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      Disbelief shrouded Sephie’s mind. Her pulse throbbed against her veins as she pillaged the article with her gaze over and over.

      Pippa was dead.

      Tears leaked from the corners of her eyes. She curled deeper into her couch. The Oregon sun was low on the horizon. The warm evening breeze blowing through the open patio doors stirred the drapes, making them dance.

      Suicide.

      The simple word painted a gruesome image. Sephie choked out a sob and dropped her phone to the couch cushion, covering her mouth.

      Pippa, no.

      It’d been weeks since she spoke with her best friend and former co-star. Sephie had been eighteen when she left the show and walked away from the entertainment industry. Pippa, however, had gone on to star in lead roles left and right. They’d stayed close over the years, but the last time she’d seen Pippa, her good friend had seemed to be deeper within herself, no longer the happy-go-lucky kid she’d been ten years ago when Sephie left the hit teen sitcom.

      Pippa’s bright brown eyes and freckled face flashed in her brain, causing her gut to curdle again. Sephie got to her feet and paced her living room. Kevin lifted his head from the floor by the balcony, his cute little French bulldog ears quirking with interest.

      Having grown up on the sets of TV shows and movies, Sephie was no stranger to the dark side of show business. Her skin crawled as the main reason—among many—she’d left that world came crashing back.

      She’d gone to therapy. She’d tried to forget. She hadn’t wanted to focus any more of her attention on an industry that would never change but would always haunt her.

      Now, a beautiful young woman was dead. What had been going on in Pippa’s life? Why had she inflicted such harm on herself?

      Sephie pressed her knuckles to her lips and sat on the couch again. She closed her eyes to fend off the tremors of guilt.

      You know exactly what was going on.

      She and Pippa had been in many uncomfortable situations. Situations a child should never experience. They’d spoken about their encounters only a handful of times over the years, both of them too terrified to give life to the horror.

      She should have done something sooner. Never should have tried to sweep things under the rug. She’d escaped, but Pippa hadn’t. The tears burning her eyes lit a fire in her core. She hadn’t spoken up then. But she could speak up now.

      She grabbed her cell phone from the couch and stalked to the second bedroom of her apartment. It served as an office space. She needed to do this now and quickly, before people told lies and made assumptions about Pippa.

      Rolling out her desk chair, she sat and switched on her computer. As soon as the desktop screen powered to life, notifications came through. Her relationship with Pippa was well-known, and it seemed everyone expected a reaction from her.

      Well, they’d sure as hell get one.

      She opened her public social media account and sucked in a deep breath. Her 1.2 million followers were about to get the story of their lives. She wiped tears from her cheeks but didn’t bother to check her makeup. Didn’t give a damn about her appearance. She had to regain composure, though, if she wanted to get through this without falling apart.

      Dragging in one more long, slow breath of oxygenated courage, she hit the LIVE button. A red circle popped up, confirming the broadcast.

      “Hello, everyone. I’m coming to you this evening with my deepest regret after hearing the news regarding Pippa Surf’s—” Her voice broke. She swallowed the lump pressing on her vocal cords. “Passing.”

      She paused, sniffing. Her gaze fell to the number of views. Over three hundred thousand and the shares climbing by the second.

      “I don’t know what’s true or not. All I know is Pippa was a beautiful person. Her spirit could light the darkest room. Our days together on Sera and Me were some of the best of my childhood.” She lowered her focus as her eyes filled with tears again. “But that’s not all I want to share with you tonight. As many of you know, I left the show when I turned eighteen. I’ve never spoken about this publicly, but here I am.”

      She turned down the volume of her computer. The dinging of notifications interfered with her concentration. The part of her she’d silenced for so long wanted to break free and scream. But the rational part of her mind, the part that held the lock and key, wanted to shut her up.

      A picture of Pippa and her sat on her desk. They’d just wrapped up season five of the show and were laughing at the camera. She had to do this for Pippa. She had to squash any rumors, had to shine the light on the evil that had permeated her childhood and Pippa’s. Because she suspected it had contributed to Pippa’s downward spiral.

      Those involved needed to be held accountable.

      Forty minutes later, she finished her story. Exhaustion made her drag herself to bed even though the clock read only 7:58 p.m. She just wanted to lie down with her puppy and remember Pippa. She crawled beneath the covers and clicked off the light. Kevin hopped onto the comforter and found his favorite spot at the foot of her bed.

      She put her phone on silent mode so she wouldn’t hear any calls or notifications. If she could’ve dug herself into a hole, she would’ve. She slipped into sleep, memories of Pippa filling her dreams.

      Two hours later, Sephie slowly opened her eyes. The darkness of her bedroom made her blink. A shaft of moonlight spilled in from the window. Her face ached with puffiness from crying herself to sleep.

      Memories of her live broadcast assaulted her brain, but she shoved them away. If she started to think about all that she’d never get back to sleep. She closed her eyes again. But something was off.

      The room was eerily quiet beneath the gentle whomp, whomp, whomp of her ceiling fan.

      Kevin.

      He wasn’t snoring. His low, rumbling growl made her hackles rise. She snapped open her eyes and glanced toward the end of the bed. Kevin lay on his belly facing her closed bedroom door. Her dog’s name burned the tip of her tongue but she didn’t dare speak.

      The room crackled with foreign energy. The air shifted. Kevin’s growl deepened. Her stomach lurched and a cold sheen coated her skin.

      Someone’s in my room.

      She tightened her hand into a fist. Every instinct told her to get up, to run, to scream, to do anything but lie there. Panic kept her stitched to the bed. Maybe she was dreaming or paranoid after what had happened to Pippa. Could she be imagining this? That was it. Trauma.

      Her still weight sunk deeper into the mattress. She kept her eyelids lowered as she watched a dark, shadowlike figure sweep closer to her bed. Her breath wheezed in and out through her nose and she struggled to make every inhale and exhale sound normal.

      He crossed into the moonlight and she caught sight of his hands. Bright white latex covered his skin and something small and sharp glistened in his hold.

      A penlight clicked on. The faint glow seared her heightened senses. This wasn’t a dream. Not an illusion produced by paranoia. This was real. Really fucking real.

      Kevin jumped up and barked.

      Sephie bolted up and catapulted herself away from the intruder. She landed on the floor on the other side of the mattress. He jumped across the comforter, and a rough, rubbery hand wrapped around her wrist.

      “No!” she screamed, jabbing her other fist into his face. Cloth met her knuckles. He grunted. Sephie grabbed a vase from her bedside table and whacked it against his skull.

      He choked out a curse but didn’t go down.

      Adrenaline filled her muscles, and she tore out of the room. “Kevin, come!” she shrieked.

      Oh god. Oh god. Please don’t kill my dog.

      She heard Kevin’s nails raking across the hardwood floor in her wake, but her attacker’s footsteps weren’t far behind. She skidded into the living room. The front door lay beyond the kitchen and a short foyer.

      A heavy body slammed into her, sending her flying. She landed on her back next to the coffee table. Her brain whirred with the force of the impact. The man straddled her, his body large and strong. He seized one of her arms.

      “Let me go!” she bellowed.

      Rough fingers shoved up her sleeve and then stretched her arm straight to expose her forearm. Kevin’s barks turned frantic, and he jumped and snapped at the man on top of her.

      “Get away, mutt!” The asshole elbowed her dog, sending him back a few feet.

      With her free hand, Sephie punched his groin. He coughed and sputtered, and something landed on the floor with a tinkling sound. The steel end of a needle glistened in the moonlight. All the blood rushed from her head to her limbs.

      He lunged for the needle but she flicked it away with the back of her hand sending it beneath the dining room chair.

      “Fuck!” He slammed his hand around her throat, squeezing the life from her. His evil, masked face loomed above her, his small, vicious pupils glittering with loathing.

      Her chest ached and the tendons in her neck threatened to snap. Consciousness flickered, and her face burned with the need for blood.

      She grabbed at his hands, scratching, but nothing made him loosen his grip. If she didn’t do something within seconds she’d pass out.

      Ruff! Kevin’s mighty little growl sounded in her ears, and then an angry snarl split the air.

      “Ahh!” The man yanked his hand off her throat. Kevin had bitten him.

      Air rushed into her lungs.

      The man let out a fierce curse and backhanded Kevin. Her dog let out a pitiful wail as he landed hard against the side of the couch.

      No!

      Sephie kicked her legs free from beneath her attacker then crunched her heel into his abdomen. He doubled over and she leapt to her knees. She grabbed the back of his head and used all her strength to drive his face into the coffee table.

      His forehead cracked against the glass. His body went slack and he slumped to the ground. Sephie’s chest heaved as she stared at his unconscious form.

      Kevin whimpered, snapping her to attention. She picked up her dog, cradling him to her chest. Then she darted to her bedroom and snatched her phone from the nightstand, not bothering to grab anything else. She hurriedly retraced her steps and passed the body in her living room.

      Grabbing her running shoes on the way, with Kevin under her arm and her phone in hand, she fled her house.

      She needed to call 911. Needed to report the attack and get the man arrested—if he was even alive. But common sense weighed out. She needed to get to safety first. Whoever had come for her had wanted to permanently silence her. Wanted revenge for the information she’d leaked.

      There was only one person in the world she trusted to help her.
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        * * *

      

      Taschen dropped his head back and let the suds run down his neck. His muscles were aching. Maybe it was because he’d turned thirty-four last month. Or maybe it was because he’d helped his sister drag her furniture into her new house she’d just bought with Zain, his friend, colleague, and Dana’s fiancé—which was weird as fuck but he was getting used to seeing them together. At least she was happy. His back muscles twitched.

      Damn Dana anyway.

      She’d offered him pizza in exchange for eight hours of physical labor. And he’d taken the bribe like a nineteen-year-old with the munchies.

      Ring, ring, ring

      He ignored his phone. Whoever it was could wait. He stepped out of the shower a few minutes later, steam billowing.

      He scrubbed a thick gray towel over his face then swathed it around his torso. At the sink, he swiped the dew from the mirror and picked up his toothbrush.

      A notification popped up on his phone. He glanced down at the screen. A missed call from Rami, one of his bosses at Backcountry Protection Services.

      What the hell did he want after 10:00 p.m. on a Friday night? That couldn’t mean anything good. Taschen had started working for his old comrade when he left black ops.

      He spit the foam from his mouth and called Rami back. “What’s up?” he asked, when Rami answered.

      “We got a really big gig, that’s what.”

      Taschen dragged his fingers through his wet hair, grazing the two-inch scar that left a smooth bald spot on his head. Working as a bodyguard wasn’t as demanding as being in the military, but he’d taken a bullet to the head doing the former.

      He barely stifled his groan. “Why do I feel like this involves me?”

      “You’re on call this weekend.”

      Fuck. “All right. What’s the deal?” He strode into his bedroom and sat on the bed. The rustic solid-wood bed, with its steel-colored linens and buffalo plaid pillows offered the cabin vibe he longed for when he was stuck in the city.

      “Seraphina Burgess.”

      “Why’s that ring a bell?”

      “Dude, are you drunk?” Rami snapped.

      “No, I’m fucking tired.”

      “Have you watched the news? Been on social media at all tonight?”

      He frowned. “No. I was helping Dana and Zain move. Just got home half an hour ago. I was in the shower when you called.”

      “Shit. You’re missing the whole fucking story.”

      Taschen reached for the remote on his bedside table and clicked on the TV.

      “Pippa Surf was found dead,” Rami continued. “Presumably suicide.”

      “Holy shit,” he mumbled, finding a news channel. He hit the mute button.

      “Yeah.”

      “What’s this got to do with a job?”

      “Again, you’re missing the story. Seraphina Burgess? You know, the kid star? She had her own TV show and shit like a decade ago.”

      Taschen scratched the back of his head. “Sounds familiar. Can’t say I watched kids’ shows ten years ago, but . . .”

      “Left the industry when she became an adult. Anyway, she went live a couple hours ago. Blew the whistle on Astral Productions, and named the producers and cast members who were wildly inappropriate with the minors on set.”

      Taschen’s blood turned cold. “Holy⁠—”

      “Shit’s blown up on social media. Her video has ten million views. I guess she’s trying to attribute whatever Pippa was going through to her experience in Hollywood.”

      “Jesus.” Unease pressed against his chest. “Poor woman must be going through hell.”

      “Exactly. It gets worse. Seraphina was attacked in her home tonight.”

      Taschen pinched the bridge of his nose. Goddamn. This couldn’t get any worse. “Is she okay?”

      “I don’t know all the details, but she managed to get away.”

      Relief unwound the muscles in his chest.

      “Her old manager, Yvette Mars, called and wants us to get Seraphina somewhere safe until this blows over.”

      Taschen nodded. “All right. I can do that. When do I need to get her?”

      “They’re at a hotel in Centralia. About an hour and twenty minutes from you. I’ll send you the information. Can you leave now?”

      Renewed energy chased the fatigue and ache from his muscles. He could only speculate about who was after Seraphina, but it was obvious that she needed to get as far from any city as possible. The negative press alone would be a nightmare.

      Taschen went to his closet and yanked out some clothes. “Text me the info. I’ll leave in ten.”

      “Oh, one thing. She’s got a dog.”

      He chortled. “Not one that will maul me, I hope.”

      “Nah. A Frenchie. Maybe grab some dog food on the way.”

      Dog food. Right. “Fine. But if she asks me to hand-pour Evian into its mouth, I’m done. You can have Brick deal with this one.”

      Rami barked out a laugh. “You’ll be fine. Just don’t ask for an autograph—it’s unprofessional.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ve never been starstruck in my life.” He clicked off and tossed his phone onto the bed.

      After dressing in a pair of jeans and a black T-shirt, he combed his hair and packed a backpack. He’d take Seraphina to one of Backcountry’s safe houses. Each was stocked with necessities, but he wanted enough personal items to last a few days.

      He locked his house and bounded down the steps to his white Ford F-150. Opening his text messages, he saw Rami had sent the address of the hotel. Plugging it into GPS, he buckled his seatbelt and started the vehicle.

      Another message from Rami popped up.

      Seraphina’s live video has been removed from social media, but I downloaded it earlier and attached it below. Listen on your drive and download it yourself for backup.

      Curiosity tugged at him. To say he was out of the loop was an understatement. He wondered if Seraphina had removed the video herself, or if there was a bigger power at play.

