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Laura Mitchell and her daughter need protecting, yet the bodyguard assigned to her is the one man she fears the most.

She thought she knew Mick Ross five years ago when she had fallen in love and married him, only to discover he was a hitman. Something else that shocked her was that he wasn’t dead. Now, she must accept him as her bodyguard because telling her father the truth isn’t something she is prepared to do. Instead, she is determined to find a way to protect her daughter on her own.

Mick can’t believe Laura is back in his life, especially when he suspects she had something to do with trying to kill him in Bermuda. But now he focuses on saving her and the little girl, who he thinks is his daughter. Can he protect Laura and watch his own back? Or is it easier to love her again?
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Chapter One
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If not for the chills rushing over her skin and multiplying quickly, Laura Mitchell would think today’s stroll in the park was like any other day with her daughter. A soft, autumn wind blew through the trees and stirred a lock of hair against Laura’s cheek as if to soothe her.

It didn’t work as she had wanted.

Today was not the day to be calm. Instead, fear pumped through her like a disease, cold and impetuous. She peered over her shoulder and glanced at the cluster of trees near the edge of the park. A few people strolled hand-in-hand along the path lined with budding flowers and a small pond nearby where four ducks swam. Two bicyclists rode on the nearby trail. Five children were on the swings as their parents pushed them. But nobody looked her way. Still, Laura knew something wasn’t right. It was as if the unknown person’s gaze crawled over her. 

She sucked in a quick breath. Remember, breathe. In through the nose, out through the mouth. Trepidation of the unknown raked through her like jagged fingernails.

Laura tightened her hands on the handle of the baby stroller and pushed it faster. Instead of walking to the swing set like she’d promised her daughter, she headed back toward the parking lot.

Four-year-old Megan tilted her head and looked at her with sad eyes. “Mommy? I wanna swing.”

“Not today.” Laura bit her tongue, wishing her tone hadn’t been so sharp. Instinct told her to get out of there as fast as she could.

Meggie’s big blue eyes filled with tears and her bottom lip protruded. “I wanna swing.”

Laura tried her best to smile, but her unsettled nerves made her lips quiver. “Meggie, let’s go home and make some cookies. Doesn’t that sound fun?”

Meggie shrugged. “O-tay, but I wanna swing.”

Laura glanced around the park, taking in the number of people standing by the fenced pond, the park benches, and the jungle gym. Since it was lunchtime, many walked toward the group of trees near the picnic areas. Out of all the people who surrounded her, there wasn’t one she detected watching her every move. Unfortunately, the unidentified terror rushing through her testified differently.

The closer to the parking lot she came, the more she wanted to break into a run. It was bad enough her poor daughter’s head bounced in rocky rhythm as they dashed over the grassy knoll. The heavy pounding of Laura’s heart knocked through her chest, overriding the steps her athletic shoes made as they slapped the ground. Her car wasn’t much farther.

Who’d be doing this to her? Could it be one of the many people threatening her billionaire father? She should be used to this since he’d been threatened so many times in his profession. Although, this time was different only because her father had acted differently.

She clenched her jaw. Two nights ago, her father informed her he’d been receiving threatening letters again. Threats weren’t unusual for billionaire Leland Mitchell, but he had mentioned hiring a bodyguard to protect her. She had argued. Her safety had been just fine during her twenty-six years.

So, why did she fear for her life now? Perhaps she should have accepted the bodyguard. Her little Meggie meant everything to her. Laura couldn’t allow anything to happen to her daughter.

Almost to the car...

Laura slowed as she neared her shiny silver Audi. She slowed her breathing, hoping to ease the panic lodged in her dry throat. When she stopped, her legs trembled, and her hands shook. Silently, she cursed the unknown fear doing this to her. As she reached to unlatch her daughter, she glanced over her shoulder. The cars that filled the parking lot held no immediate threat—none she could see, anyway.

Meggie giggled and clapped. “Fun, Mommy. Do it again.”

Laura didn’t want to laugh, but the sweet cherub face of her red-cheeked daughter had her smiling anyway. “I don’t think so, honey. Mommy’s all out of breath from running.”

“You were fast.” Meggie giggled. “Tickled my tummy.”

The burning in Laura’s throat matched the pain in her chest, and under her breath, she grumbled for feeling like she was out of shape. She wasn’t, but fear made her body weak. She bent and rested her hands on her knees, breathing in deep gushes of air. Perhaps she was overreacting. She glanced behind her at each car. As far as she could tell, nobody had followed.

