded, though she knew it wasn’t a heart condition. According to Claire, Alice took benzodiazepines for anxiety. Being medicated for a disorder wasn’t a crime and was certainly understandable in a high-stress job, working for a celebrity and taking orders from someone like Meg.

      But the absentmindedness with which Alice took her sedatives suggested they may have become a problem for her. The woman hadn’t tried any other relaxation techniques first before self-medicating, and those pills could represent an addiction. Addicts posed a security threat.

      “Meg doesn’t like me,” Billy said. She couldn’t care less about Meg’s opinion of her, but the topic seemed like a good segue to get Alice’s opinion of the woman.

      Alice snorted and swiveled in her chair to look at Billy. “Meg doesn’t like anyone.”

      “She likes Ethan.”

      “She likes Ethan’s money,” Alice corrected.

      “Have they ever been romantically involved?” Billy plucked a pen off the desk and twirled it in her fingers, trying to appear casual—which was hard to pull off wearing a bullet-resistant suit, combat boots, a holstered 9mm, and a knife hidden in her boot.

      She suspected she wasn’t very convincing, but Alice’s medicine seemed to kick in and she relaxed.

      “God, no. Meg is so not his type. He likes the girl-next-door look.”

      Billy cocked her head to one side as she assessed Alice’s look—definitely girl next door. She always wore dresses and fixed her hair conservatively. But the woman was twelve years younger than Ethan.

      Claire hadn’t found evidence of the two of them involved, and Ethan gave no indication of such. Billy couldn’t think of a way to ask Alice without sounding like she was romantically interested in him or investigating his personal life.

      Billy set down the pen and stood. “I’ll let you get back to work.”

      “Keep Ethan safe.”

      “I intend to.”
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        * * *

      

      Two days later, Billy waited in Ethan’s hotel room. He stood near the window, rubbing the callouses on his hands together. He’d asked her to his room but hadn’t yet told her the purpose of his summons. The light from the window shone on one side of his face. He wore jeans and a T-shirt. His brow furrowed and relaxed, furrowed and relaxed.

      “I’ve gone over the schematics of The Anthem,” she said. Ethan’s next concert was tomorrow night, so it wasn’t difficult to deduce the source of his worry. She added, “We’ve been working with your team. They’re more prepared now. We’ll get you in and out safely.”

      Over the last two days, she had read part of his memoir. He’d written about nervousness before shows; one of the reasons he’d liked drinking was to take the edge off. That was no longer an option. Today, however, she suspected his concern was because of what danger might surface rather than a fear of sufficient crowd-pleasing.

      She’d never been so enthralled with a client until Ethan. She tried to tell herself her interest had nothing to do with the attraction she felt for him, which was merely the product of their close proximity on the elevator.

      The simple recollection of him so close to her with his fingertips pressed into her hips weakened her knees. But such a physiological response didn’t mean she’d act on it. She was here to do a job. Just as she’d been trained in the Marines to react differently to fear from most people, so too could she act differently to attraction.

      After the elevator incident, she’d escorted Ethan safely out of the hotel. She had transferred care of him to Barry, and left to dry herself from the rainwater. They’d never discussed what had happened on the elevator. And she would never mention it—even if she perhaps fantasized about events unfolding differently with just the two of them in that confined space.

      Ethan continued to stare out the window.

      Billy took a step closer. “I’ll be there every step of the way. You and your crew are going to be fine.”

      He looked at her with blazing green eyes. “Thank you. But I feel like a coward for worrying so much.”

      She shook her head. “Do you remember the scene in your memoir when you were in bar fight and felt fearless?”

      “You read my memoir?”

      “Partially, but I’ll finish it. Anyway, what did you have to fear back then? It was you against one man, face-to-face. A hitman is a different animal. And you’re a different person now. You have Alyssa to think about, and your band and bodyguards. During your Rolling Stone interview, the first people you mentioned being worried about after the sniper shot was everybody else. If I’m right, your current fear is about putting everyone around you in danger.”

      He ran a hand through his hair. “Yeah, you’re right.”

      “Worrying about the safety of others makes you a decent human being—not a coward. If it’s any consolation, an assassin who shoots the wrong person tarnishes his or her reputation. So far, you’re the only one targeted, and I’m not going to let anything happen to you.”

      “Weirdly, that is some consolation.” A slight grin lifted one corner of his mouth. “You have some unusual methods of giving reassurance in your conversations.”

      She chuckled. “So I’ve been told.”

      He moved toward her, slowly but deliberately. Stopping close but without touching her, he said, “Billy Jean, I want—”

      A knock sounded at the door, followed by someone entering.

      Billy slid a large step back from Ethan.

      “Oh,” Alice stepped inside, “I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

      Ethan tucked his hands in his pockets. “You weren’t. We were reviewing the security protocols for tomorrow’s concert.”

      “Oh, okay. Um. Atlanta is next, and the hotel has to move your room, so you won’t have the view you requested.” She wrung her hands together.