      He tapped on the video and Seraphina’s face filled the screen. Her image stirred recognition. Straight dark-blond hair spilled over one shoulder, her eyes were puffy and red, and makeup was streaked across her delicate cheeks. Sympathy twisted his gut.

      He set the phone on the dash and let the video play.

      “As many of you know, I left the show when I turned eighteen. I’ve never spoken about this publicly, but here I am.”

      The slight sniffling sound made his heart pound.

      “What you don’t know is that my childhood was filled with predators.” Her voice shook. “Don’t get me wrong, not everyone associated with Astral Productions or Sera and Me was out to harm children, but there were a lot of people who used their position and our vulnerability to their advantage.”

      Ah, hell. Goddammit.

      Part of him didn’t want to know what sordid shit had gone on behind the scenes, but he also couldn’t turn a blind eye. Couldn’t ignore this young woman’s plight.

      “Raymond Schaffer, the producer of Sera and Me, was one of these predators.”

      Taschen’s palms grew sweaty against the leather steering wheel as anger brimmed beneath his collar hot and prickly. He drove the truck on autopilot, somehow getting onto the interstate in the correct direction while listening to Seraphina tell story after story of the well-known producer’s inappropriate behavior.

      “It wasn’t just how he’d rub our backs or shoulders, or how he’d pull us onto his lap for a photo or to tell us some funny story. It was the glint in his eyes. The way his gaze lingered on my barely pubescent body. That’s what was so . . . So wrong. I was only fourteen when I started to become aware of his intentions.”

      She cleared her throat, and Taschen tore his gaze from the dotted line of the road stretched beneath a black sky to look at the screen illuminating the inside of his vehicle. Tears still filled her greenish-gold eyes, but there was something else in them too. There was fire. Anger. A thirst for justice.

      And for some reason that unsettled him.

      “It took four years of avoiding parties. Four years of faking sick and making any excuse I could come up with so I wouldn’t be alone with Raymond or any of the cast and crew. When I turned eighteen and could make my own decisions, I left Sera and Me and put Hollywood behind me.”

      Seraphina’s shuddering breath rattled through the speaker.

      “Pippa wasn’t that lucky. I know, for a fact, she was groomed. Several people involved in the show would try to get us minors drunk or high at their parties or gatherings. Raymond loved to give the kids sips of his liquor.”

      Taschen muttered a stream of curses and wished Raymond was in front of him right now.

      “Pippa got into drugs. That’s no secret. She was in and out of rehab between the ages of seventeen and twenty-four. Not only do I want you to know who started her on that path, I want you to imagine the why. Why would an adult, a grown man who should be guarding and protecting innocent children, aim to get them intoxicated? Aim to get them alone?”

      Her voice grew bolder, unbridled. “Pippa was abused. I know because she told me Raymond raped her when she was eighteen, shortly after I left the show. She made me swear not to tell anyone.”

      Seraphina’s voice rose several octaves. “As far as I’m concerned, Raymond Schaffer killed Pippa. He’s a predator and a murderer.”

      The screen went black.

      Taschen expelled one hot breath after another. Seraphina had put her life on the line. Her intentions were clear.

      He couldn’t go back and help that fourteen-year-old girl. But he could damn well get Seraphina somewhere safe until this blew over.

      And save a bullet for Raymond Schaffer.
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      Exhaustion called Sephie to the king-sized bed in the hotel room, but she didn’t dare lay in it. Doing so would only make her more tired. She folded her arms tightly around her waist and stared out the window at the dark abyss that was Portland. After escaping her home, she’d hidden in a nearby alleyway and called Yvette while managing to get her shoes on and keep hold of Kevin.

      Yvette had picked her up and taken her to the police station, where she’d given a full report. So many events had occurred in such a short time frame that it seemed as though the attack had happened days ago and not hours earlier. Now it was just after 1:00 a.m., and any minute she’d be taken god knew where with god knew who for god knew how long.

      “Is all this really necessary?”

      Yvette sat in the chair across from her at the small dinette table, her glasses low on her nose. Her brown hair was streaked with gray. Her tired eyes looked up from the screen of her phone. “Absolutely it is. Look what just happened. We have to keep you safe.”

      A chill shook Sephie’s shoulders. “I knew I’d get backlash. I just never thought it’d come in the form of someone trying to kill me. I just— Do I really need to leave town?”

      “For now, yes. I think that’s best.”

      Sephie tilted her head. “You don’t have to do this. I’m not your client anymore.”

      Yvette gave her a pitying look. “No, you’re not. But I’m your friend.” She leaned forward and cupped Sephie’s wrist. “I know you’re trying to protect Pippa’s memory. And you want to hang the people who you feel put you in harm’s way. But these allegations⁠—”

      “Are true and you know it.”

      Yvette’s gaze shifted away, and she nodded slowly. “I won’t deny this industry is like an open sewage plant. I wish I could’ve done more to protect you and Pippa. Had I known then . . .”

      Sephie also looked away. She couldn’t pin the blame on Yvette. While Sephie had never disclosed anything about the uncomfortable situations to any adults in her life, she’d guessed even back then that Yvette had her suspicions.

      “You took over as my guardian. And it’s a damn good thing you did.” Yvette was the one who’d allowed her to skip the parties. She’d made up excuses for Sephie when her own parents would’ve thrown her to the wolves for a buck.

      “Honey, I’m so sorry.” Yvette’s tear-filled eyes met hers. “About Pippa, and for all you two went through. You got out, and that’s the best⁠—”

      “Pippa didn’t.”

      Yvette wiped tears from her cheeks. “No, but in her own way she’s free now.”

      A sob caught in Sephie’s throat, and Yvette pulled her into a hug.

      Sephie shook off the emotions that made her want to head into a downward spiral. She couldn’t go there. Not now. When she was in a safe place, she’d let out her pent-up feelings. For now, she had to get through the night.

      A loud snore sounded from Kevin, who was snoozing on the bed. Yvette pulled out of their embrace and frowned. “What’d you give that dog, Xanex?”

      Sephie chuckled. “Leave Kevin and his sleep apnea alone. He’s cute.”

      Yvette looked at her as if she’d grown two heads and then laughed. “I’m kidding. He’s a darling. And he saved your life. He’ll always be a prince in my book.” She looked at her watch and sighed.

      “You can go,” Sephie said. “I’ll be fine here until my babysitter shows up.”

      Yvette rolled her eyes. “He’s not a babysitter. He’s a bodyguard. Backcountry Protection Services comes with quite the credentials. The entire team is ex-military and⁠—”

      “I know, I know, you told me. He’s probably going to be some grumpy old man annoyed by my very presence. I can book my own vacation and let this blow over.”

      “And what if they hunt you down? You need protection. Clearly you’ve made someone very angry.”

      “Like Raymond?” She dragged her teeth over her bottom lip. “It’s a little hard to believe he arranged a hitman, and so quickly. But he’s the only one I nailed to the cross,” she said, giving a slight shrug.

      Knock, knock

      Sephie’s stomach clenched. Kevin hopped up and ruffed his snorty way to the door, jumping and prancing as though he were her sole protector.

      Yvette gave her shoulder a reassuring squeeze. “I’ll get it.” She crossed the hotel room, peeked through the peephole, and opened the door. “Hi, you must be Mr. McAvery. Thank you for coming here tonight.”

      The man replied in a gruff tone, but Sephie couldn’t decipher his words. He came inside and Yvette closed the door.

      Sephie stood, and her knees shook as she inched her way across the room. Nerves made her bunch her fingers together in front of her pullover, which bore the name of her favorite football team.

      The man was huge. Easily a foot taller than she was and rounded out like a linebacker. His sinewy muscles bulged beneath the sleeves of his black T-shirt. Tingles of awareness shot down to her toes. He didn’t smile, not quite, but his face relaxed and warmed as he turned his attention to her. A thin scar slashed across his cheekbone. The fresher-looking one on the side of his head made warning flash through her senses.

      He definitely wasn’t some washed-up, high-paid babysitter. Whoever this guy was, he was dangerous as all hell.

      “Evening, Miss Burgess.” He jutted out a large bronzed hand. “Sorry to keep you waiting. It was a long drive from Seattle.” His eyes landed on her face, calm and seemingly free of judgment.

      Nevertheless, the contents of her stomach curdled. This man was a complete stranger, and because of her video, he knew some of the darkest secrets she’d carried. Of course that wasn’t his fault. But meeting someone face-to-face knowing they held preconceived notions was unnerving. Shame wrapped around her spine and a wall slapped up around her.

      She might have stepped out of the spotlight, but she still remembered how to act. She could hold her chin high and pretend he wasn’t judging her. Because somewhere behind all that bronze and muscle, he was.

      She cleared her throat and slipped her palm into his. “Not at all. Thank you for coming.”

      His fingers closed around hers, and then his free hand settled on top of their joined ones, sending a shockwave of warmth and electricity to her core. His hazel eyes bore into hers, trapping her with their sympathy and . . . awe? No, that wasn’t it.

      Yvette spoke, but Sephie couldn’t process her words. Not when anxiety had dropped her beating heart on the floor. She wondered if the badass hunk might just pick it up.

      She let her hand rest in his hold. The cushion of his palm was so comforting, so inviting she just wanted to melt into him.

      Yvette’s voice finally punched through Sephie as the bodyguard slid his hand away from hers. “Where are you taking her? Can I speak with her while she’s with you?”

      Kevin grunted and snuffled at the guy’s feet. If she weren’t so tongue-tied, she’d have told him to lie down.

      The guy looked down at Kevin as though he weren’t sure whether to pet him or nudge him away.

      “Kevin,” Sephie finally hissed. The damn dog ignored her but stopped grunting. “Sorry about my dog, Mr. McAvery. He’s a little out of sorts after tonight.” Who was she kidding? Kevin had been born out of sorts.

      He smirked. “Call me Taschen.” He swiveled his attention to Yvette. “For your client’s safety, I can’t disclose where we’re going. Rest assured she’ll be safe and out of harm’s way. If you need to get in contact with Miss Burgess, just reach out to the office and we’ll get any necessary messages to her.”

      Sephie blinked. Holy hell. She sucked in a breath and glanced at Yvette, shaking her head. Reality hit her like a fifty-ton truck. “Maybe this is going too far. I can’t just . . . leave.”

      The dizzying realization of what was happening made nausea bubble in her belly. Financially, she was set up. After her grandfather’s death shortly after she left the show, she’d inherited a large sum of money. Money her pop hadn’t wanted his daughter, her mother, to get her hands on after what she’d put Sephie through. Thanks to Yvette, all of Sephie’s money had gone into a trust, and she’d been able to access it when she turned twenty-five. But she still had a home, responsibilities, a life. She couldn’t abandon it.

      She might not work a nine-to-five like most people, but she divided her time with freelance editing and volunteering at the local animal shelter.

      Taschen’s gaze darkened. “Miss Burgess, your manager was right to contact us as early as she did. The fact you escaped an attempt on your life is a miracle. Given the message you put out, I have no doubt these people will try again. And the media will be on her like a blood hound by morning. The sooner we get you out of the city, the better.”

      Tears hot with regret spilled through her lashes, and awkwardness settled over the room for a moment. Taschen dug into his pocket and pulled out several small bone-shaped items. “Can I give these to your pup? Just some dried liver.”

      She nodded, grateful. He dropped to his knee to acknowledge Kevin.

      Yvette pulled her into a hug. “I’m so sorry, honey. I just want you to be safe. The police are working on this and I’m sure it’ll be resolved in no time.”

      Yvette’s words lacked conviction. With a case like this, it could take months—or years—to prove Raymond had caused harm to minors on his show, let alone that he’d tried to kill her. She had no proof he’d harmed Pippa. All she knew for certain was that he’d been inappropriate with her on set.

      Sephie swallowed. Part of her wished she could rewind the last few hours, wished she’d never done that stupid broadcast.

      Pippa’s laughing eyes flashed in her mind. No. She had to fight for her friend. For the innocent soul who’d been ripped from this world, and for the many others hiding in the shadows.

      If her story brought even a shred of scrutiny to Astral Productions and Raymond Schaffer, then every minute of her discomfort was worth it. She pulled out of Yvette’s embrace and straightened her shoulders.

      Taschen rose to his towering height. His mouth was set in a determined line.

      “Okay,” Sephie breathed. “Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      Taschen had expected to meet a starlet, but the woman who’d slid her slight hand into his was nothing short of angelic. If he could have wiped the worry and agitation from her pretty green eyes, he would have in a heartbeat.

      He couldn’t blame her for not wanting to leave with him, but he also wanted her to know he wasn’t some creep. Lifting his gaze to the rearview mirror, he took in the strain around her eyes, the makeup tracks down her cheeks, the messy strands of her dark-blond hair.

      With one hand, he gripped and released the steering wheel, over and over. Just hours ago, someone had tried to take her life. One thing was certain—he’d stand between her and whoever wanted her gone. “Do you need to stop for anything? Hungry?”

      She lifted her eyes to meet his. “It’s two o’clock in the morning,” she said flatly.

      He shrugged. “I’m sure something’s open.”

      She gave a light snort. “Thanks, but I couldn’t eat if I tried.”

      Shifting his gaze back to the road, he held his tongue. Poor woman was exhausted and shaken. They were close to Seattle, but they still had a drive ahead of them. At least there wasn’t much traffic. With any luck they’d reach the cabin in less than ninety minutes. “Feel free to shut your eyes. You might not sleep, but the rest will do you good.”

      He glanced at the mirror again and saw her stroke the dog’s ears. The little mutt hadn’t moved from her lap since they got in the truck.

      “Yeah. Thanks.” She turned her face toward the window, leaned her head back, and closed her eyes.

      Taschen stayed silent for the rest of the trip. The only sound inside the vehicle was the gentle drone of smooth rock and Kevin’s snores.

      By the time he’d pulled into the long gravel driveway near Mount Rainier, he could barely keep his eyes open. After steering the truck beneath the carport, he turned off the ignition and stepped out. Warm mountain air filled his nostrils. The moon hovered high in the sky.

      Taschen opened the rear passenger door and Seraphina jerked up her head, her eyes electric with fear.

      Shit. “Just me. Sorry I didn’t wake you sooner, but we’re here.”

      Kevin leapt from his owner’s lap and bounded for the grass as though the property were his usual weekend getaway.