She blamed her father for putting fear into her. He’d drained the enjoyment out of her childhood and teenage years by being so overprotective, and she didn’t want him doing it any longer. She’d told him time and time again she needed to control her own life, not live under the Mitchell Dynasty’s thumb.

Once she helped Meggie out of her stroller, her daughter ran to the back of the car to help put it in the trunk.

Laura shook her head. “No, honey, we’ll just put this in the back seat.”

Meggie shrugged and skipped to her side.

The keys rattled as Laura reached with a shaky hand to hit the unlock button. She took a deep breath. Steady. Aiming, she clicked the remote, and the doors unlocked. She yanked the door open and motioned to her daughter. “Hurry inside, honey.”

Suddenly, heavy footsteps thudded on the pavement behind her, getting closer by the second. She turned her head and glanced in the direction of the sound. A man barreled toward her wearing a gray jogging suit and a black knit cap that covered most of his forehead. His heavy shoulder slammed into Laura, and her body struck the car. Pain raced up her spine as breath whooshed from her. The keys fell from her hands.

He yanked Meggie and hooked her underneath his arm. Her daughter cried and reached with outstretched arms.

Fear gripped Laura’s throat and made it impossible to scream. She lunged for her daughter and grabbed at the man’s baggy sleeve. Using his elbow, he shoved it into her side, pushing her away. She stumbled, and the corner of the door struck her back with the force of a sledgehammer, making her collapse to the pavement. The man zigzagged between the vehicles and dashed away.

Regardless of the pain, she yelled, “Help me. He’s got my baby.”

Tears sprang to her eyes and blurred her vision. She scrambled to her feet and broke into a run. Her lungs ached, her throat burned. The faster she ran, the weaker her legs became, but she couldn’t stop. She also couldn’t stop screaming, although nobody seemed to care or help.

The man headed for the clump of trees while Meggie cried out for her. Held like a football in this monster’s arms, Meggie’s head bounced as she reached out her arms toward Laura. Big tears streaked down her daughter’s face.

As he ran toward the other side of the park, fear suffocated Laura. Soon he’d be out of sight.

She tripped, and her body flew through the air. When she landed, her heart crumbled. An intense sting ripped through her bruised knees and scratched hands. A loud sob tore from her throat, and tears streamed down her face. She couldn’t stop now. Limbs shaking, she struggled to her feet once more.

A man in a business suit ran by her, holding a gun, as he headed directly for the monster who’d taken Meggie. The man in the suit suddenly stopped. Standing still, legs apart, he pointed his gun.

A different kind of panic rushed through her. In an instant, she imagined the man shooting, but the bullet missing the kidnapper and striking Meggie, instead. “No! Don’t shoot...” Laura sprang toward him, adrenaline pumping through her weak limbs.

The precise pop of the gun made her heart leap to her throat. She stopped and clutched her churning stomach. The kidnapper staggered then fell. Meggie slipped from his hold, screamed, and ran.

The man in the suit darted in the direction of the attacker. When he reached her daughter, he swept her up in his arms. Meggie’s white face stared up at him, her head bobbing to whatever the man said. He looked Laura’s way, pointed, and set her down. Meggie’s eyes widened, and she broke into a run.

Sobbing, Laura rushed to her daughter with open arms. Meggie barreled into them, and Laura crushed her daughter against her chest. Relief flooded through her. Tears continued pouring down her cheeks, and she cried with her terrified daughter.

In the distance, sirens wailed. When Laura’s distorted vision cleared, she focused on her daughter’s rescuer who’d handcuffed the jogger and yanked him to his feet. As the kidnapper limped forward, blood oozed through the right leg of his sweatpants.

Laura looked down at her daughter. Brushing her hand over Meggie’s wet face, she pushed away the long, wavy brown locks that fell into her eyes. “Are you okay?”

Meggie’s bottom lip trembled when she nodded. Without a word, she buried her face in Laura’s chest.

Within minutes, a group of people surrounded Laura and Meggie, inquiring about their welfare. Laura wanted to shout accusations at them for not helping her when she cried out for help the first time but knew it wouldn’t do any good now, anyway. Instead of being bitter, she answered their questions as politely as she could under the circumstances.

Two men in blue uniforms moved through the crowd and to Laura’s side. “Ma’am? Are you all right?”

She nodded.

“And the little girl?”

“Yes.” She sniffed. “We’re fine, thanks to him.” She pointed toward her rescuer.