      “That’s fine. You made sure they moved Billy and Barry near my room?”

      “I’ll take care of it.”

      As Alice and Ethan continued conversing, Billy slipped out of the room. She leaned back against the wall when the door shut, heart thumping in her chest to the beat of Ethan’s rock song, “Yours Tonight:” Begging you to stay / Break my heart when you pull away.
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      On a late Friday night, Ethan’s concert was coming to an end. Billy made her way to the stage exit. She had memorized the schematics of the sixty-million-dollar, fifty-seven-thousand-square-foot venue in DC. It had three floors and over a dozen exits. She knew them all. Importantly, back doors for immediate exits were plentiful and out of access for the general admission floor.

      Metal detectors and bag inspection up front gave the security team some measure of reassurance. In addition to Ethan’s team, onsite security included venue staff and local police officers.

      She walked the halls, music blaring in the background, but she wasn’t here to enjoy it. At the last half-hour mark, she checked in with each team member via their earpiece communication device. All good.

      She walked beside the stage where Ethan was singing his final song, “Natural Love.”

      
        
        
        Talk is cheap

        Love is steep

        But your natural love

        my heart will keep.

      

      

      

      Ethan wore black pants and a purple silk V-neck shirt. Dan and Edgar stood several paces behind him, playing their guitars. Niko caressed his drums. A guest performer played on a grand piano. She noticed Ethan usually brought in a keyboardist or pianist and sometimes played it himself.

      His voice was stunning, though she preferred listening to him practice in the absence of a noisy crowd. He could vacillate his tone between a working-man’s vibe and high class with a range from sultry to sorrowful. His voice was smooth without an accent, not rugged like Bruce Springsteen but seductive like Michael Bublé or Dan Reynolds.

      Emotion was deeply embedded in Ethan’s tone, and he could make his audience feel heartache or loss, happiness or elation. Every word was sung with perfection. His rock ’n’ roll was main-stream America mixed with a touch of hip-hop, blues, disco, and harder rock depending on the mood and content of the song.

      From his memoir, Billy knew Ethan had learned guitar and piano growing up and played the clubs of the California coast. He’d learned to play a wide range of music because musicians played what the fans desired if they wanted to keep playing.

      Only once he’d proven his ability on stage by performing popular songs, had he earned the right to play songs of his own creation. The audience became receptive to something new once taste buds were first satisfied by familiar songs. As he developed and promoted his own music, he’d finally earned the recognition to open for other bands. Finally, and through the support of his agent and his band, Ethan had been offered his own record deal.

      Billy understood this long, stepwise process was often the key to success. She’d only earned a spot on the Rider team because she first had military experience in the Marines. Now that she had seven years of experience in private security, she was taking the next step to investigation.

      She looked out into the crowd—so many adoring fans. And 99.9 percent of them were harmless. But someone out there meant Ethan harm.

      When the song finished and the lights dimmed, the audience cheered ecstatically. As the lights beamed brighter, Ethan waved, bowed, and pressed his hands together in gratitude. The clapping continued, and, one by one, he had the crowd praise each of his band members.

      Billy waited for him at the bottom of the steps along with Claude. Pope was at the car. Barry was keeping the direct path to the backdoor open. The other men were stationed along points of Ethan’s exit routes—the main route and the two contingency routes.

      The concert wasn’t the risky part, leaving the building was. A dozen things could go wrong during the exit. Much to Meg’s dismay, Billy had ordered the cancellation and refund of all backstage passes. That eliminated at least some of the wild cards from dressing rooms and performer exits.

      Ethan left the mic and guitar on stage and stepped lightly down the stairs, his face beaming.

      Billy jolted slightly. Damn, he was a fine-looking specimen of a man.

      Ethan gave Claude a sweaty bear hug before turning to Billy and hugging her, too. She stifled her surprise and took the hug right into an escort. They had to make one high-risk stop before she could get him safely into the car.

      They passed JJ on the way up the stairs and entered the private suite, where Meg schmoozed with high-paying fans and investors. The decor in the suite probably cost more than Billy’s salary—swiveling leather chairs, black upholstered wall coverings, and a marble wet bar. Everything looked posh, with a gold-and-black theme and bathed in soft ambient lighting.

      Claude remained near the stairs as Billy watched the crowd for sudden movements. Ethan socialized, making his rounds throughout the room, talking to acquaintances and meeting new people. Meg stayed at his side and paraded him around like a show pony, but Ethan had a way of adding his own personal touch—asking about wives, husbands, kids, and recent travels. He thanked everyone for coming.

      Billy marveled silently at his charisma. He made socializing—a task she found stressful and arduous—look effortless.

      While Ethan was talking to a group of men and women, Meg walked over to Billy. “You see how he needs this, right? You see how important it is that he still spends time with fans?”