      Seraphina rubbed her eyes with the back of one hand and fumbled for the seatbelt. “I guess I passed out.”

      “Good. Then my driving isn’t as bad as my coworkers tell me.”

      His joke was met with a quizzical expression. He stifled a groan. Man, he was losing his touch.

      She slid from the seat and the top of her head dropped to the height of his sternum. He’d seen pictures of the former actress. Maybe it’d been the heels and posture, but she sure as hell had seemed taller in them. Exhausted and in running shoes, she was pint-sized next to him.

      He grabbed his bag from the back seat and gestured toward the door of the house. “In the morning, feel free to make a list of things you need. We’ll grab them tomorrow.”

      She folded her arms beneath her breasts and nodded then followed him to the house.

      Quiet.

      She’d barely said two sentences to him since he walked into the hotel room. He didn’t want to diminish what she’d gone through, but the silent treatment was killing him. He’d rather she be angry or upset than closed off. Her silence was irrelevant. She was just a client. He was being paid to be her protector, not her confidant.

      It would serve him well to keep that top of mind.

      He climbed the front steps and removed the key from his pocket. Kevin bounded up the stairs, an extra pep in his step after relieving himself.

      At least the dog didn’t seem to mind his company.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

        

      

    

    
      Sephie followed Taschen into the cabin. The smells of lemon cleaner and pine filled her nose. Kevin trotted inside and set about sniffing every nook and cranny.

      Taschen dropped his backpack to the floor, removed his shoes, and shoved his hands in his pockets. The space was inviting, with a large wood-burning fireplace, brown leather furniture, and an Aztec pattern rug and similar throw blanket. There were enough wood accents to remind Sephie she was tucked away in the forest far from anyone who’d want to hurt her. Hopefully.

      Taschen cleared his throat. “There are water bottles in the kitchen and a few protein bars and nonperishables in the cupboards if you’re absolutely starving. Otherwise I’ll go into town tomorrow. There’s two bedrooms down the hall.” He nodded toward the small corridor. “The one on the left is a bit more spacious.”

      She slipped off her runners and her bare feet touched the cool wood floor. “I’ll take a water. If you don’t mind, I just want to sleep.”

      He gave a formal nod. “Of course, Miss Burgess. It’s after four in the morning. I’m going to crash, too.”

      “You can call me Sephie.”

      He hooked an eyebrow. “Not Seraphina?”

      Distaste wrinkled her nose. The use of her full name reminded her of her mother and the producers of Sera and Me—the only people who refused to call her by her nickname. “No, thank you.”

      Keeping her arms wrapped around her waist she ambled through the living room. Her cotton pajama pants fluttered around her ankles with every step. Thank god she’d been wearing a sweater when she fell asleep because she hadn’t been able to grab any clothes while fleeing her apartment. The thin tank top she wore underneath was the only other shirt she had with her.

      Making her way past the dining nook and into the kitchen, she spotted a package of water bottles on the counter near the toaster. Pulling one out, she turned. Taschen entered the kitchen. The breadth of his shoulders and staggering height was almost too big, too invasive, for the small room.

      He stepped forward and out of sheer instinct she moved backward, bumping into the counter.

      “I need one, too.” He grabbed a water bottle, and she watched as he unscrewed the lid and downed half the container. Then he took out a bowl from the cupboard, filled it with water, and set it on the ground.

      Kevin raced over and lapped up the liquid.

      “Thank you. I wasn’t even thinking. He must have been thirsty.”

      “Don’t mention it.” His gaze pinned her to the spot and heat climbed up her neck. There was nothing suggestive about the way he looked at her, not really. But good god his hazel eyes were incredible. The myriad colors were surrounded by a navy-blue ring, and if it weren’t for his watchful curiosity, she’d be happy to get lost in his stare for hours.

      Self-consciousness pulled down her shoulders. She didn’t normally care whether a man saw her without makeup, but for some reason, Taschen’s attention unnerved her. In a thrilling way.

      She needed sleep. Taschen and all his manliness was getting to her head. “I’m going to rest. Good night.” She whistled and Kevin followed her to the hallway off the living room.

      “Night,” he called.

      The two bedrooms were across from each other and separated by a bathroom at the end of the hall. She selected the one with a view of the backyard.

      After closing the curtains and shutting the door, she peeled back the comforter and scooted between the sheets. Kevin jumped up as though attached to her by an invisible elastic band and snuggled close to her side. She rubbed his silky ears until sleep pulled her into bleak darkness.
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        * * *

      

      Sephie woke with a start. She gasped and sat up, her heart racing. Sweat dampened her back. Her mind went into rewind mode.

      Hot guy. Cabin. Hot guy. Long drive. Hot guy. Yvette. Needle . . . Video. Pippa.

      Holy hell.

      She exhaled and took in her room. Sunlight streamed in through a gap in the curtains. The door was slightly ajar and light spilled from there as well. The clock on the bedside table read 10:14 a.m.

      She rubbed her eyes with the back of her hand and sat up. The cozy red fleece rustled but the familiar click of Kevin’s nails hitting the floor didn’t sound.

      Fresh fear made her jump to her feet. “Kevin,” she called, followed by a whistle. She’d closed the door last night. She was sure of it. Her puny Frenchie hadn’t learned how to open doors overnight, nor would he jump through a closed window. So where had he gone?

      She pulled open the door and moved into the living room. The cabin was quiet other than the hum of the fridge in the kitchen. Where was the bodyguard?

      A deep, manly laugh sounded from somewhere outside. Following the noise, she drifted to the kitchen, where the screen door separated her from the backyard. The window was pushed up, allowing a warm breeze to dance on her skin.

      A large wooden deck sprawled over part of the expansive lawn. The floorboards appeared freshly stained, and a hot tub sat nestled in the far corner near a picnic table. In the grass stood Taschen in a T-shirt and jeans. He hurled a tennis ball and Kevin raced after it, blades of grass and dirt flying behind him. A smile warmed her cheeks.

      As if he sensed her watching . . . okay, drooling, Taschen turned. “Morning.”

      She stepped outside and let the sunshine coat her face. “Did you steal my dog?”

      Kevin came tearing back like a boomerang, the ball in his mouth. He dropped it at Taschen’s feet and gave a hearty ruff.

      Taschen bent, picked up the toy, and tossed it in the air only to catch it absently. “He was scratching at your bedroom door this morning. I didn’t want him to wake you and figured he needed to go out. Hope you don’t mind.”

      She tucked her hair behind her ear. The thick strands felt gritty with leftover terror and tears. The warmth on her cheeks turned to fire. He’d come into her room while she slept. She should be weirded out. Maybe even mad. But instead her belly muscles clenched. “Uh, no. I mean, I was scared when he wasn’t in the room. But I’m glad you let him out. I didn’t even hear him.”

      His mouth quirked. “You were pretty out of it.” He lifted a shoulder and gave a boyish grin. “Not that I stared or anything.”

      Girl, don’t you dare fall for sexy men with boyish grins.

      She almost smiled at the sound of Pippa’s voice in her head. Tears misted her eyes. She rubbed her fingers together. “It’s a nice day.”

      “Forecast said it’ll be hot. I don’t suppose you have any other clothes besides what you have on?”

      She shook her head.

      He gave a single nod. “All right. Why don’t we head into town and get some things?”

      “Oh, uh, that won’t be necessary. I’m sure I’ll be on my way home tomorrow.”

      He cocked his head. “What makes you say that?”

      She let out a loose, uncomfortable laugh. “Okay, I guess I could get a few items. But I’ll only be here a day or two.”

      He examined the ball’s thin white rings with his thumb. “I’d like to say this’ll be over that quickly, but someone tried to kill you last night.”

      “And I knocked him unconscious. Surely the police got him. If he’s even alive, he’d have been arrested.”

      Taschen slowly climbed the steps of the deck then rested his elbows on the railing. He stood less than two feet away, tall, hulking, and, damn him, authoritative.

      “Even if they caught the guy, he’s only the face of this. The people who tried to hurt you will do it again.”

      She jerked back her head. “I can’t just—just live here.”

      He shrugged. “I can’t either. But I can tell you that some of my jobs are over in days, some weeks, some months . . .”

      Indignation spread through her. “You might see me as Miss Moneybags, but I’m not just going to sit here in the woods on some high-paid, low-class vacation while hemorrhaging money to pay for your services. Make no mistake, Mr. McAvery. I’m footing your bill, and I’ll go home when I’m damn good and ready.” She spun on her heel and whipped open the screen door. It banged shut behind her but she was already in the bathroom by the time she heard him enter the house.

      Her shoulders trembled as tears coursed down her cheeks. But they weren’t tears of anger. Not even sadness. They were tears of frustration.

      Regret pooled in her stomach. She pressed her shaking hands to her cheeks and squeezed her eyes shut. Taschen hadn’t deserved that kind of explosion. He’d done nothing but be of service and she’d just spat in his face.

      She still hadn’t processed her grief and guilt around Pippa’s death, but unloading on her bodyguard was unacceptable. She turned to face the mirror. “Oh god,” she muttered.

      She looked like a creature dragged from the depths of hell. If grief had a picture in the dictionary and fear had a distinct smell . . .

      She turned on the cold water and splashed her face then finger-combed the strands of her hair. Two minutes later she looked a little less wild.

      It’s the best you’ve got to work with right now.

      A shower would produce better results, but she wanted to apologize before too much time passed. Opening the bathroom door, she followed the noises coming from the kitchen. Taschen knelt on the floor pouring kibble from a bag of dog food into a bowl.

      She froze. Once again, without being asked, without her even having to hint, he’d stepped up. Fresh gratitude washed over her.

      He glanced up, his expression calm but his eyes distant. He stood to his towering height as Kevin dove into his breakfast.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. She fought the urge to fiddle with her hands. He could probably tell by the tightness of her voice that she was nervous.

      “It’s okay,” he said, before she could continue.

      “No, it’s not.” Insistence made her step forward. “I shouldn’t have attacked you like that. I’m just . . . overwhelmed. I created a huge mess for myself and everyone around me by putting out that video. This is my fault and I don’t need to take anything out on you. So for that, I’m sorry.”

      He hooked his thumb in his belt loop. “Look. You’ve got every right to be mad. You need to lash out at someone? Go ahead. I can take it.” He tapped his pec as if her words could strike him. “Just know, I’m not trying to swindle you. I’ve got enough of my own money to keep me comfortable.”

      She cringed. “I shouldn’t have said that.”

      The skin around his eyes crinkled. “No one would blame you for thinking it,” he said softly.

      She sighed and rocked onto her heels. “Can we start over? Pretend I’m not a complete bitch?” She offered a tentative smile and held out her hand.

      His gentle laugh released the pressure in her chest. He caught her hand in his then placed his other on top, as he’d done last night. Goosebumps erupted on her flesh and shot awareness to her loins. His smile never wavered, nor did he flinch at the electricity shooting between their bodies.

      Damn him for being so controlled when she was burning up inside.

      “You’re not a bitch, Sephie.” His voice dropped to a low hum. “Not from where I’m standing.” The warmth in his hands made her skin flame.

      She rolled in her lips and gently removed her hand. Good lord she shouldn’t have this reaction to him. It was one thing to find the guy attractive—it was another to soak her panties.

      “I’m going to take that shower now.” It’d be a cold one, but he didn’t need to know that. “And I’ll take you up on the shopping trip.”

      “No rush.” He flashed a smile and the scar on his face creased. The heat in her body sizzled. “Oh, by the way. There are new toothbrushes in the drawer. Help yourself.”

      “Thanks.”

      Taschen might be super hot, but she hardly knew him. And maybe it was better she kept it that way.
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      Taschen pulled open the cupboards to search for something quick to eat. Toth, the other co-owner of Backcountry, usually kept the place stocked. The small cabin was normally reserved for him and his fiancée, Savannah. Considering the sensitivity of Sephie’s case, though, it made sense to use the property farthest from Seattle, and the most remote.

      He found a couple of packages of trail mix and chocolate peanut butter protein bars. That’d have to be breakfast until they got back from their shopping trip.

      Kevin lay on the wood floor, basking in the morning sun. Taschen had always wanted a dog. As a bachelor who traveled a lot for work, though, he didn’t feel it would be fair to the animal. Rami had Micha, a beautiful pit-bull mix that spent a lot of time at the office. Taking her for walks and teaching her tricks settled his dog fever. And this way, he didn’t have to wake up to shit on the floor. “You don’t shit on the floor, do ya Kev?”

      Kevin lifted his head, his snout wrinkling with offense.

      “That’s quite the accusation.” Sephie leaned against the doorway, her voice silky and demure. Her face was scrubbed clean and her hair, the color of burnt honey, tumbled over her shoulders in long, damp waves. She still wore the pajama pants and sweatshirt.

      If he were a lesser man, he’d have been embarrassed. Instead, he chuckled. “I was just thinking about the reasons why I don’t have a dog despite how much I want one.”

      Sephie’s eyes sparked with interest. She pushed away from the wall and nodded at the processed food on the counter. “Is that my breakfast?”

      “Made fresh by yours truly.”

      Her throaty laugh stirred something inside him. “It’s not every day I have a man make me breakfast.”

      A slow smile pulled at his lips. “I find that hard to believe.” Ah, dammit. If he could have swallowed those ill-thought words, he would have.

      Her eyes rounded with surprise, but she quickly recovered. She picked up a protein bar and opened the package. “I’m sure you make breakfast for female company more than you’d admit.”

      Amusement warmed his cheeks. Hell, this was going to be interesting. She was interesting.

      Before he could respond, she shrugged. “The shit on the floor isn’t that bad. As long as Kevin doesn’t get into chicken bones or rummage through the garbage for remnants of my pad thai, it rarely happens.”

      He slid a glance to the dog. Kevin blinked his heavy, sleepy lids, completely unamused. “Scratch that off the grocery list.”

      Sephie chortled, and the sound was almost funny coming from someone whose face made millions. “We should go. I’m dying to get out of these clothes.

      “I bet. Will Kevin be okay here?”

      “Oh, yeah. He’ll man the place. Right, buddy?”

      Kevin closed his eyes with a loud snore.

      “I think you killed my dog with all that activity this morning. He’s not used to that kind of play.” She picked up the trail mix and a bottle of water and made her way to the front door.