Who was he? The man acted like a cop. Thank heavens her rescuer was at the right place at the right time. She couldn’t wait to thank him in person. Her legs didn’t want to move right now, or she’d have gone to him. All she wanted to do was hold her daughter tight and never let her go. Silently, she said a prayer, thanking the Lord for their safety, and the man who had rescued Meggie.

The next half-hour passed in a blur. Soon television news reporters forced themselves on the scene and tried to get interviews. Since the cops took up most of her time, the reporters moved to her rescuer, who acted like he didn’t have a problem talking to them.

Terror still laced Laura’s voice when she answered questions for the police officers. Confusion swam in her head from the whole ordeal. Nothing made sense.

The first officer scratched the tip of the pen against the side of his baldhead. His little notebook opened wide as he scribbled down her answers. “Ma’am, do you know why that man snatched your daughter?”

She raked her fingers through her hair. “No.”

“Have you ever seen him before?”

She glanced at the attacker lying on a stretcher while a medic bandaged his leg. With the knit cap gone, she could see him better. He appeared to be in his early thirties. He had thin, blond hair and was slender built. Freckles ran across his nose. But still, she didn’t recognize him.

“No.”

“Do you think he was stalking you?”

“I... I don’t know.”

“Have you broken up with a boyfriend recently, or had a fight with your husband?”

“No. I’m single.”

“So, to ask if he could have been the child’s father is out of the question?”

Meggie’s father? How ridiculous. She wanted to laugh aloud but instead kept her answers clipped. “No. Her father has never been involved in our lives. He left after he found out I was pregnant, and... he’s deceased, anyway.”

“Have you had anything like this happen before?”

“No.”

“You haven’t been receiving letters, phone calls, or noticed anyone following you?”

She gritted her teeth, thinking once more of the threats her father had received. “Well... I haven’t, personally, but my father has.”

Baldy wrote down her answer then raised his wide eyes to hers. “He has?”

“Yes. My father is Leland Mitchell.”

The cop’s jaw dropped open for a moment before his tongue wet his lips, and he closed his mouth. “Really? Are you serious?”

“No, I’m joking because I know it’s wrong to tell the truth to police officers.” She rolled her eyes, getting tired of these endless questions that would eventually drive her mad. “Of course I’m serious!”

A freckled-face officer stepped into the group next to baldy. The bald man nudged the other as he pointed to Laura. “Hess, this is Leland Mitchell’s daughter.”

The man called Hess gasped. “The Leland Mitchell, California’s most notorious billionaire?”

Laura blew out a frustrated breath. “Does it really matter who my father is? Can we get back to the matter at hand, please?”

She should be used to this. After all, anyone who discovered who Laura’s old man was reacted this way. When men found out she was an heiress to so much money, they treated her like a queen. She couldn’t trust any of them.

Was it any wonder that while growing up, she used to introduce herself to people by using a different last name? She hadn’t wanted anything to do with her father’s way of life.

But no matter how far she tried to run from it, she could never shake the feeling that one day, the truth would come crashing down on her—and someone would finally see her, not for who she pretended to be, but for who she truly was.

And that terrified her more than anything.
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Chapter Two
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Laura looked down at her daughter, gently brushing her fingers through Meggie’s tangled hair. The innocence on Meggie’s sleeping face was a constant reminder of why she had fought so hard for a different life. Leland Mitchell was the driving force behind it all. She was determined that her daughter would never grow up in the shadow of wealth and power, as she had. Laura wanted more for Meggie: a life untouched by the burdens that had shaped her own childhood.

Switching her gaze to the officers, she glanced at one and then the other. “Can I ask you some questions now?”

The police officer in charge nodded.

“Instead of asking me these ridiculous questions, why don’t you ask the man who tried to kidnap my daughter?”

“My partner is taking care of him, I promise you. We will get to the bottom of this.”

Frustrated, she glanced once again to her rescuer. She had yet to talk to him or see him up close. There weren’t enough words to express her appreciation. She wanted to throw her arms around him and cry with happiness that he had saved her daughter. Part of her wanted to offer him a reward, but she didn’t want to have to ask her father for the money. Was it luck or a coincidence that this strange man had been so near and could help so quickly?

Uniformed men with badges and guns surrounded him, too. The crowd in the park doubled, all had their eyes on her, Meggie, and the attacker. Laura wished she could return home to her safe haven, crawl in bed with her daughter, fold her sweet little baby in her arms, and sleep the rest of the day. This even sounded good for tomorrow’s schedule. Never in her life had something this horrific happened to her, and now the thought of being among strangers became even more threatening than before.