      “I never argued the point, ma’am.” Billy knew the southern-style address would grate on Meg’s nerves. “I’m just the temporary hired help to keep him safe, and it’s my job to present the best ways to do that.”
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        * * *

      

      After an hour of socializing, Ethan was ready to wind down for the night. Billy positioned herself back at his side. All night, she’d been watching him. She was his personal angel—just the sight of her had a calming effect on him.

      There was a tiff between her and Meg, but Billy seemed to manage her without needing Ethan’s help. He enjoyed the way Meg’s haughtiness rolled off Billy like water off a duck’s back. The tighter Meg wound herself, the calmer Billy became. Meg could be catty to other women, but she’d been instrumental to Ethan’s fame. Because of those contributions, he tried to overlook some of her personality flaws.

      Ethan said his goodbyes to his friends and acquaintances, and Billy led him through hallways and out the back door, with Claude bringing up the rear. Barry and Wayne had cleared the path to the car where Pope waited in the driver’s seat.

      When they climbed in the back and Claude closed the door, Ethan finally relaxed. Everything had unfolded as smoothly as Billy had promised.

      “That was your first concert since New Jersey. You okay?” Billy asked.

      “I’m okay.” He nodded. He touched her hand and squeezed. “Thank you.”

      When she looked at him, he hoped she would see the gratitude in his eyes so she could feel it as much as hear it.

      “Of course.” She swallowed and turned to look out the window.

      He grinned. She was unflappable during an entire protection detail and indifferent to Meg’s squawking. But a touch and a look from him had her cheeks flushing and her body language torn between attraction and denial.

      Even though he stared, she didn’t turn back to face him. She also didn’t let go of his hand.

      “You should call Alyssa and let her know you’re okay.”

      He smiled and kissed the back of Billy’s hand before letting go and withdrawing his phone from his pocket.

      Someday he hoped she would stare back at him like she had on the elevator.
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        * * *

      

      After a week of observation and asking questions, Billy gained an understanding of the people cycling in and out of Ethan’s circle. The band traveled in a van—with all of the performance equipment that wouldn’t have been practical for plane rides. Ethan stayed in the bus, and the security team alternated riding in the bus and the Tahoe.

      Alice flew ahead of the musicians and security to ensure room and venue reservations were properly in place.

      Meg didn’t travel with the band. She had other clients she managed. She usually flew in on a broom—er—plane to check on Ethan before the concert and stay until the after-party.

      Alyssa visited one weekend a month. Her mother and stepfather only joined if Ethan was within driving distance of DC and they could make a family trip out of the excursion.

      Ethan and the band had arrived in Atlanta yesterday, and today Ethan rehearsed at a music studio with a group of stage dancers.

      When Billy took her lunch break, she stepped outside and returned a call to her younger brother. Hugh had called earlier and left a message for her to call him back.

      “Hi, Billy.” He sounded tired.

      Was it the thought of talking to her or taking care of his three children that had him fatigued?

      “Hugh, how are you?”

      “I’m good. How are you?”

      “Fine. How are the kids?”

      “Everyone’s good, Billy. How’s your work? I glimpsed you on TV the other night. You’re guarding that singer Ethan Storm, right?”

      “Yeah.” She was guarding him, invading his privacy, investigating his friends, and ogling his body. She cleared her throat. “Do you like his music?” Could she get Hugh and his family tickets to a concert? She’d never considered getting tickets to a client’s events, but Ethan was congenial and family-oriented; he might agree.

      “Of course. Who doesn’t like his music?”

      Who doesn’t like him? It was hard to imagine anyone taking a shot at him. So far, she and the Rider team had uncovered no one they could pin a hired hit on.

      She remembered the feel of that brief, zealous hug after his performance. He smelled like leather, oak, and sweat—exactly how she would expect him to smell after a night of passion under the sheets. And if his lips felt that good on her hand, imagine if…

      Get a grip, Billy.

      “Look,” Hugh’s tone dipped low, “Mom told me you stopped by the house.”

      Billy’s fervor from thinking of Ethan instantly cooled. “Yeah? She tell you the warm welcome I got, or how she didn’t come visit me at my motel room later?”

      Hugh sighed. “Nobody fights anymore except during or after your visits,” he said meekly.

      Swell, he was going to lay the blame on her. “I guess it’s a good thing I don’t visit very often. Everyone can conveniently forget the past and never have to feel an ounce of remorse. Besides, Ed can’t fight anyone with the shape he’s in, and Mac’s too slow to catch a turtle.”

      “Dad’s dying.”

      Billy ran a hand through her hair. Suddenly, she wished she were at the boxing gym instead of on the job. “Yeah, I could see that.” Even if she hadn’t visited, she knew from the medical bills she paid that her father’s condition was deteriorating.

      “So, maybe you should be reconciling rather than picking fights,” Hugh suggested.

      Be grateful, Billy. Wasn’t that the message she’d always received? Don’t complain. Like she didn’t have a right to her own feelings. She wasn’t allowed to feel angry or hurt at the injustice of it all.