      He let his eyes roam over her slight body, and damn if he didn’t want to see what was beneath the baggy pj’s and sweatshirt. He locked up the cabin and they got in the truck. Swinging his gaze her way, he hesitated. On one hand, it was important she stayed out of the public eye, but on the other, she needed clothes and he didn’t want to just pick shit out for her. “How often do you get spotted in public?”

      Sephie shrugged. “Not that often. I’ve been out of the limelight for a while. It’s been years since I’ve done an interview.” She glanced down at herself. “Considering my current state, I don’t think anyone would recognize me.”

      “The town’s small. Maybe a couple thousand people. So it’s pretty safe. We’ll get what you need and get home. After that, unfortunately it will be best you don’t leave the cabin.”

      She sighed. “Guess I’ll have to live with that.”

      “We can stream a movie later,” he offered. “Not sure if you saw, but there’s also a hot tub out back.”

      “I don’t have a bathing suit.”

      “I’m sure we can find one. It won’t be designer, but⁠—”

      She scoffed. “You must really think I’m a snob, don’t you?”

      He tugged at his collar. He wasn’t doing a good job not offending her. “Never said that. It’s just—not what you’re used to I’m sure.”

      “I’ll have you know I got these runners for forty bucks. And the pajama pants”—she plucked at the material—“were on sale.”

      “What about the sweater?” he asked out of amusement.

      She traced her hand down the sleeve. “A gift from my ex, actually. So you see, it’s not like I’m decked out in designer clothes. I buy what I like.”

      The mention of a previous boyfriend made jealousy streak through him. The shock of that response was almost as surprising as her mentioning her ex. He pulled at his collar again, the neckline shrinking every minute he spent in the vehicle with her. “Point made.”

      Questions bubbled on his tongue while his mind worked to remember anything in the tabloids about Sephie going through a breakup. Nothing came forth, but prior to meeting the star in person, he hadn’t given a shit about celebrity gossip.

      He wanted to know more. And fuck that bugged him. But not asking her about her ex would bug him more than asking would. “This, uh, boyfriend⁠—”

      “Ex-boyfriend.” Her tone rang with a note of finality. Thank god.

      “Any chance he’s the one who attacked you? I mean, let’s be real. You posting that video could give someone the opportunity to hurt you without them being suspected.” He swung his gaze her way and her eyes turned glassy.

      “That never even crossed my mind.”

      Interesting. He tucked that away to examine later. Rubbing his tongue along the roof of his mouth, he carefully selected his next words. “Never crossed your mind because he wasn’t the angry type? Or never crossed your mind as a possibility period?”

      She shook her head. “Danny . . . he. I dunno.” She huffed loudly. “He was the angry type. But no. There’s no way he’d try to kill me. Not only would he not have a motive, but he just wouldn’t take the risk. He isn’t stupid.”

      “Smart people usually hire a hit man.”

      Silence.

      “It wasn’t Danny.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because Danny Ventral and I broke up eighteen months ago. He’s already engaged, with a baby on the way. I don’t see why he’d try to kill me now.”

      Taschen grunted. All right, so he had to admit the guy didn’t fit the bill. But at least he’d gotten some information about her ex. He’d Google that shit later. Because apparently now he cared a lot about celebrity gossip.

      Or at least about one celebrity in particular.
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        * * *

      

      Taschen reached into the back seat and pulled out a baseball hat. “Here.” He fit the material over her head and tugged down the bill.

      She touched the black rim and looked in the visor mirror. “Really, a Bulls fan?”

      “It’s all I’ve got.”

      “I guess no one will suspect it’s me.”

      He slid out of the truck and she followed. The nearly empty parking lot reflected the heat of the blazing sun. After clean underwear, the most important thing on her list was shorts.

      They made their way into the department store and Taschen grabbed a cart. “Just get whatever you think you’ll need. If you forget anything, I can come back later.”

      “Okay.”

      They went to the women’s department first. Taschen sat on a small bench near the changerooms and pulled out his phone. Which was great because she really didn’t want him to watch her pick out bras and panties.

      While Taschen’s attention was on the screen in his hand, she selected a package of bikini and thong underwear as well as three bras. Next, she picked out two pajama sets, one with shorts and one with pants, both with tank tops. Finally, she added denim shorts, leggings, and T-shirts. Her gaze caught an athletic set. No, she didn’t need that. But she’d probably be bored at the cabin. A run might do her good.

      “Get whatever you want,” Taschen said.

      She glanced over. “Spying on me?”

      A smile danced in his eyes. “Never. But there’s yoga mats and weights at the cabin if you need something more stimulating to do.”

      She nodded. “Thank you.” After choosing the bright-pink pants with matching sports bra, she grabbed a package of socks and steered the cart back to where he waited. “All done.”

      “You sure? What about shoes?”

      “These are fine,” she insisted. As much as she needed items for comfort and practicality, the more she bought, the more her situation would seem long lasting.

      He stood. “And a bathing suit?”

      Heat crawled up her neck and her nipples tightened. Her mind wandered at the thought of the hot tub. Did he assume she’d go in with him? Or would they use it separately? “Um, I forgot.”

      He walked beside her to the wall of swimwear. Her highly attuned senses fizzled as he waited. A quick glance at his face reflected nothing but disinterest and patience. Spotting a plain black one-piece, she checked the rod for her size. None. Dammit. The other one-pieces came in hideous colors that would only make it obvious she was concerned about modesty.

      “Do you want to try it on?”

      The next swimsuit she landed on happened to be a violet-colored bikini, but it was in her size and would get them the hell away from this department. “Nope. This will do.”

      “Perfect. What about Kevin? We can get him some bowls and stuff.”

      “Sure, that’d be great.” They went to the pet department and Taschen threw bowls, toys, treats, and even a dog bed into the cart. “That’s really not necessary.”

      He shrugged. “I figure it’s not a bad idea to have pet items at the cabin. You never know if another dog will stay there.”

      She tipped back her head so she could meet his eyes from beneath the bill of her hat. “I feel like you’re trying to steal my dog. Just know he’s coming home with me after this.”

      He chuckled. “Why don’t we let Kevin decide?”

      She gasped in mock outrage. “I can’t believe you’d put him in that position.”

      Taschen’s smile met his eyes. “All joking aside, he’s a pretty great dog.”

      “The best.” She was biased, but it was nice when someone else saw how wonderful Kevin was, too. Yvette liked him, but she didn’t exactly appreciate the essence that was Kevin.

      They finished their spree with a stop in the grocery department. Once again, he urged her to get whatever she wanted. He selected eggs, veggies, and meat while she reached for yogurt, fruit, and chocolate.

      “Do you drink coffee?” he asked.

      She wrinkled her nose. “No. My adrenals can’t handle the caffeine.”

      His mouth worked into a grin. “Your adrenals, huh? Well, mine are probably shot since I need this shit to function.” He tossed a bag of ground coffee into the cart.

      “I’ll take some tea.” She grabbed a couple of her favorite herbals before going through the checkout.

      Maybe it was just her paranoia, but their clerk seemed to stare at her a little too hard. Her spine vibrated as they turned away. On the way out the door she inched closer to Taschen. “I think she recognized me.”

      He slanted a gaze down at her. “Oh yeah? Don’t worry too much. For all she knows we’re on our way out of town.”

      He unlocked the truck as they reached it. “Hop in. I’ll load up. I don’t want to take any more chances.”

      She obeyed, getting in the front passenger seat. The hat was starting to annoy her forehead but she didn’t dare take it off. He placed one bag after another into the back of the cab. A minute later he got in the driver’s seat.

      “All set?”

      “Yup.”

      He clicked the radio on, and she let her shoulders relax as a new pop song played. Taschen pulled onto the main street. The upbeat song ended and the host announced the news. Sephie’s stomach tightened. Taschen reached forward to change the dial, but she snagged his wrist. “Just wait.”

      He lowered his hand out of her grip. “You sure?”

      She nodded.

      “There are so many sad hearts across the country after the announcement of Pippa Surf’s passing. The young star was a beam of energy on the hit teen sitcom Sera and Me. I grew up watching that show and loved seeing Pippa blossom as an actor. Our thoughts and prayers are with her family at this difficult time. They have asked the public to respect their privacy.”

      Sephie closed her eyes at the mention of her friend’s family. Her parents had divorced when Pippa was young and the custody battle and financials were messy even then. She could only imagine the war going on between Pippa’s mother and father right now.

      “Did you know her family well?”

      “Yeah.” She sighed. “Pippa was closest with her mom and brother. She had two stepsiblings but wasn’t close with them. And she became estranged from her father after the divorce. He was still a part of her life, though.” She glanced out the window. “I wish I could call her mom. Last night I—I didn’t think through my actions. All I wanted to do was stop any rumors about how Pippa died. I didn’t think about how my story would affect Annie and Clayton.”

      Taschen’s fingers dangled near the gear shift, inches from hers. His knuckles brushed the back of her hand, but he didn’t take her fingers in his. “I’m sorry. That’s hard. But I’m sure her mom understands where you’re coming from. And the story you told, it wasn’t just about Pippa. It was your story, too. One you have the right to share.”

      An ache spread deep within her chest. Of course she’d suspected he’d watched her broadcast—who hadn’t? But his words confirmed he had in fact listened to some of the most sordid, nauseating realities of her past. “So you watched it.”

      Seconds clipped by. “I did. I’ll admit, I was helping my sister move last night so I hadn’t heard the news about Pippa. When my boss called me, he disclosed the facts.” More silence stretched on. “I listened to it on the way to get you.”

      She rolled in her lips.

      “If it’s any consolation, your video was taken down. I was only able to watch it because Rami downloaded it. The more details we have, the better we can protect you.” He scratched his head. “But I’m sorry. I guess curiosity got the best of me. I didn’t really think⁠—”

      “It’s fine.” She let out a nervous laugh. “Most of the country’s watched by now. It’s no one’s fault but my own.”

      “I wish I’d been there.” His voice was low and gruff, almost dangerous.

      “What do you mean?”

      A muscle in his jaw jumped. “I wish I’d been there when you were a kid. I’d have killed the guy who gave you the alcohol and held you on his lap.”

      Disgust crawled over her skin, and her eyes burned with hate. She’d give anything to erase her past, to free herself from her childhood. “Nothing can be done about that now.” The smallness of her voice made her cringe.

      His fingers brushed hers again. “You are doing something, though.” He moved his gaze from the road to her for a second. The earnestness in his eyes ensnared her. “You might not realize it yet, but you’re taking that sonofabitch down.” He returned his attention to the road and kept talking.

      “You’ve started the process. Now that you’ve come forth, others will, too. Not only will Raymond not be able to deny what he did to you, but he’ll be ruined. Pippa would be proud of you.” His voice boomed with authority. “It might not feel like it right now, but you’ve created change. And you very possibly saved a young child about to audition for one of his shows.”

      Gratitude made her eyes water. She bit down on her trembling lip so she wouldn’t cry. His words had melted her heart. “If that happens—just one kid is saved from this industry—then this is all worth it.”

      “Damn right it is.”

      The radio host continued with the news, their focus shifting from Pippa’s fate to Sephie’s video. “Okay, I can do without hearing that.” She turned down the volume and swung her attention to Taschen. “Think you could distract me?”

      He sent her another sloppy, boyish grin. “Whatd’ya have in mind?”

      Her cheeks tingled and her loins clenched. “Tell me something about yourself. Anything.”

      “Anything?” He rubbed the cleft of his chin with the tip of his thumb. “Let’s see. I’m single. I like long walks on the beach. I’ve got a soft spot for retired Hollywood stars and dogs with a deviated septum.”

      Sephie laughed long and deep from her belly. “I’ll have you know Kevin’s septum is fine. And I wasn’t asking for your dating profile.”

      “You’ve got a good laugh. I like it.”

      Desire swirled in her belly at the heady tone of his voice. “Well I can’t remember the last time I laughed like that, so I’m sorry to tell you it was a fluke. But seriously, I’d like to actually learn something about you that I don’t already know.”

      “You knew I like long walks on the beach?”

      She tsked. “Be serious. I’m starting to think you’re hiding things.”

      He lifted a shoulder. “I’m an open book. I just don’t know where to start. I served in the military, black ops for two tours. My parents desperately wanted me to find a low-key job, so I accepted a job offer from Rami Mitry after my second tour. He and his buddy Toth Holmes own Backcountry Protection Services. And, lo and behold, I took the first bullet to the head there.”

      Her mouth fell open. “Oh my god. You got shot in the head?”

      He brushed his fingers over the left side of his skull. From where she sat, she couldn’t see where he touched, but she’d already observed the scar that cut through his hair.

      “Yup. We were protecting a woman named Gigi. Her fiancé, August, works for Backcountry. She was at our safe house in the city. August had to leave town to track down her ex, who he believed was involved. I was at the apartment with her when a bunch of guys stormed the place. Shot me in the head and took her.”

      Sephie blinked. “That’s terrible. How did you survive?”

      He smirked. “Sheer luck. My sister, Dana, who also works for Backcountry, noticed that I’d left my laptop at the office. She knew I was at the safe house with Gigi, so she brought it over and found me bleeding out.”

      The image of Taschen bathed in blood, lying on the floor, almost dead, pounded her mind. She closed her eyes against the rush of emotions that filled her. “I’m so sorry. That’s terrible.”

      “The worst part is that they got Gigi.” He cleared his throat but his shoulders bunched with tension. “Shouldn’t have happened. But she’s fine. August rescued her while I was in surgery.” He flashed a smile but his expression lacked sincerity. “Thankfully everything ended well.”

      “Except the part about you being shot in the head,” she retorted. He clearly carried guilt about what happened, and dammit that irked her.

      “It was a deep graze.”

      “By the sounds of it, you would’ve died if Dana hadn’t found you when she did.”

      He let out a long sigh. “Yeah, I know. It’s just— I screwed up.” He stopped at a red light. With his left wrist resting on top of the steering wheel and his right elbow propped on the center console, he turned her way. Her fingers itched to touch the scruff on his jaw, to feel the sharp bristles against her palm. His lips parted gently as if drinking her in. “That won’t happen again. Ever. You don’t have to worry.”

      She swallowed. If he’d known the direction of her thoughts, he would’ve saved the proclamation. “I trust you.” She inhaled sharply through her nose. The words had jumped from her lips like a professional diver off a board.