Was she safe at all? Did she need the bodyguard her father had insisted should protect her and Meggie? Had her father known something like this might happen? Laura had never needed a bodyguard before, yet her fight for independence could have cost her daughter’s life this time. The urgency to be in control and try to act like a regular person could have ruined her forever. Fear had never consumed her as it did now. She’d never wanted to disappear before. Helplessness grew inside her, which in turn made her angry. From now on, she would think of her daughter’s safety first.

Her father’s threat came back in full force, gripping her heart in an agonizing clench. Since his ruthless tactics helped him acquire two casinos and the magazine, Roll ‘Em High, he was bound to have enemies. He seemed to think his enemies were bigger than they were and that they needed constant protection.

What had her father done to upset someone this badly?

Through the multitude of people, two familiar faces captured her attention. Her father, and his ever-present bodyguard, Zack Jacobs, rushed toward her. Reporters hurried toward her father, but Zack held them off.

Heat filled her head as fury tightened her throat. When her father reached her side, he crushed both Laura and Meggie close to his chest. Zack followed, his gaze darting from person to person, always on the alert for anything suspicious.

Laura’s father’s arm tightened around her, and he rubbed the side of his head against hers. “When I heard something had happened...” His voice broke.

She withdrew and narrowed her gaze. “Could this have something to do with the threats you’ve been receiving?”

Pain dulled his eyes, and his face lost a little color. “I didn’t think it would go this far.” He snapped his head toward the nearest cop. “What happened here? Where’s the bast—”

“Father,” Laura warned just before the cuss word could leave his tongue. She switched her gaze to Meggie to back to her father. Constantly, she had to remind him not to swear in front of her daughter.

Leland cleared his throat. “Uh, I mean the jerk who almost kidnapped my granddaughter?”

The police officer in charge squared his shoulders and lifted his chin. “They’re taking him to the hospital to treat the bullet wound in his leg, before taking him downtown for more questioning.” He motioned toward the ambulance pulling out of the parking lot.

Leland swiped his hand over Meggie’s head. “I just want my family safe.”

Laura squeezed his arm. “We are now, thanks to that man over there.” She nodded in the stranger’s direction. 

Standing with three police officers, the man had his back to her. He’d removed his suit jacket and flung it over his shoulder. Light gray shirtsleeves on his cotton shirt were rolled up on his forearms, his shoulder harness in plain sight. From this vantage point, it was certainly clear the man was muscular.

“Dad, I think he’s a cop, too. He has a gun.”

Leland narrowed his eyes as he stared at the man’s back, then her father’s face relaxed, and he sighed. “That’s Ross.”

“Who?”

“Ross. I hired him to protect you. Good to know he’s already on the job.”

She hitched a breath and glared at her father. “You hired him to protect me? Without telling me first?”

Leland cocked his head, his fingers stroking his chin. “I tried to tell you, but you wouldn’t listen. So, I hired him anyway.” He raised an eyebrow. “Are you really going to argue with me now? Especially after the man saved Meggie’s life?”

She sighed and shook her head. It had always been her first instinct to argue with her father. But perhaps this time, he’d been right. “No, but you should have told me.”

“I just did.”

She rolled her eyes and looked back at the man called Ross. He turned, and she glimpsed his exceptional profile. Short, black hair. Angular jawline. Wide shoulders. Flat stomach. Muscled thighs that strained against his scuffed slacks.

But there was something else about him. Something very familiar. He looks so much like... She shook her head. It couldn’t be him. That man was dead.

Her father bumped her arm and motioned toward Ross. “Let’s go over, and I’ll introduce you.”

Laura nodded and wiped under her eyes. She was sure her face looked horrendous, due to all the crying she’d done. But at this moment, she didn’t care much that her make-up was probably smeared all over her face. “Fine.”

Leland gathered Meggie in his arms and led them toward the cluster of cops. As they drew closer, eeriness climbed up Laura’s spine. She narrowed her gaze on the man and shivered. No, it couldn’t be Mick. Yet why did he look so much like the man she thought was dead?

An image of the man she’d loved nearly five years ago flashed through her memory. She could see it so clearly as if it was yesterday... him standing on a cliff holding a gun after shooting someone.

She tried not to remember the moment he fell over the cliffs and into the rapid waters below, but the memory wouldn’t leave her. She tried not to think about the disappointment she’d experienced when she discovered he wasn’t the man she had thought, but a cold-blooded killer instead.