      “Our chance at reconciliation disappeared the day I enlisted.” She hadn’t come home until her ten years was up. By that time, her father had started showing the early stages of dementia. She’d come home battle-hardened and ready to face her fears only to find a shadow of the demon she’d once known. So, she’d unleashed pent-up anger at Mac and Art.

      Now who is the bully, Billy?

      To this day, the words still knifed her.

      “I’ll keep my distance,” she said to Hugh on the phone. “Any other messages you wanted to deliver?”

      “Billy,” Hugh’s pleading tone suggested she was somehow being unmanageable or overreacting. Another sigh. “You can visit me any time.”

      “Thanks.” She clicked off the phone. She visited Hugh once a year, enough to see her nieces and nephews as they grew up and have an awkward conversation with her younger brother as they tried to avoid talking about the past.

      Billy pocketed her phone and walked back inside the studio. She watched Ethan practice his choreographed dance to “Burning Flame.”

      
        
        
        Your love is a wonder

        Your lips whisper my name

        Bodies close, feel the raging thunder

        Light my burning flame

        My body’s yours to plunder

      

      

      

      Flanked by a dozen dancers, he moved with ease around them—hips swaying and shoes sliding on the smooth surface as he sang.

      The man had moves.

      She’d be blind not to notice. She glanced around the studio and observed other women watching Ethan. She was sure their mouths watered as they stared in various forms of the same trance. Meg and Alice were among them.

      Billy glanced back at the dancers swirling around the singer and grinned as she recalled the disagreement she’d overheard. Meg had expressed displeasure with the dancers’ outfits—they were too conservative in her opinion. People wanted to see more cleavage and thigh real estate. Ethan had plainly stated he had a daughter and wouldn’t use women as sex symbols. He’d ended the conversation even as Meg’s expression had conveyed her disapproval.

      Their disagreement had been heated, but nothing of their interaction suggested motive for murder. Meg wanted sexier because sex sells, and Ethan had put his foot down.

      Just one more reason personal thoughts of him were getting harder to shake.
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      After the rehearsal, Ethan was out of costume and back in his preferred jeans and cotton shirt. He took a silent ride in the Tahoe back to the hotel. Outside, a bright spring sun shone down on the Atlanta freeway.

      Ethan followed Billy to his hotel room with Barry beside to him, while Pope and Claude parked the car. Billy swiped the key card and entered first in order to perform Ethan’s room inspection. Ethan dutifully waited by the entrance.

      “Billy Jean, won’t you stay a moment?” Ethan asked when she was done with her security sweep.

      She remained in his hotel room after Barry left.

      “Please, have a seat.” He grabbed two cranberry-apple juices from the fridge and handed her one as she sat down. “We’ve only worked together about a week, but I can tell something is bothering you. It’s not easy since you’re very emotionally controlled. I hope I’m not overstepping my bounds, pointing it out to you.”

      “Are you worried about your protection detail?” Billy asked.

      She hadn’t denied something bothered her which gave Ethan the satisfaction of knowing his detection skills were accurate. But what did that say about him? He was tuned into Billy’s presence near him and all the subtleties of her body language.

      “Not at all,” he began. “I think your house could be burning down and you wouldn’t let it affect your job. I just—” Hell, why had he brought it up? “I hope you have someone you can talk to. If not, I’m a pretty good listener.”

      She gave a forced smile. “I’m fine. Family always gets under your skin in a way no one else can. No one’s house is burning down, I assure you.” She stood with the unopened drink in her hand. “Was there anything else?”

      He shook his head. She was on emotional lockdown tighter than Fort Knox. Was this defense mechanism learned in the military or from the family who got under her skin?

      “We’re going to be friends before all of this is over, Billy Jean,” he called to her as she reached the door. “Mark my words.”

      At his playful tone, she glanced back at him. She looked like she had no idea how to respond.

      He grinned. Good. She wasn’t so unflappable that he couldn’t throw her off balance. Perhaps that was the key to developing a friendship with her—unbalancing that careful emotional control.

      He couldn’t pinpoint why he wanted to be friends—maybe because he was friends with all of his bodyguards; maybe because she’d thrown down the gauntlet on day one, when she’d declared they would never be friends. Or maybe it was because he wanted to uncover the softer side of her. He suspected a passionate woman lay beneath all that tightly bottled self-control.

      Billy hesitated at the door, turned, and sat back down. “In compliance with my promise to be intrusive and not a friend, we need to discuss your schedule.”

      He frowned. She seemed to revert to formal speech when his congenial nature threatened to make her open up to him. It was as though she was throwing up an invisible forcefield.

      She continued, “I’ve reviewed the stops in each town where your concerts are being held. You’ve scheduled an abundance of extracurricular activities, which makes keeping you safe more challenging.”

      “You want me to hide out in a hotel room? That’s not going to happen.”

      “Many of the activities you have planned are in public places. Uncontrollable places, which can have uncontrollable outcomes.”