      His mouth quirked. “Maybe you shouldn’t.”

      Delicious temptation electrified the air. The light turned green. Behind them, a horn beeped.

      “Um.” She pointed. “You should go.”

      He pressed his foot to the gas and steered his gaze back to the road. “I should do a lot of things,” he mumbled.

      She didn’t dare ask what he meant because god help her, she was going to say something she couldn’t take back.

      Her body still buzzed with life from the way he’d looked at her. His words held a hint of attraction and— No, no, no. She couldn’t go there.

      Saying she trusted him wasn’t necessarily a mistake. The dude was capable as hell and could probably take down ten men. Protection wasn’t her concern.

      Falling for a guy like him? Yeah, that was a problem.

      Because as attractive and nice as her bodyguard was, he’d never know the real her. No one would. After all, that was why things had fallen apart with Danny. Why she couldn’t keep anyone close to her except Yvette and Pippa.

      Only people on the inside of this business would ever understand. They’d never ask the tough questions though. The questions that would make their sparkly lives crumble with shame if they knew the answers.

      But Taschen. He was coming in hot with curiosity. And that screamed trouble.
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      Jesus H. Christ he had a problem.

      That problem might be barely five foot four and a buck fifteen soaking wet, but she was a problem all right. A problem for his head, a problem for his cock, and maybe even a problem for his job if he wasn’t more careful.

      But Sephie’s fuck-me eyes and pouty lips had done him in. Shit. She didn’t just have fuck-me eyes. She had a fuck-me face, fuck-me body, and fuck him he needed help.

      He’d let words slip that he shouldn’t have. He could practically hear Brick screaming in his ear about not having a professional bone in his body.

      He kept his focus on the road for the rest of the drive. He didn’t normally talk about that day with Gigi. He still hated that she’d been captured under his watch. The guys ribbed him constantly about his scars, but that didn’t bother him. It didn’t matter what he looked like when he knew how to fuck the way he did.

      But that wasn’t where his head should be. Matter of fact, his head, hands, and cock needed to stay far away from Sephie if he wanted to get through this job without getting torn a new asshole by his bosses.

      A contract with a former celebrity was one of the biggest stateside gigs Backcountry had earned. And if he screwed it up by getting handsy or coming on to the client, he’d be the one getting fucked.

      “I’m starving,” Sephie said, finally breaking the silence as they pulled into the long, tree-lined driveway.

      “Me, too. Why don’t you unpack your things and I’ll make lunch?”

      “That sounds amazing.”

      He parked in the carport and she got out at the same time he did. He rounded the vehicle just as she opened the back door to grab the bags. He took them from her hands. “Come on. I work for you, now. Let me do the lifting.”

      Her lips worked into a mischievous smirk. “Is that how this goes? You have to do what I want because I’m paying you?” She was too close. Her scent, warm vanilla frosting or some shit, floated to his nose, nearly knocking him off-balance.

      He tried to breathe the fresh, piney air, hoping it would sober him. It didn’t. He took a step backward. “Basically, but I’m a shitty employee so keep that in mind.”

      A hint of self-consciousness flashed across her face then vanished. Ah, hell. He’d insulted her. This was going to be a tough tightrope to walk—not leading her on and insinuating anything sexual, but also not seeming so disinterested he hurt her feelings.

      She moved away from the vehicle toward the front of the cabin. He muttered a curse, grabbed some more bags, and followed.

      She waited on the front porch, her arms wrapped around her middle. He set down a handful of bags and pulled out his keys. Fitting the correct one into the lock, he bumped open the door.

      Kevin yapped excitedly as he hopped and skittered in circles around them. “Come on, buddy. Inside.”

      Sephie snickered and bent to scoop up the squirming animal. “I’d like to say Kevin’s a good listener, but he just can’t hold his composure when you come home.”

      “I can tell,” he said with a laugh. He kicked off his shoes and carried the bags to the kitchen. Kevin’s nails tapped in his wake like Shirley fricken Temple. If he didn’t know any better, he’d guess the dog suspected they’d shopped for him.

      He dug into the bag and pulled out a stuffed squirrel. He ripped off the tag and tossed it into the living room. Kevin let out a hoot, chased and picked up the animal, and hopped onto the couch to snuggle the stuffy.

      “You realize you’re now going to have to do that every time you come home, right?”

      Taschen’s smile faltered. Her words pulsed through the air, hitting him in the chest.

      Home.

      For as long as he could remember, all he’d wanted was a family of his own. A wife, a dog, and kids to chase around and keep him young. Thirty-four wasn’t old, but the time to start a family and enjoy playing with his children before he got old as fuck was running out.

      Sephie’s brow wrinkled with interest. “Did I say something?”

      “Ah—no.” He reached into the grocery bags. “Just thinking there’s a nice trail out back. Maybe we can take Kevin for a walk later?”

      Her eyes sparked with interest. “Sure. He’d love that.” She approached the island and took the three bags containing her items. “I’m going to unpack these.” She turned, paused, and pivoted back to face him. “And Taschen. Thanks.”

      He froze with a tub of sour cream in hand. “For what?”

      She shrugged. “Everything. For the clothes, for taking care of Kevin—and me—and for sharing things about yourself. It helped keep my mind off things.”

      Amusement flooded through him. “I’m glad my getting shot in the head helped you.”

      She let out a gruff laugh and rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean.” She sauntered out of the kitchen and he let his smirk spread.

      Goddamn he had it bad.

      His phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out and glanced at the screen. Rami. “Hello?”

      “Hey man. All settled?”

      “Pretty much.” He started putting away the items. “I hope you’re calling to tell me they caught the guy who broke into Sephie’s apartment and attacked her.”

      Rami grunted. “According to the police report, the guy was gone when they got there. Signs of forced entry, and they even found a needle that must have fallen in the struggle. Forensics are being done, but that will take time.”

      “Something tells me they won’t have this guy in the database.” Distaste filled him. He wished like hell they had an ID on the perp. He’d find the bastard himself.

      “You’re probably right. If this was a professional hit, there won’t be anything to trace back to the intruder. But she did good. They’d have nothing if it wasn’t for her quick action.”

      Taschen lifted his gaze to the hallway. Sephie sure as hell was resourceful. She just shouldn’t be in this position to begin with.
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        * * *

      

      Sephie pulled the sky-blue T-shirt over her head. The color was bright and pretty and nicely matched the light-wash cutoff shorts. Combing her hair to the side as she stared in the mirror, she let her gaze drift to the makeup on the counter.

      She’d bought only mascara and eyeshadow because she’d been practically sweating with Taschen shopping next to her. The last thing she wanted was for him to think she was trying to doll herself up for him. But not trying also said something, too.

      Groaning, she picked up the palette and applied the dusty-pink powder then flicked on the black mascara. There. At least she looked human. And if he read too much into it, that was on him.

      She’d already put her items away and was starting to feel more at home. Maybe it was because Kevin seemed to love it here. Or because being so close to nature lowered her cortisol levels.

      Or maybe it was the ex-soldier in the kitchen.

      She shook her head, tucking away that thought. Taschen was . . . unique. Intense but with a sense of humor. Huge and formidable but with a side of cinnamon roll. And enough masculinity to fill a fighting ring.

      Enough. She had to keep her head on straight. Pippa just died for god’s sake and— Oh no. She had to find out about the funeral. Since she’d had to leave her phone with Yvette and couldn’t communicate directly with anyone right now, she was out of the loop.

      She made her way back to the kitchen. Her footsteps faltered at the doorway. Taschen stood with his back to her, a tea towel thrown over his black T-shirt and a utensil in his hand. He tossed food around a pan.

      Grease sizzled, and the scents of bacon and hash browns filled the air. “Smells good,” she said, as she crossed the floor to the island.

      Taschen turned. “Hope you’re hungry.” His pearly whites flashed and his eyes warmed.

      Her belly constricted. She was hungry, all right. Starving for a giant slice of man cake. “Um, yeah. So hungry.” The words came out forced. All she really cared about was if his abs were as tight and built as the rest of him.

      “I made you tea.” He nodded at the cup on the island. “We forgot honey, so it’s plain.”

      She wrapped her hands around the porcelain that read The Only Life Is Cabin Life. “That’s perfect. Thanks.”

      He turned off the stove and removed two plates from the cupboard. His large bronzed hands worked as he served their food with all the fixings. “Grab a seat.”

      She followed him to the table. He placed the plate in front of her and took the seat beside her. They ate and then cleaned the kitchen in comfortable silence.

      “Want to go for that walk?” he asked, as she tucked the last utensil in the dishwasher. She glanced at the window.

      “Sure, it looks beautiful out.”

      “Good thing I grabbed a leash for Kevin, too.”

      She wiped her hands on the dish towel he’d left on the counter, and minutes later they were strolling along a narrow path through the woods. The bright-green leaves and buzz of nature revitalized her senses. “It’s a nice day.” She ducked away from a low-lying branch.

      Kevin jogged beside them. Taschen held the leash.

      “Sure is.”

      “Do you come here often? Or is the cabin just used for clients?”

      “It’s Toth’s cabin, used mainly as one of our safe houses. He and Savannah usually come out a couple times a month to maintain the property, but me and the guys have been helping since Toth and Savannah had their son a few months ago. You should meet Roman. He’s really cute.”

      The idea of Taschen holding a baby made her grin. He was so big, so masculine, that picturing him with a little baby made her heart melt. “I’d love to. It’s nice you get to spend some time here.”

      “I come once in a while to clear my head. It’s a great spot. I’d love to have something of my own close by.” His voice held a wistful note. Curiosity pulled at her.

      “So why don’t you?”

      He cocked an eyebrow then shrugged. “I don’t get away very often. I either help out my parents or sister on my days off, see friends, things like that. I go for hikes,” he added, his voice still full of longing. “But not enough to justify owning another property.”

      She nodded. “I get it. I don’t like to leave town by myself. I usually plan trips with friends, and I traveled when I was with Danny.”

      He stiffened, and his hand seemed to tighten on the leash. She tilted up her chin and noted the tension along his jaw.

      “Did I say something?”

      “Nope. Not at all. Just— I was thinking about why you and Danny split.”

      She made an O shape with her lips. “That’s boring. But long story short, he and I were too different. He liked to party. Always wanted me to get back into acting—I think he just wanted the connections. I explained that it wasn’t part of my life anymore, but he never understood. Said I’d made a name for myself and such good money that I was crazy to throw it away.” She swallowed as her mind stretched toward the dark places she fought to keep away from.

      Raymond’s slimy hands massaging her shoulders.

      She shook off the feeling. “We stuck it out for a while, about a year. I think he was already seeing someone else by the time we parted ways.”

      “You didn’t date anyone after him?”

      She chortled. “Have you seen the dating pool? My god, it’s horrific out there. Everyone just wants sex. I don’t have anything in common with anyone.”

      It was the cold, stark truth. Not only did no one understand her, no one cared. She’d tried a few dating apps, and between the dozens of raunchy profiles promising sexual acts, there’d be the odd person who seemed to have their shit together. Then after a few short discussions, she’d find they had no spark.

      Taschen grunted, and she grimaced at her choice of words. He was too observant. He might not pry, but he’d come to his own conclusions, and the last thing she needed was for him to make assumptions about her—if he hadn’t already.

      “I feel that,” he finally said. “Most women I talk to don’t want anything serious.”

      She widened her eyes. Thankfully her focus was on Kevin hopping over a branch, so Taschen couldn’t see her reaction. “And you do?” She glanced up to read him.

      “I want someone with a sense of responsibility. Someone who cares about their health and future.” A long pause dragged out before he continued. “I want a family.”

      Something twinged in her chest. She used to dream about having a family someday . . . about being a mom. Not anymore.

      How could she learn to be a mother when her own mother had exploited her?

      She kept that tidbit to herself. They walked for an hour before heading back to the cabin. Taschen excused himself to make a phone call in the backyard, so she put on a TV show.

      An hour later, she clicked off the mind-numbing program and found Taschen in the kitchen. “There’s something I need your help with,” she said.

      He looked up from the steaks he had marinating on a plate. “What’s that?”

      “Can you find out about Pippa’s funeral? I—I really need to go.”

      His hazel eyes widened. “Shit, Seph. I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      She wet her lips. “I figured you’d say that.” The familiar sting of annoyance hit her in the chest, but she shoved it away. She wouldn’t react like she had this morning.

      Besides, at the end of the day, she wasn’t a prisoner. He could offer advice regarding her next move, but he couldn’t make it for her. “I want to go. It’s important to me that I attend. Can you please reach out to Yvette for the details?”

      His eyes grew small and he compressed his lips. “Yeah. Of course. I’ll text our receptionist Pearl and she’ll find out whatever she can right away.”

      “I’d appreciate it.”

      He washed his hands then pulled out his phone. When he’d finished, he slipped it back into his pocket. “Done.”

      “Thank you.” She knotted her hands and swayed back and forth. “There’s something else.”

      He tilted his head. “I was picking up on that. Go on.”

      “I know this sounds dumb, but . . . I need to see what’s being said online.” She closed her eyes as waves of emotion crashed inside her. She couldn’t explain the pull. The need to know what was being said and uncovered about Pippa’s death. Yes, a lot of it would be speculation. But she wanted to know even if she couldn’t vocalize her opposition right now.

      Taschen frowned. “Uh, well. I mean as long as you don’t log in to any of your social media accounts or, you know, comment anywhere. I think that’s safe enough.”

      Gratitude made some of her sadness trickle away. He hadn’t even asked her why. Was he always this easygoing? She was used to having every decision questioned and argued.

      She respected him for his silent acceptance. His patient and understanding ways. He unlocked his phone and held it out. “Have at it. Think you’ll be hungry for dinner in about an hour?”

      “Yeah, that’s perfect. Let me know if you need a hand.” But her mind had already drifted toward the world she hated so much. She swiped her finger over the glass screen and meandered to the couch, dropping into the leather.

      Kevin hopped up and curled against her side. Following Taschen’s advice, she didn’t access her personal accounts but instead went to one of Pippa’s public social media pages. The image pinned to the top of the page was a picture of Pippa and her, coffees in hand and smiling at the camera. The caption beneath announced her death.

      The photo had been taken only six weeks ago. They’d spent the morning shopping and had lunch. Little had she known it would be the last time she’d see her best friend alive.

      Her mind drudged up the conversations they’d had that day. Sephie raked through them, dissecting everything Pippa had said. No red flags came to mind. Nothing had alerted her to the fact that Pippa might harm herself. But that’s how these things often went. Sometimes even the closest family members and friends knew nothing was amiss with their loved one before they took their own life.

      She’d read the caption numerous times when she first heard the news. Now, she flicked through the comments. Many celebrities and colleagues expressed their shock and devastation. One comment, by Sikko101, jumped out at her.

      Her breath caught in her throat and she straightened. She read and reread the words, and each time, her stomach clenched.

      She knew. Pippa had proof and was working with James Libby.

      The air thickened. If Pippa knew something, was planning some elaborate exposé, she’d have told Sephie.

      Right?

      She couldn’t let one comment from a random person online throw her into a frenzy. But was there any truth to the remark? She clicked on the person’s profile. Zero posts and zero followers. Probably a troll account.

      But if someone wanted to get information out there, make people look closely at Pippa’s death without incriminating themselves, they’d do it anonymously. Just like Sikko101.

      As much as she wanted to ignore the comment, she owed it to Pippa to examine every angle.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Six


          

        

      

    

    
      Taschen sliced through the juicy steak, stabbed his fork into the mushrooms and onions, and popped the last bite of his food into his mouth. He stifled a groan of pleasure before pushing away his plate. They sat outside, and he inhaled the warm air while he brought his attention back to Sephie.

      Sephie kept her gaze down while moving a piece of gristle with her fork. She’d been quiet all evening, but at least she’d eaten. Was she upset by something she’d found online? Or did it have something to do with him? “How was your steak?”

      Her chin snapped up as if she’d been lost in thought and he’d surprised her. “Oh. Good. Really good.”

      His phone dinged, and he lifted the screen to read Pearl’s text message.

      The funeral is at 1:00 p.m. tomorrow.

      More details followed, but he barely registered them. He turned the device so she could read.

      Her face fell. “Thank you.” She returned to the world she’d been lost in.

      “I’m sorry.”

      Her gaze flitted to his. “Don’t be. Once the service is over, I hope peace will come.”

      “It’ll take time, but it will.”

      The sun was low in the sky, sending pink and orange streaks over the treetops. The sounds of crickets and birds would’ve been calming if it wasn’t for the weight of Sephie’s situation on his shoulders. He stood and gathered their plates. “I’m going to clean up the kitchen then get in the hot tub. Care to join me?”

      She blinked. “Um. Yeah, I guess that’d be nice.”

      He hooked an eyebrow. “No pressure. Just a quick dip. Or if you want, you can go yourself and I’ll go in after you.”

      She waved him off. “No, I’m fine. I’ll help and then get changed.”

      Sephie passed him dishes and he loaded the dishwasher. Kevin sat right next to Taschen’s feet, his hopeful little face turned up, waiting for a crumb. “We’ll feed ya, buddy. Hang on.”

      Sephie chortled. “His stomach is a bottomless pit. I’ve never seen anyone so tiny eat so much.”

      “Mind if I give him some steak? I saved a small piece.” He nodded at his plate by the sink.

      “You’re really trying to steal my dog, aren’t you? Has this been your ploy all along?” Humor laced her words. He laughed and she rolled her eyes. “Yes, he can have the steak.”

      He picked up the steak and tossed it into the dog’s dish with some dry kibble then scratched Kevin’s head. “See, Kev? I told you I’d convince her.”

      Sephie grinned and his heart constricted. Making her smile while she was thinking about her best friend’s funeral was a worthy mission.

      “I’m going to get changed,” she said. “I’ll meet you out there.”

      “Sounds good.” He finished up in the kitchen then went to his bedroom. Light shone beneath Sephie’s door, and his imagination instantly brought forth the image of her stripping. His pulse ricocheted in his ears and desire spurred inside him. He shut his bedroom door and rolled his shoulders, but it didn’t calm the rod in his pants.

      This was stupid.

      He was acting like a horny fucking teenager. He should be able to share an evening dip with a woman without getting a hard-on. He removed his clothes and pulled on a pair of orange swim trunks he kept at the cabin.

      He took out some towels from the linen closet in the hall. “I got the towels,” he called to Sephie’s closed door.

      “Okay, be right out.” Her voice sounded strained and pitchy.

      Conflict battled inside him. Maybe he was crossing a line. Hell, who the fuck was he kidding? Of course he was. He wouldn’t go hot-tubbing with any other client, for fuck’s sake. He blew a breath through tight lips and went outside.

      Kevin followed and went to one of his resting spots by the stairs. With the porchlight off, the only illumination came from the eastern part of the sky, where the sun’s last rays clung to the atmosphere. The mauve dusk was being washed away by black.

      He peeled back the hot tub cover and chlorine-scented steam billowed out. He checked the temperature and got in. Warmth spread around his body as he sank into one of the deep seats. The back door opened and Sephie padded across the wood-planked deck, a towel tied at her breasts. She kept her eyes downcast, and a pink blush filled her cheeks.

      He fought the urge to smile. He’d told her he’d brought towels out, but clearly she’d wanted to cover herself. Which was a damn shame but also cute as hell.

      She unwrapped the white terry cloth and tossed the material on the bench. “How’s the water?”

      Her question barely entered his mind as his gaze took in her sleek arms and neck, full breasts barely contained by the violet bikini top, tight waist, and luscious hips.

      Part of him prayed she’d turn around. Needed to see her from behind. She didn’t.

      He cleared his throat. “Nice. It’s warm.”

      She stepped inside and quickly dropped into one of the seats, once again leaving him bereft. He could look at her body for hours. Her hair was tied back in a messy bun and a few wayward locks were already wet and stuck to her neck. She tilted back her head and looked over her shoulder at the night sky. “It’s so pretty out here.”

      He grunted. “Gorgeous.” The word fell from his lips carrying more meaning and weight than usual. Because he wasn’t referring to the soaring mountains or the span of stars over the towering trees.

      The beauty of the wilderness had nothing on Sephie. She met his gaze, her eyes slightly wide, as though she was unsure she understood his meaning. God, she really was so fucking beautiful. If she’d decided to take her career farther, she’d have been an A-list actor for sure.

      He had to change the direction of his thoughts and get onto a light topic before he said or did something he couldn’t follow through with.

      “Find out anything on social media today?” He hadn’t wanted to ask, but it was the only thing that had come to mind. Not so light.

      She brought her arms closer to her body and swung her attention to the forest. “I mean, yeah. They’re saying all kinds of shit.” She spoke low, hesitant. “Mostly just nasty rumors.”

      He nodded. He could surmise what people would say about a star dying so young. “I’m sorry,” he offered. “Don’t let it get to you. Most people know nothing and just speculate.”

      She glanced at the water.

      His radar echoed. “Sephie,” he said, slowly and deliberately.

      She looked at him. Tears swam in her eyes, making the green as bright as emeralds and the gold striations a vibrant array of color.

      “Tell me what’s wrong.” He hated the demanding ring of his voice, but Christ, if someone had said something to hurt her, he’d fucking lose it.

      She shook her head, but the tears fell as she lowered her chin. “I—I’m still trying to cope.” Inch by inch she brought her attention back to his face.

      Her stare slammed into him. Pain and torment crumpled her slight features. Her chin trembled, and she drew her knees in close to her chest. “What if Pippa didn’t commit suicide? What if . . . what if she was murdered?” Her bottom lip parted from her top, and all he wanted to do was lean in and swipe his thumb over her supple mouth.

      Then, like marbles hitting quicksand, her words sunk in. “You think she was murdered?”

      She swallowed. “I don’t believe she killed herself.”

      He combed his wet hand through his hair. Hell, there was no right way to talk about this. Either she was right and suspicious play was involved in Pippa’s death, or she was wrong and would eventually have to acknowledge that she didn’t know as much about her friend as she’d thought. Either one fucking sucked.

      “Shit. I mean, I guess there’s always that possibility. But keep in mind, these are the types of rumors that often surround celebrity deaths. I’m not saying there isn’t any truth to it, but there’d have to be a reason to kill her, right?”

      She brought that damn sexy lip between her teeth and nodded, her eyes glassy. “Yeah. That’s what the commenter said. That Pippa had proof of something and was working with James Libby. I looked him up and he’s an investigative journalist from Los Angeles.”

      Taschen whistled through his teeth. Hell. He’d heard of James Libby, and while the guy was respected and credible, he also went for the juiciest career-ending stories. If anyone was walking on borrowed time, it was James Libby.

      Her eyes grew increasingly sad. If he could take back his earlier question about what she’d found on social media, he would, just to lessen her heartache even temporarily.

      Indecision pooled inside him. Then she gave him another doe-eyed look and sucked him right into her vortex. He leaned forward and caught her hand. Her small fingers curled into his palm as he gingerly pulled her to his side of the hot tub.

      Part of him wanted to draw her right onto his lap. Or at least hold and comfort her like he had every other female in his life. Maybe that was the hardest thing about being around Sephie. She had no one to love her, no one to wipe away her tears, or, Christ, even just give her a shoulder to cry on. All his life, that’s the role he’d had as a big brother. He’d chased away more bullies as a kid and pummeled more assholes as an adult than should have been necessary.

      He’d always protected Dana. Had always shielded the brunt of hardship for any female because for some fucked-up reason, he couldn’t stand to see a woman cry.

      And Sephie’s tears downright gutted him.

      He’d already overstepped once or twice, though, and he’d make sure not to do it when she was vulnerable if it killed him. He guided her to the seat next to him and let go of her hand. “It’s prettier from here,” he said softly, nodding at the wilderness around them. “Can’t see the stars from where you were sitting.”

      She gave him a shaky smile. “Thank you.” She relaxed against the headrest and a long sigh came from her mouth a moment later. “It’s hard to believe all the turmoil in my life when I can look at something so breathtaking.”

      He kept his gaze on the moon, now hanging above the trees. “I can relate.” Once again, he’d been referring to her. Being near Sephie was intoxicating, haunting, and Jesus, enticing. Several beats passed. “If James Libby knows anything, I promise I’ll find out the truth.”

      She turned to him, her eyes wide. “Taschen. You don’t have to get involved. I⁠—”

      “Honey, this is nothing. I’ve been up against far worse than some story-hungry journalist and a potentially murderous Hollywood producer.”

      One slim, delicate eyebrow lifted. “Really? Sounds like you live on the wild side.”

      “Wild enough.”

      Her fingers lifted from the water and brushed over his cheek, featherlight soft and warm. “Is that how you got this scar?”

      He caught her hand and lowered it beneath the rippling surface. “I wish I had a cool war story for that one.” He grunted. “Some prick harassed my sister at a bar and I lost it. Beat the shit out of him, but I also took a bottle to the face.”

      Sephie gasped. “Oh my god. That’s awful.”

      He fought the chuckle. “Dana hates that story. She said it was the worst night of her life next to finding me half dead at the safe house.”

      Her gaze roamed his face, serene yet serious. “You’re really something, you know that?”

      He let out a laugh. “I’m going to let that lie as cryptic as you left it. Something is right. What that something is—that’s another story.”

      Her smile almost touched her sad eyes. “Your something is pretty impressive.”

      She turned her gaze back to the stars, but the smile stayed on her face, warming him from the inside out.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Taschen’s energy dominated the hot tub. Scratch that. He dominated the whole forest. But his gentle, coaxing attitude allowed her to relax for the first time since she read about Pippa’s death.

      He just let her . . . be. He didn’t press, didn’t prod. Didn’t make any moves on her. Which she should be grateful for. Partially she was. Right now she needed a guy in her pants like she needed a hole in her head.

      But Taschen’s laid-back persona? She could live with that.

      They stayed in the warm water long after the jets shut off. He didn’t move to restart them and she didn’t either. The quiet was just what she needed. Every once in a while she’d let her gaze creep toward him and take in the tattoos on his chest and shoulders. Some snaked down his arms.

      Hot.

      Sinfully sexy.

      If she didn’t keep her hormones in check, she wouldn’t be able to stop herself from climbing on top of him and screwing him senseless right here, right now.

      She forced a fake, ragged yawn. “It’s getting late. I think I’m going to have a quick shower and go to bed.”

      “Okay. I’ll bring Kevin in when I close up. I’ll see you at breakfast.”

      “Don’t you want help shutting things down?”

      He waved her off. “I can manage covering the hot tub. Go get some rest.”

      Once again, he made her insides warm and fuzzy. If it wouldn’t have made things extremely awkward, she’d have given him a friendly kiss on the cheek for such a nice evening. “All right. But I’m cooking in the morning. It’s the least I can do.”

      His teeth flashed. “I’ll never argue with a woman in the kitchen.”

      “Smart man.” She stood, and water sluiced down her body. The cold air wrapped around her torso, sending goosebumps up and down her skin. Her nipples tightened as she reached for her towel. Because of where she’d tossed it on the bench, there was no way to avoid showing him her backside without looking extremely awkward.

      As she wrapped the towel around her waist, she swung her gaze to Taschen. He hadn’t moved, but every chiseled line of his face had hardened. His eyes drilled into her, chasing away the goosebumps and leaving flames in their wake. Flames that could only be exterminated by one—very effective—method.

      She ignored the pulsing between her legs as she climbed the stairs to the deck. “Uh. See you tomorrow,” she squeaked. Oh, dear god. She turned around so he wouldn’t see her grimace at the sound of her desperate voice.

      “Night.”

      Her wet feet slapped against the boards. Kevin lifted his head and blinked, judgment in his liquid-black eyes. She slipped inside and scurried to the bathroom. With the door shut and locked, she cranked on the hot water and removed her swimsuit.

      Warm water pelted her skin as she stepped underneath the spray. Steam thickened the air, and she closed her eyes for a beat. Need pulsed through her loins, and her traitorous nipples were still taut and in need of attention.

      Not that she’d get any from Taschen. That’d be too reckless. Dropping her head back, she let her fingers roam her body. She might not be able to have him, but she could at least relieve some of the pressure so she didn’t combust.

      Taschen’s smiling face and tanned, toned body filled her mind’s eye. God, if his cock was as big as the rest of him, she’d split in two. She touched her folds, and pleasure tightened her inner thighs. Pushing two fingers inside herself, she stifled a cry and her eyelids flickered.