      She delivered her message as if rehearsed—as if she’d told this to celebrities ad nauseam and had no real expectation that he’d yield to her cautious advice.

      He leaned back on the couch and crossed his legs. “There are five things I absolutely must do in every city where I tour.” He used his fingers to tick them off. “First, I go to the nearest children’s hospital—or farther away if I’ve already been to the nearest one. There, I stay long enough to chat and sing three songs. Second, I go to a gospel church and enjoy lively, uplifting music. Third, I find a new tourist attraction to explore. Fourth is partaking of some local restaurant with a local dish. The fifth and last thing is the concert. Not every activity is in that order, but the concert is always last. Those activities are nonnegotiable, anything else that you feel is superfluous, we can discuss.”

      Billy shook her head. “Why? I mean, why those activities? Surely they don’t bolster sales much.”

      He grinned. “Yes, much to the chagrin of Meg, they probably don’t do much for concert sales. The children’s hospital is part of giving back to the community. Those kids can’t go to a concert. They can’t be exposed to God-knows-what in a crowd of people and that’s even if their family could afford a ticket when they have medical bills to worry about. So, I bring the music to them, and we all feel good about it.

      “The church is about keeping my faith. I’d forgotten it once—buried it under gallons of alcohol and self-loathing. But going back to a church of singing, praising, and praying people reminds me of my gift and where it came from. Even if you’re not a religious person, you will feel moved by the faith and joy of the people in a gospel church.”

      “Gospel seems an interesting choice, since you’re from California.”

      “Tamika grew up in the South. I met her after a concert in Atlanta. She took me to church with her, and I was instantly in love—with her and gospel music. This was back when she was finishing college. We made it our thing—go to a gospel church whenever we had a weekend together.”

      “I’ve seen church choirs performing in some of your concert videos.”

      “Yes, I have a few songs that lend themselves to having a choir for the live performance. It enhances the experience.” He leveled his gaze at her. “You’ve watched my concerts?”

      “Of course. I need to understand the layout—distance from the crowd to the stage and what exit routes will be most expedient while you’re on stage since you have choreographed places you stand depending upon where you are in the song.”

      “Right.” All in the name of his protection detail. He concealed his disappointment that she hadn’t watched his concerts to see him. But the notion was a ridiculous  anyway, since she saw him every day.

      Billy nodded as she stood. “Okay. Five things at every location, and we’ll negotiate the rest. I appreciate you taking the time to explain it to me.”

      He bobbed his head and picked up his guitar. Billy left, and when the door closed behind her, he strummed the melody to the Temptations’ “My Girl.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Billy arrived at Ethan’s hotel door, carrying a cup of coffee—coffee that had arrived to her via room service that morning with a note.

      
        
        
        Try this one. Black. Nothing fancy.

        But it’s an Ecuadorian blend.

        — Ethan

      

      

      

      His persistence to connect with her on a personal level had her smiling. He truly had to be friends with someone who worked for him.

      Barry was waiting outside Ethan’s door. “Meg is talking with him.”

      “That’s my cue to be intrusive.” Billy smiled, sliding her key card in the door.

      She wanted to be present for discussions with people in Ethan’s inner circle. And if she was intruding on a personal moment, then she’d know Ethan hadn’t been truthful about the absence of a relationship in his life, which could affect the investigation.

      “It’s done, Meg. Everyone’s safety is more important.” Ethan’s voice was tight as Billy entered the room.

      “Morning, Billy Jean. Shall we?” He hefted his guitar and walked past her.

      She was to escort him to practice with his band downstairs in a rented hotel conference room.

      “Um, Billy, a moment?” Meg held a finger in the air like a teacher in a classroom vying for her students’ attention.

      “I go where he goes.” Billy turned to leave, but Meg placed a hand on her forearm. Billy leveled her gaze at the woman in what Claire had once dubbed the “I-can-kill-you-with-my-bare-hands” look.

      Meg quickly removed her hand.

      Billy could kill her with her bare hands, but the irony of Claire’s terminology was that Billy had never killed anyone in hand-to-hand combat. She’d been in gunfights overseas in the Marine Corp but never up close with the enemy. The fistfights and knife fights she’d been in were during her protection details with Rider SI and had never ended in death. Pain usually sufficiently deterred people from further violence before it escalated to the point of homicide.

      “I’ll catch up you to,” Billy called to Barry.

      She let the door close.

      Meg’s face tightened once they were alone. “Look. You are going to suffocate Ethan’s career.”

      Billy crossed her arms. “What are you talking about?”

      “You canceled his autographing next week.”

      “Not canceled. Alice is looking into another location. I’m moving it because it was in a park with a dozen vantage points for a sniper.”

      Meg scoffed. “Next, you’ll be canceling the children’s hospital performance.”

      “No. The hospital is badge access only with controlled entry and exit points. I don’t have a problem with that.”

      Meg tossed her head back. “The sound of you! As if you lord over Ethan’s domain.”