      In seconds her body spasmed as pleasure seized her limbs. She came fast and hard, riding out the ripples of her orgasm.

      Footsteps sounded outside the door, and a gentle knock followed. “Do you want me to leave Kevin in your room?”

      “Uhm . . .” The word was strangled, part moan, part jumbled mess. Removing her fingers from her most delicate area, she forced stability into her voice and gripped the wall for support. “Yes. That’s fine, thanks.”

      Silence. “Everything okay?”

      “Yup!” She turned her face to the spray, wishing she could just dissolve.

      “O-Okay. G’night.”

      “Night,” she said, through the water running over her face.

      Geez. Had she really just pleasured herself with him outside the door? He hadn’t heard. There was no way.

      But the slutty part of her wished that he had.
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      Taschen dropped Kevin on Sephie’s bed. The gentle splashing of water in the tub made desire thrum over his shaft. Only it wasn’t just the picture of Sephie in the shower that got him hot. He wasn’t a nosy perv or a Peeping Tom, but her husky little gasp of surprise had sure hinted something else was going on in there.

      The fact that she was pleasuring herself right next door when he was present and capable of doing the job for her made him feel . . . off. Almost ungentlemanly. Maybe he should’ve offered a hand. Next time.

      “Night, Kevin.” He ruffled the pup’s ears then crossed the hall to his room, passing the occupied bathroom on the way. The light still shone beneath. He needed to rinse off, too, but he’d wait in his room to give her privacy.

      While he waited, he texted the guys asking if a couple of them would volunteer to escort them to the funeral. His eyes would be on Sephie the entire time, so he wanted to make sure someone was on the lookout for anyone who might show extra interest in her. Brick and Rami offered to come and he thanked them both. He then sent a message to Dana asking if she’d watch Kevin while they were in Portland. She responded instantly with confirmation.

      A few minutes later, Sephie’s bedroom door clicked shut. He showered quickly then climbed into bed. Tomorrow, Sephie—no, his client—had a funeral, and he had to carry himself with the utmost professionalism. She might put on a brave face, as she had this evening, but he could only imagine that attending her best friend’s funeral would be like being dragged over a sheet of nails with the whole world watching.

      With a towel around his hips, he stepped into the hall. Sephie’s bedroom light was off. He turned toward his own room, but moving away from her was like walking with cement blocks on his feet.

      Fuck, he wanted her.

      He put on a pair of briefs and got into bed, where he tossed and turned while the memory of Sephie’s raspy little voice rang through his ears. Sleep finally came, but his dreams carried out a fantasy of him entering the shower, getting on his knees, and wrapping her legs around his face.

      The sound of dishes clanking entered Taschen’s consciousness. He groaned and rubbed his eyes, mostly to block the sun from assaulting his senses. Stretching, he swung his feet to the floor. The clock read 7:24 a.m. He’d normally consider this sleeping in, but he’d likely slept only five hours.

      He quickly dressed and went to the kitchen. Sephie moved around the stove, pajama shorts and tank top accentuating her cute little frame. Her long locks were tied on top of her head, making him want to shake free the strands and bury his face in her scent.

      “Morning,” she sang, swinging around to face him. That familiar pink blush colored her cheeks, and if he hadn’t been certain of the sweet arousal he’d heard in her voice last night, he sure as hell was now.

      “Morning. How’d you sleep?” He strode farther into the kitchen, and her green eyes blazed as he got closer.

      She cleared her throat. “Good, I guess.” A nervous laugh followed. “As good as one can sleep with the nightmare of a masked man after her.”

      The aromatic scent of coffee infused his brain cells. A pang of appreciation hit him since she’d already said she was a tea drinker. “You made coffee for me?” He reached above her head for a mug.

      Her wary eyes followed him, but she didn’t move. “Figured you’d need some.”

      “Good guess. I always need coffee.” His arm brushed her shoulder. “Hell, I’m sorry you didn’t sleep.” Irritation bunched his muscles. If he got his hands on the bastard who’d attacked her, he’d shred him to pieces.

      She lifted one shoulder. “I slept. It was just restless.” She inched out of the way while he reached for the coffee carafe. “How about you?”

      He stirred in a splash of creamer then leaned back on the counter next to her. “Not great. I normally don’t sleep this late.” He lifted his face to the clock on the wall. “We’ll have to leave by nine thirty if we want to get there in time. Funeral starts at one.”

      “Right. I’m sorry. I hate that you have to drive all the way back to Portland.” She tangled her hands in front of her.

      “Don’t worry about it. It’s not like I’ve got anything better to do.” Standing this close, he was struck again by how small she was. She’d fit right against his chest if he held her, her head barely at his sternum.

      “I hope you don’t mind, but I’ll need to stop at my place for some proper clothes.”

      “’Course. Not a problem.” He took a sip of the warm brew. “We can take Kevin to my sister’s. She’s happy to watch him while we’re in Portland.”

      “Oh, great. I didn’t want to leave him.”

      He jerked his head to the plates waiting on the table. “Smells good. Should we eat?”

      She perked up and fluttered around him. “I made bacon, eggs, and toast and cut some fresh fruit.”

      He took the chair next to her. “I’m starving. Thanks for cooking.” They fell into comfortable small talk and polished off all the food.

      After they’d cleaned the kitchen, they both got ready and were out the door shortly after 9:00 a.m.

      Kevin sat in the back seat. This time, Taschen didn’t touch the radio dial. But something told him Sephie’s thoughts were just as loud as any radio host.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Oh my god, I can’t believe you came.” Yvette pulled Sephie into a rib-crushing hug.

      Sephie winced and slowly let go. Her dark sunglasses concealed the tears brimming in her eyes, but she couldn’t stop the sniffle as they moved slowly away from the gravesite.

      Pippa’s service had been beautiful, and despite how quickly the funeral had come together, many people had shown. Every pew had been full. Annie and Clayton, Pippa’s mom and brother, had saved Sephie a seat in the front row. Taschen had sat directly behind her.

      Pippa’s tombstone had soared above her burial. Even from where Sephie stood, fifteen feet away, the plot looked huge. The seven-foot stone angel stood atop three tiers, and its wings spanned out beautifully.

      Taschen stayed close without crowding. His black suit and navy-blue tie enhanced his bronze skin and neat five-o’clock shadow. He kept his hands clasped in front of him and stood a few paces behind Yvette and her. Only she knew about the tiny bud in his ear that allowed him to communicate with Brick and Rami, who were keeping watch at a distance, out of sight.

      Taschen had assured her they were secure, but every so often creepy-crawlies tickled her skin, as though someone nefarious was close. There was no point trying to disguise herself—she’d be picked out of the crowd in a heartbeat. Better to let the assholes who’d come after her show their faces.

      Yvette’s arm brushed hers, and she leaned in close to Sephie’s ear. “Are you okay? Really. Not being able to talk to you this whole time has driven me bonkers.”

      Sephie smiled despite the channel of edginess dividing her heart. “I’m good. Taschen’s nice, and a complete gentleman.”

      “That’s too bad.” Yvette bobbed her eyebrows and elbowed Sephie.

      Sephie bit back a snort and glanced over her shoulder. Taschen’s dark aviator shades concealed his eyes, but his mouth tilted up at the corners with amusement. He’d heard, the dick.

      “Are you going straight back after this?”

      “No. Taschen suggested we get a hotel in Portland tonight, and I figured it’d be a good idea.” Just the thought of driving two three-plus-hour stretches in one day, with a funeral in between, was exhausting.

      She’d been grateful when he suggested the hotel. With Kevin safe with Dana and Zain, she wasn’t in a desperate rush to get back.

      “Have you talked to Annie and Clayton yet?” Yvette asked.

      “Not much. I was just about to find them.” She craned her neck around the throngs of people. Close to the tombstone, Pippa’s immediate family was clustered in a circle. Clayton motioned for her to join them. “There they are.”

      “Good. I’ll let you do that. Find me before you leave.”

      “I will, thanks.” Sephie watched Yvette pivot toward a B-list actor. She cut across the grass with Taschen close by. Pausing, she faced him. “Can you give me a minute in private?”

      He rocked on his feet. “’Course. I’ll wait right here. Just don’t venture off. I want you close.” His words made pleasure flutter deep in her loins.

      I want you close, too.

      Before she could utter the words, she made her way toward Clayton. Eighteen and lanky, he towered over Sephie. But he had the same mischievous smile and glistening brown eyes he’d had as a pesky kid throwing spitballs at Pippa and her on set.

      “Clay. I’m so sorry.” She pulled him into a hug. Annie stood about six feet away, tears running down her cheeks and another woman’s arm wrapped around her shoulders.

      He pulled back and stuffed his hands in his pockets. “Thanks for coming. I know Pippa was grateful for your friendship.”

      Tears stung her eyes. They hadn’t been dry the entire service, and now, talking about her made the pain that much sharper. “I wish I could have done more for her. I—I didn’t know she was struggling.”

      Clayton’s eyes narrowed and he moved closer to her. “You don’t really believe this shit, do you? That she killed herself?”

      The moisture in her eyes fell to her cheeks. “I don’t know what to believe.”

      “I don’t believe my sister hung herself from her bedroom door.”

      Sephie closed her eyes as fresh grief washed over her. Desperation clawed at her chest. Her lips trembled. She hadn’t known the details. Perhaps out of self-preservation, she deliberately hadn’t looked up how Pippa had harmed herself.

      Sephie brought her fingers to the sensitive skin at her throat and held her hand there as if doing so would erase Pippa’s fate.

      Clayton’s gaze sharpened. Slowly, he withdrew his hand from his pocket, keeping his fingers low. His skin brushed her knuckles, and she instinctively opened her hand. He pressed a wadded-up envelope into her palm. “Keep that hidden and don’t look at it until you’re somewhere safe.”

      She tucked the envelope into her blazer pocket. “What is it?”

      “Pippa was going to blow the whistle on Astral Productions. She had proof. Somehow, they got wind of it and silenced her.”

      Her mouth went dry. “She told you this?” she whispered.

      The grief in his eyes and deep frown in his forehead screamed his need for revenge. “Three months ago, she told me that if anything happened to her, I should retrieve the contents of her safety-deposit box.” He chortled, shaking his head. “I thought she was nuts. But she insisted I keep the key. As soon as I found out what happened, I went and got it.” He pinned her with his serious, pained eyes. “She said no police.”

      Sephie concentrated on inhaling steadily. “Okay.” Whoever killed Pippa could be here right now. If they knew Clayton had an inkling of what Pippa was up to, they could come after him next. She gripped the material of his jacket. “I don’t want you to go home. It’s not safe.”

      “I’ve got a flight to Barcelona in a few hours. Mom’s not happy, but she’s coming, too.”

      Sephie nodded. “Okay. How can I reach you?”

      “I put my information on a slip of paper inside. Don’t call unless you have to.” He moved his attention back to people leaving the cemetery. He pulled her into a hug again. “Be careful,” he said, near her ear. “They’re watching.”

      Before she could question him, he stepped back and Annie approached. Her long, thin arms circled Sephie’s neck. “Oh, honey. I just can’t believe my Pippa’s gone. Did she say anything to you, sweetheart? Anything at all?”

      Sephie closed her eyes and patted Annie’s back before withdrawing. “No. I’m so sorry, Annie. This was a complete shock.”

      “I can’t believe my baby is gone. It⁠—”

      Crack, crack, crack!

      The blast of bullets exploded in the air. Terrified cries pelted Sephie’s eardrums. Fear injected itself into her veins and she covered her head. A scream tore from her throat. Her body shuddered. She closed her eyes as the chaos amplified.
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        * * *

      

      “Shooter less than a hundred yards east!” Rami’s voice boomed in Taschen’s ear.

      Sephie’s scream hammered Taschen’s senses, muddling Rami’s words. Sweat dampened his brow as he cut across the grass. He yanked his gun from the waistband of his pants. “Everybody, get down!” he ordered.

      Each cell in his body was hyperattuned to Sephie’s every move. She crouched, or— Jesus, was she hit? “Sephie!” he boomed.

      Another shot rang out.

      Whack!

      A man running across the gravesite went down right in front of Taschen, nearly tripping him. He couldn’t stop for the fallen innocent bystander. Not when Sephie was in the line of fire.

      He grabbed her beneath her arms and hauled her to her feet. Belting one arm around her waist, he lifted her off the ground. The hair on the back of his neck was pinned to attention, anticipating a bullet through his head. He leapt behind the massive tombstone, shielding them up against the stone wall.

      With her back pressed between the angel’s wings, he covered the front of her body with his, cradling her cheek with his free hand. The bullets would have to go through him to get to her. Her sunglasses had fallen off, and her wet eyes looked up at him, dazed. Makeup made tracks down her cheeks. Her honey-colored hair was wild around her face.

      “Are you hurt?” Speaking took great effort.

      Her chin trembled, and she choked on a breath. “I—I don’t think so.” Her hands roamed over his suit jacket as if looking for something to hang on to. She found his lapels and gripped them.

      He smoothed his thumb over her temple. Goddammit, he should’ve stayed next to her. Shouldn’t have allowed more than two feet between them. His heart twisted. If things had gone differently, she’d be dead right now. “Take stock. Does anything hurt?”

      He moved his hand over her neck, down her arm, and around to touch her hip. No blood found his fingers, but there might be an injury he couldn’t spot. The rapid rise and fall of her chest assured him she was stable, at least.

      “Taschen?” The breathy whisper turned his sweat to ice.

      He brought his head back an inch so he could study her. As he searched every delicate, feminine line and slope of her face, his heart kicked up a beat. Her dark eyelashes moved down and then up, and he was hit once again with her dazzling greens. “Yeah?” he ground out.

      She pushed on his chest. “You’re crushing me.”

      He smirked. “Sorry.” He moved his hips back slightly. “I’m gonna get you out of here any second. Just waiting for the guys to gimme the all-clear.”

      “Annie. Clayton. Are they okay?” Panic strung her words together.

      Her question calmed the raging storm inside him. The more she spoke, the less he worried she’d been shot. The cries in the background grew louder, but the terrified shrieks had ceased.

      Still, he didn’t move from Sephie. His chest was still against hers, concealing nearly every inch of her body. He didn’t dare move a muscle in case the shooter found them. Rami and Brick would secure the area, but they needed to hurry the hell up so he could get her out of danger.

      “I don’t know.” His index finger itched on the trigger of his gun, ready to blow to pieces anyone who took another shot at her.

      Her small fists shoved against his chest. “Taschen, please. I need to find them!”

      Her desperate plea shook him. Keeping her body boxed in against the stone with his arms, he leaned to look around the corner.

      Most people were huddled on the ground covering their heads. Only a few stood and glanced around, discombobulated. He spotted Clayton crouched behind another headstone. Annie moved to his side, weeping. “They’re okay. Sit tight until we’re given the word.” He brought his face back to hover scant inches from hers. Her pouty lips parted. The need to pull her mouth into his, to comfort her, was almost overwhelming.

      That’s when he realized she seemed shorter than she had earlier that day. He glanced down to see she’d lost her four-inch heels. “Your feet are bare. Are your ankles okay?”

      “They’re okay. I’m fine.” The sheen on her skin made pressure rise in his chest. “I just want to get out of here.” Her eyes glittered in her pale, oval face. At least they hadn’t lost their luster. Some of the pressure in his chest eased.

      Gently, he brought his fingers to her cheek and stroked back the strands of hair that’d come loose. He shouldn’t touch her more than was necessary. Needed to keep his career and position firmly in mind. But Christ, the only thing more lethal than taking a bullet to the head was not touching her. “It’s going to be okay. Just breathe.”

      Her bottom lip trembled. Around them, people were crying. Fear and outrage palpable. It was a soundtrack he wasn’t unfamiliar with, but goddammit he hated that Sephie was being exposed to it.

      “You’re safe,” he murmured. Hell, he was likely saying this more for his benefit. “I’ll get you to our vehicle in a sec.”

      “Annie and Clayton. You have to get them out first.”

      He clenched his jaw. He wasn’t here to protect Pippa’s family. Someone just about shot Sephie, and until he found out who, she was his main priority.

      She must have sensed his resistance. “Taschen, please.”

      Rami’s voice came through his earpiece. “I think the shooter fled. Brick’s bringing the vehicle to the east side of the lot. He’ll cover you as you bring her in.”

      Taschen brought his fingertips to his ear and kept his eyes locked on Sephie. She blinked slowly, silently pleading. She sucked the edge of her lip into her mouth, and fresh tears swam in her eyes. A breath rattled her chest, which was pressed against his, and he just about came undone. Goddamn him, he couldn’t—wouldn’t—make her cry.

      “All right,” he said to Rami. “We’re getting there now. I need you to come escort Pippa’s mother and brother to your car. Get them outta here.”

      “Man. That’s too risky right now. We need to get Seraphina⁠—”

      “I’ve got her. She’s good with me. Just get the family out.”

      Sephie’s body relaxed beneath him. “Thank you,” she mouthed.

      He didn’t respond. Wasn’t going to waste another damn second on anything else until he had her snug behind the bulletproof body of a Backcountry SUV. “I’m going to move now. I want you to stay at my side.”

      She gave one nod.

      He inched to the side of the tombstone and scanned every person and tree in sight. When no threat jumped out, he caught Sephie’s elbow and hauled her close. He held his arm over her shoulders and tucked her into his side. He kept his gun drawn and ready as he moved her quickly across the grass.

      Rami came from the west side of the cemetery and Taschen motioned toward Pippa’s family. In the parking lot, Brick waved them to the SUV, his gun drawn.

      Taschen ran, keeping a tight hold on Sephie so she didn’t fall. They reached the asphalt and Brick opened the back door. Sephie hopped in. Taschen got in beside her and Brick jumped in the driver’s seat.

      Regret filled Taschen. This shouldn’t have happened. He shouldn’t have fucking brought her here. She’d been shot at and it was his goddamn fault. Her shoulder rested against his side and her head on his pec.

      The flow of blood moving violently through his veins slowed, and he gently kneaded her thigh. She’d barely escaped with her life intact—and he’d make damn sure whoever was after her never got that close again.

      Because almost losing her had just about killed him.
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      “Damn, you guys okay?” Brick asked, looking at them in the rearview mirror, his brown eyes filled with worry.

      “We’re all right.” The thick rumble of Taschen’s voice was like sound therapy. She focused on his warm body next to hers, on his strong, rigid muscles and his even breathing. “Did you get a look at the shooter?”

      “No. I was going to loop around to the other side of the cemetery to see if I could catch anyone fleeing, but Rami asked me to grab you two instead.”

      Taschen grunted. “I can’t believe they came here. Someone’s got a lot of balls.”

      Sephie didn’t speak. The gritty texture of fear coated the inside of her mouth. She huddled even closer to Taschen. Chills spread up and down her body and her teeth chattered.

      She met his gaze. It was the only source of calm she could locate. “Are you sure you weren’t hurt?” he asked.

      She glanced down at her bare feet. “Nothing really hurts.” Another shiver took hold.

      He tightened his arm around her waist and rested his other hand on her thigh. “You’re in shock.”

      His words surprised her but of course it was true. “Did Annie and Clayton make it out?” She’d never forgive herself if something happened to them. The killer had come to the funeral for her and had just about murdered Pippa’s family in the process.

      Taschen spoke low into the microphone in his ear then returned his attention to her. “They’re in Rami’s car. He’s taking them home and will see they get to the airport for their flight.”

      A sigh rattled her shoulders. Thank god. Taschen’s fingers flexed on her bare skin. She didn’t shift. She’d keep his hand in place if it meant begging.

      The heat from his palm only intensified the cold in the rest of her body. If she could have curled every inch of herself into his hands, she would have.

      She was cozied up with her bodyguard. The fact swirled in her stomach like booze the morning after spring break. She needed to be careful. Needed to back off. Getting emotionally close to him wasn’t healthy. He’d been hired to be her temporary babysitter. Once this blew over, he’d be gone.

      Who was she kidding? Common sense had no place here. Not right now. There were a million reasons why Taschen’s touching her was a bad idea, but she wasn’t going to focus on a single one.

      She pressed her knees together and clamped her lips shut, but the tremors didn’t stop. It was possible the shooter was the same man who’d attacked her in her apartment. That she was the target because of her broadcast. But given what she’d seen online, other possibilities spread out like the intricate threads of a spider’s web. The idea that Pippa had been murdered grew large in her mind, pushing any lingering doubt away.

      The envelope Clayton had given her burned against her side, but she didn’t reach for it. Clayton had told her to wait until she was somewhere safe to open it. She’d trust Taschen to see what was inside, but no one else. It’d have to wait until they were alone.

      “What’s the plan?” Brick asked. “I can drive you back to Seattle or you can take over when we meet up with Rami.”

      “Rami’s getting Pippa’s family somewhere safe,” Taschen said. “Once he’s done, I’ll take over and drop you off before we head out of town.”

      Sephie bolted forward, gripping his suit jacket. “Ohmigod. Yvette. I need to find her.”

      Taschen’s face hardened. “We’re not going back.”

      She wet her lips. “Then I need to call her. Please, let me use your phone.”

      Resistance flared in his eyes, but he slowly withdrew his phone. “Be careful what you say. Don’t tell her anything about where we’re staying.”

      Greedily, she snatched up the device. “I won’t.” She dialed Yvette’s number and the line rang in her ear.

      “Hello?”

      Relief melted Sephie’s bones. “It’s Sephie. Where are you?”

      “Thank you, Jesus. I was so worried about you.” The huff and puff of her friend’s breath told Sephie she was still outside. “I can’t believe they came for you at the funeral. I was talking with old clients when I heard the screams. Are you hurt? Was anyone?”

      “I—I’m fine. I don’t know if anyone was injured, but we got Annie and Clayton out.” Sephie kept her grip tight on Taschen’s arm. If she let go, she just might slip away. “Please be careful. I think there’s something more going on.”

      “Lady, I don’t like any of this one bit. I didn’t get a chance to tell you this earlier, but this morning, my back door was unlocked. I know, I know. That doesn’t sound like a big deal. But I’m absolutely positive I locked it. You know me. I triple-check my stove before I leave the house.”

      Concern curdled in Sephie’s stomach. “Your house alarm didn’t go off?”

      Taschen turned toward her, his gaze sharp.

      “No. That’s the other thing . . . I think someone turned it off.”

      Sephie’s senses tingled. “Do you think they’re just trying to scare you?” The question was moot. The fact that someone had gotten into Yvette’s house and was able to disarm her security system screamed their intent. They might not have hurt her, but the threat was clear.

      “I think they wanted something. But damn if they’ll get it.” Bravado rang in Yvette’s voice. Her ballsy attitude was coming back swinging.

      “You might need a bodyguard as much as I do.” She lifted her lashes to meet Taschen’s face and her belly tightened. Yvette might need a protector, but Sephie sure as hell wasn’t willing to share hers. “What do you think they were looking for?”

      “Listen. I’m just getting a hotel for the night. Can you call back later?” Yvette asked. “I’ll tell you more when I can.”

      Sephie grimaced, anticipating Taschen would shut that idea down fast. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Please. It’s important.” The line went dead.
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        * * *

      

      By the time they’d met up with Rami and dropped off Brick at his car, it was after 5:30 p.m. Taschen flicked his gaze to Sephie in the passenger seat. She’d been quiet since talking with Yvette, and she kept glancing at the clock.

      “You hungry?” he asked.

      “Not really, but I guess I should eat.”

      “Takeout okay?”

      She wrinkled her nose. “Definitely. I feel like I’m wearing funeral and I-was-just-shot-at energy.”

      A smile broke over his tired face. At the funeral, he hadn’t been able to keep his eyes off her. The knee-length black dress was perfectly respectful for the occasion yet hugged every delicious, tempting curve of her body. The small slit at the back that revealed just a little of her thighs had him wanting to rip it open the rest of the way. And given the direction his thoughts went while he was sitting in the church, he assumed he’d be going to hell.

      “You look very pretty.” The words were out of his mouth before he could stop them, but even if he could have, he wouldn’t. “Especially for someone who was just shot at,” he added, to lighten the compliment.

      He shifted his gaze from the red light and caught the blush tinting the apples of her cheeks.

      “Thank you,” she mumbled. “You look pretty great yourself.”

      “Don’t get used to it.” He tugged at his tie, freeing the material. “I only wear a suit when I absolutely have to, and I fucking hate it.”

      Her soft chuckle strummed his heart.

      “All right. So burgers and fries to go? We can eat at the hotel.”

      “With a chocolate milkshake,” she added.

      “Damn, that sounds like a stress-reliever to me.” He changed lanes as a fast-food sign caught his eye.

      “It most definitely is.”

      Half an hour later, they were in their hotel room with bags of hot food. He spread out their meals on the small dinette table and waited for Sephie to sit before he took his chair.

      He popped French fries into his mouth and groaned. It’d been a while since he indulged in junk food. His abs weren’t going to take the meal well, but damn it hit the spot.

      Sephie rolled back her eyes as she took a bite of her burger. “Oh god. I was wrong. I’m definitely hungry.”

      He chortled. “Greasy food has a way of doing that to you.” He took another bite of the juicy burger. Stringy cheese filled his mouth, along with the tangy taste of pickles and ketchup. He had the damn thing polished off in fewer than ten bites.

      Sephie alternated between the burger and fries, her pace slower. “There’s something I need to tell you. Clayton passed something to me at the funeral. He told me not to look until I was somewhere safe.”

      Taschen hiked up his eyebrows, surprised not just by the interesting tidbit but also by the fact that she felt safe enough to share it with him.

      He said nothing as she delved into the pocket of her blazer and produced a folded manilla envelope. Her hands trembled as she pulled apart the creased paper. She slid out the contents. A piece of white paper and a thumb drive spilled out.

      Anticipation mixed with dread tightened his neck muscles. “What is it?”

      She passed him the thumb drive and opened the paper. She read aloud.

      “To my brother,

      “If you’re reading this it’s because what I feared finally happened. You know me, Clay. I would never, ever harm myself. Don’t believe the lies that will be strung.”

      Sephie’s voice broke and tears rolled down her cheeks. Taschen caught her shoulder, rubbing gently as she continued.

      “I couldn’t keep these secrets forever. Raymond needs to pay for what he did to me—and what he did to a lot of us. I should have protected you, little brother.

      “I need you to be safe. Remember that vacation we took as kids? The one after mom’s divorce. Go there and take mom with you. Promise me. They won’t come for you there.

      “You need to give this information to Sephie. Whatever you do, don’t look at the thumb drive. Its contents will put you in worse danger. Sephie will want the same revenge as I did. She’ll see this through. Don’t go to the police.

      “I love you, and I’m sorry.”

      A haggard gasp sounded from Sephie’s throat. Taschen got out of his chair and pulled her to her feet. He gathered her tightly in his arms. Her face nestled in the crook of his neck and her body shook as she released a flood of tears.

      “Shhh, babe. It’s okay. We’re going to get to the bottom of this. I promise you.” So help him god, he’d find Pippa’s murderer. He’d expose all those dirty bastards and rip out their fucking lungs with his bare hands for hurting Sephie.

      She sobbed against his shirt as he smoothed his hand up and down her back. He closed his eyes, wishing with everything he had that he could absorb even an ounce of her pain. She didn’t deserve this.

      His gaze shifted to the drive on the small table. Angst tightened his muscles. Whatever was on that damn thing was enough to get Pippa killed. He wanted to know what was inside, wanted the contents investigated, but they had to play their cards carefully. Besides, Sephie was shaken enough from the letter. He’d give her a chance to breathe before bringing up the drive. After a few moments, she pulled back but stayed in his embrace.

      “I’m sorry. I’m a mess.” She swiped at her tears with shaking fingertips.

      He caught her cheek with his palm, catching one of her tears with his thumb. “Not from where I’m standing.”

      She let out a shaky laugh, maybe remembering the last time he’d said those very words—in the kitchen just yesterday. Felt like a lifetime ago.

      “You’re not a mess,” he clarified. “You’ve been through fucking hell. And I swear to you, those days are over.”

      She blinked twice and leaned forward. Her mouth connected with his, sending a shockwave through him. Then her lips, so soft and supple, moved against his. All his blood rushed to his cock, and he had to thread his hand through her hair so he didn’t pull her to the bed.

      Using every ounce of restraint he had, he let her lead the kiss. She moaned and swept her arms around his neck, pulling his chest against her firm breasts.
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