      Billy blinked, surprised but not in the least offended. Was this about more than Ethan’s safety? Was Meg jealous? Billy was certain another woman had never been jealous of her, and certainly Meg had no cause to be now.

      Billy softened her voice and lowered her arms to her side. Congenial, she reminded herself. “I’m just doing my job. I only have my client’s safety in mind at all times.”

      Rather than take the peace offering, Meg glared at her with distain. “The only danger he’s in is you destroying his career!”

      “I beg to differ. He was shot at with a high-power rifle.”

      As Meg’s temper flared, Billy became calmer.

      “And the wedding? You canceled his RSVP.”

      “The Beaufort wedding?” Billy shook her head. “Not a controlled environment. Besides, he can attend the man’s fourth wedding, which, by Jimmy Beaufort’s marriage record, should take place in about eighteen months.”

      The agent shook her head. “There’s no getting through to you is there?”

      “The feeling’s mutual.”

      Meg’s lips puckered in displeasure.

      Billy resisted the urge to warn her that making faces like that would put some of those wrinkles back she’d paid so much to have stretched.

      “Now look here—”

      Billy straightened into her soldier stand of attention and stared past the woman. “Ma’am, if you would like to file a complaint with my office, you are welcome to do so. Right now, I need to get back to work.” She knew the “ma’am” would take Meg right over the edge, but diplomacy wasn’t Billy’s strength, and congeniality had already failed.

      “I’ll do that,” Meg called to her backside as Billy left the room.
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        * * *

      

      Ethan attended a business lunch the next day with Wayne, Scott, and Barry on protection duty. During that time, Billy wandered to the hotel pool where the band relaxed.

      “Billy, to what do we owe the pleasure?” Dan raised his glass of soda her direction.

      Edgar floated on his back in the pool, eyes closed. Niko sat near the bar, flirting with a woman in a bikini.

      Billy sat down in a chair beside Dan, who lounged under the sun.

      “We’ve made a few changes to Ethan’s schedule. I wanted to get the band’s beat on things.”

      “Band’s beat. I see what you did there.” The corner of Dan’s mustache twitched. “You’ve come to the right person.”

      She squinted under the sun as she glanced at the other band members. “I figure Edgar would give me a series of grunts and Niko would say ’everything is cool.’”

      “True. True. I can speak for the group and confidently say we’re in favor of anything that keeps Ethan safe.” He sipped his soda. “Ethan made a good life for all of us. When he started self-imploding, we thought it was the end of the line. No more band. We disbanded while he focused on sobriety and songwriting.”

      She sat back and kept quiet to let Dan continue. Being mostly a quiet observer so far hadn’t unearthed the danger to Ethan. Perhaps she could gently probe his band as any concerned employee might do without raising suspicion about an investigation.

      “When he called a meeting and said he wanted to go back on tour, we were thrilled. A few years had passed, but our fan base was still there. Ethan’s only requirement was that we didn’t put any pressure on him with alcohol or drugs.”

      “Everybody agreed?” she asked.

      Dan shrugged. “We lost the keyboardist, but he was too alpha anyway. A band can only have one team leader, and that’s Ethan.”

      “Was the keyboardist angry?”

      “Sure, but he signed somewhere else and started touring in Europe. The split was good for him.”

      “But the previous drummer rejoined the team when Ethan brought the band back together?” Billy asked.

      “Sure did. He didn’t quite understand that wild parties were a thing of the past. After he and Ethan butted heads a few times, Ethan gave him the boot.”

      “How bad was the break? Bad enough the drummer would pay somebody to take a shot at Ethan?”

      Dan waved his hand as he finished his soda. “No, the guy was a hot head, but I doubt he did it.” Dan stroked his mustache. “Hot heads get their own retaliation. The person who hires a hit is cold and calculating. Dispassionate.”

      “Who in Ethan’s life fits that profile?”

      Dan shrugged. “No clue.”
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      Billy sat with Ethan and Alyssa in the back seat while Pope drove and Claude rode shotgun. Alyssa had flown in from DC for the weekend to spend time with her father. Ethan had insisted he go with the group to pick her up from the airport.

      Alyssa wore pink polka-dot leggings and a T-shirt that said, “I’m too sassy for my shirt,” in glittering silver script.

      Ethan instructed Pope to pull up to a strip mall, and he parked in front of a nail salon with a flashing neon sign.

      “What are you doing?” Billy asked.

      Alyssa’s face lit up. “Pedicures!”

      Billy scrambled to get out of the car before the little girl could climb over her. Her eyes scanned the parking lot. It was practically deserted, but Billy detested unscheduled stops.

      “No customers inside,” Claude said as he looked through the shop window.

      Billy stood beside the car and surveyed the area. Ethan joined her and placed a hand on her shoulder, silencing her plans to protest.

      Billy spun to Pope, who was climbing out of the driver seat. “Sweep the rear entrance. Claude, you’re watching the front.” She texted Barry, who was back at the hotel, to let him know of the detour.

      As they entered the nail salon, Alyssa skipped over to the wall of nail polishes. With eyes sparkling in excitement, she looked at the rainbow of colors.

      “Two pedicures, please,” Ethan told the clerk at the desk.

      Billy didn’t hide her surprise.

      “What? A guy can’t get a pedicure?” he asked her.

      “It’s fine. It’s just—”

      “What? Not very masculine?” He laughed. “You should see the things I’ve done in the name of love—tea parties, dining with dolls, and, yes, pedicures and even manicures. If this is Alyssa’s idea of quality time, then I’m in.”

      Billy grinned. Damn, he was an amazing father.

      Ethan slid off his shoes and rolled up his pant legs as the attendant started the hot water in the foot basin.

      “You should join us.” He motioned to a third, vacant seat.

      “Um, no.”

      “Ever had one?”

      “No. I grew up defending myself from two older brothers. There was no such thing as pampering in our household.”

      “You’re missing out.”

      “I’m on the job.”

      “And your employer is telling you to relax and get a pedicure. Nobody is going to ambush us at a nail salon.”

      “Is this because I’m a woman?” She crossed her arms. “You wouldn’t make the same offer to a male bodyguard.”

      He stopped rolling his pant leg up midway and gave her a lazy-lidded stare of incredulity. He pulled out his phone and put it on speaker so she could hear. After a single ring he said, “Yo, Pope?”

      “Boss.”

      “Join us for a pedicure?”

      There was a hesitant pause. “I’m good, thanks.”

      Billy narrowed her eyes at Ethan.

      Ethan gave a victory smile as he disconnected the call.

      “Join us!” Alyssa cried. “If you do, you can pick the group activity we do tomorrow.”

      Billy cocked her head to one side, considering the offer. She looked at Ethan.

      “Fair is fair,” he conceded.

      “Okay,” Billy relented.

      Two minutes later, she sunk her feet into warm, effervescent water as her seat mechanically massaged her back. She’d placed her suit jacket behind the chair along with her gun, but both were easily within reach. Her pant legs were rolled up to the knees.

      Ethan wriggled his eyes at her. “Nice, huh?”

      “Wow. This feels amazing.” The message chair groaned as if it was trying to separate thick braids of rope in the muscles in her back. Had she been carrying around so much tension?

      From her seat on the other side of her dad, Alyssa looked over at Billy. “What color did you pick?”

      “No color.”

      “You have to have a color, silly.”

      “Clear.”

      “Bor-ring.” Alyssa faked a yawn.

      Billy laughed.

      The little girl held up the polish she’d chosen and shook it in the air. “Bubblegum pink.”

      “If I were to wear nail polish, which I don’t, it would not be something called bubblegum.”

      “I picture you as more of a lipstick red,” Ethan said.

      Billy tried to discern his meaning. Was he saying she was attractive? Seductive? Or that she had the potential to be those things with something as simple as applying nail polish?

      She tried to remember the last time she’d felt feminine and attractive. Sometimes on days off, she’d wear a dress and go to a bar. Most of the men weren’t looking for attractive; they were looking for someone palatable enough to pass for a one-night stand—and, well, so was she.

      On the job, she caught no one’s attention. Men rarely noticed a bodyguard in a suit with no makeup. Ethan noticed. But was he attracted to her—or was his nature as a performer to be charming and charismatic to everyone, especially someone of the opposite sex? The more time she spent with him, the harder it was to tell. She would never attempt to find out which was true. She could get one-night stands when she wanted them, but they wouldn’t be with a client.

      “Pleeeeease, pick a color,” Alyssa pleaded.

      “How about if you pick a color for me—not bubblegum.”

      Alyssa gave her dad a conspiratorial grin and dashed over to the nail polish shelves.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Billy crouched behind the barrier, gun in hand. The enemy was so close she could practically hear his nasal breathing.

      Beside her, Billy’s partner mimicked her every move. The rookie grinned at her. Billy grunted and shook her head. The rookie had potential, but she needed to stay focused. She adjusted her goggles.

      Neutralize the threat.

      “Ready?” Billy asked.

      They had reviewed their offensive attack, but it would only succeed if they stuck to the plan.

      “Come out with your hands up!” a gruff voice demanded. This was followed by the dull thunk of bullets hitting the barrier wall.

      “Now!” Billy prompted in a harsh whisper.

      As Billy darted out from the blue foam wall, Alyssa scurried out from her hiding spot to emerge from the other side.

      Billy ducked and rolled in her fitted exercise clothes as Pope fired a Nerf bullet at her. The shot missed, and she came up beside the round yellow foam cylinder Claude was hiding behind. She made a direct shot to his chest as he protested, shocked by her speed.

      She crouched, hiding behind Claude’s large body as Pope fired again.

      “Hey!” Claude snapped when the foam bullet struck him in the temple.

      “Oh, friendly fire,” Billy chided. “You should talk to your partner about that.”

      “I got Daddy! I got Daddy!” Alyssa cried triumphantly.

      The timing of the distraction was perfect. Pope turned and prepared to take aim at the exposed little girl, who tap-danced her victory.

      Billy rose, aimed, and fired. The bullet struck Pope in the upper back before bouncing harmlessly to the floor.

      “Oh man.” Pope dropped his hands to his side.

      “Woo-hoo!” Alyssa crowed.

      Billy chuckled as Ethan got to his feet, sporting a goofy grin.

      “Do the thing! Do the thing! You promised,” Alyssa prodded Billy.

      Amused, Billy tilted her Nerf gun muzzle up and blew away imaginary smoke.

      Alyssa smiled, her face glowing with delight.

      “Five to zero, Billy Jean.” Ethan gave her an admiring look, which made the gymnasium seem suddenly warm, like the inside of an MRAP tactical vehicle. Except that a mine-resistant, ambush-protected vehicle would feel less sweltering than the heat from Ethan’s eyes. “We tried every combination, and you’re always on the winning team.”

      “You wouldn’t have confidence in my role protecting you if I didn’t win every gun fight.”

      Claude stood and adjusted his sweatpants. “We haven’t tried Billy alone. Four against one.”

      “Wouldn’t matter,” Pope grumbled.

      “Another!” Alyssa demanded.

      Since Billy’s first victory—her and Pope against Ethan, Alyssa, and Claude—Alyssa had insisted on being on Billy’s team.

      Ethan gave an apologetic shake of his head. “No. I think we’ve all been beat down enough for one afternoon.”

      Alyssa whined her protest.

      “How about Bones steak for dinner,” he offered.

      “Yes!” Alyssa agreed.
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        * * *

      

      After Alyssa returned home to her mother for the week, Ethan worked on songwriting in his hotel room. He let the emotions of missing his daughter wash over him. Emotions—good or bad, elation or despair and the spectrum in between—were the coffee-bean foundation of his espresso songs. His job was to finely grind those emotions and add the right amount of foam to create rich lyrics with a delicious melody.

      After the Atlanta concert, Ethan wouldn’t see Alyssa for a few weeks. He wanted more time with her but didn’t want to fly her all over the country. He would only achieve his goal if he traveled less. As he approached forty, he was ready cut back. If he got the virtual reality dance game contract, he could afford to travel less so he could spend more time with his daughter.

      Life had given him her as a gift, and he wouldn’t take it for granted. He finally felt like he had direction as he captained his own ship. When he’d been a young musician, he’d played his heart out for nights on end, dreaming of performing for huge audiences and sweeping people away in the emotion of his music. When his tireless efforts paid off, he didn’t know how to handle the pressure of fame.

      Alcohol had blunted his imposter syndrome and kept him from facing his fears. His addiction also caused him to identify as some type of rebel loner, and he’d isolated himself from any lasting relationships except those of his band. Once he’d achieved sobriety for a length of time, he’d been able to take a long look at what he wanted in life. And he wanted what others had—family, solidarity, partnership. He wanted to provide for his family but also spend quality time with Alyssa.

      He looked down at his notebook where he’d scribbled lyrics.

      
        
        
        Your Charlize Theron smile

        Your simple lifestyle

        Your lipstick-red nails

        Your attention to details

      

      

      

      Apparently, he was thinking of another female in his life. Billy had been adorable at pedicures, and even allowed herself to have fun at the Nerf fight. He could easily imagine weekends with the three of them enjoying life—hiking, zip-lining, local fairs, laser tag.

      But Billy was a temporary addition to his world. She’d leave after she finished her investigation. Still, there was no harm in indulging in a fantasy which would never happen and compose a song about such a fantasy while he was at it.
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        * * *

      

      Billy had two days off in Atlanta and planned to spend the time tidying her apartment, checking mail, and paying bills. As lead investigator, she was uncomfortable taking any days off, but company policy dictated breaks in any work schedule, and she understood the importance of mental downtime.

      Since her apartment was as clean as she’d left it, the mail was mostly junk, and she’d paid all her bills electronically, her assigned tasks took her all of one hour.

      She paced her floor. She had no desire to spend the two days off in isolation, lounging around her house in her underwear—well, maybe one day like that.

      Pulling her phone out of her pocket, she called Claire.

      “Hey, how are things going? Any vacation plans?” Claire asked.

      Of course, Claire knew Billy’s exact travel plans. She probably also knew Billy was standing in her apartment.

      Hmm. Claire probably also knew how Ethan was doing from Barry’s reports. Whoa. Where did that come from? Since when had Billy ever spent a moment of her free time wondering how a client was doing?

      “No vacation plans,” Billy replied. “And most people call two days off a weekend, not a vacation.”

      “When’s the last time you took an actual vacation?” Claire asked.

      Billy thought about the question. During her protective detail within the tennis circuit, she’d had a few days here and there to go sightseeing in different countries they’d toured. None of those were long enough to be considered immersive, getaway vacations—true recreational escapes from everyday life.
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