The resemblance between the man named Ross and her dead boyfriend was uncanny. Ross had the same square jaw, same regal brow, and dark hair. Their coloring was identical. Except Mick had been a little darker, having spent the last three weeks of his life lounging beside her on the white-sandy beaches of the golden Caribbean.

Just as Laura and her father reached the remarkable look-alike, the man threw his head back and laughed at something one of the cops had said. Familiar tingles danced over her skin, yet at the same time, her gut clenched. Only one man could laugh with that all-out sensual chuckle that made her weak in the knees.

No! He had died in Bermuda. She’d witnessed it. A bullet had torn through his flesh moments before he fell headfirst over the jagged cliff.

Her father clamped his hand on Ross’ shoulder. When the man turned to face them, Laura’s heart dropped to her feet. Dizziness assailed her.

Same memorable gray eyes. Same physique. Same crooked smile.

It can’t be true!

“Mick Ross, I’d like you to meet my daughter, Laura, and my granddaughter, Megan.”

The man named Ross nodded and stretched his hand in greeting. “Nice to finally meet . . .” Their gazes met and clashed. He inhaled sharply and widened his eyes.

All sounds faded except for her hammering heart. Her vision blurred. Her body swayed and fell against her father. Everything turned dark.
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Chapter Three
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Laura Marshall?

Mick grabbed the woman as she lost consciousness. Slowly, he lowered her to the ground as her father assisted as much as he could while still holding the little girl.

There had been only one Laura in Mick’s life, and it definitely couldn’t be her since she used the last name of Marshall, and the woman he was assigned to watched as Mitchell. She had taken his heart and twisted it into a pretzel. 

But now he realized she had lied. Seeing her again after all this time meant she hadn’t fallen off the face of the earth as the man Mick hired to track her down had told him.

“Someone get the paramedics over here!” Leland Mitchell yelled.

The little girl Mick had just rescued cried and held onto her mother’s arm.

Mother? Vindictive women like Laura weren’t meant to have children and be caregivers to someone so sweet and helpless. Women like Laura shouldn’t have been allowed to love... and to have the chance to break a man’s heart.

He squeezed his eyes closed and shook his head. He must be dreaming. That was the only explanation for this crazy nightmare, but when he gazed back at the pale face of the unconscious woman, his heart wrenched.

Memories assaulted him, bringing back agony as real as it had been almost five years ago. The stranger he’d fallen in love with hadn’t been the woman he’d thought. Laura had double-crossed him and left him for dead. A gripping ache pulled at the scar in his back from when the bullet had just pierced his skin, which had knocked him over the cliffs into the sea below.

A medic pushed him aside and knelt in front of Laura, waving smelling salts under her nose. She moaned, and her eyelids fluttered. When she opened her eyes, her gaze met Mick’s.

“Oh no,” she whispered and covered her eyes with her hand.

“Laura, honey, are you all right?” Leland asked.

She shook her head. “I want to go home.”

Grumbling under his breath, Mick stood back as Leland helped his daughter stand. Leland didn’t know... couldn’t have known. Mick was only here because of Leland’s brother, Stephen. Mick’s ex-partner had saved his life on more than one occasion. Mick owed his friend big time, and Stephen had begged him to take this case, to guard and protect his niece and grandniece.

When Mick took the assignment this morning, Leland and Zack had told him that Laura and Megan were at the park. Leland gave him their descriptions and the make and color of her car. Mick had watched the two females from afar. Not once had he thought she looked like the Laura he’d known and loved so much. It wasn’t until Mick noticed her panicked actions that his gut told him to get out of his car and watch her up close.

Good thing, he followed his first instincts. Of course why hadn’t his instincts helped him out before he took on the case? Why hadn’t he noticed the slight swing to her walk or the gentle curve of her face? Why hadn’t he recognized her color of hair, as if the sun had kissed the wheat field with a golden shine?

After the Bermuda incident, he’d convinced himself Laura had gone in the underworld. Why else couldn’t his investigator find her? Mick had believed she’d slithered away with the man she was in cohorts with in planning his death.

Inwardly, Mick groaned. He couldn’t take this case now. How could he protect her when he’d have to watch his own back at the same time?

Yet if she were part of the conspiracy back then, he wanted to know who she’d been working for. The police hadn’t found who had shot him and if Laura knew something...

So maybe he’d take this case after all. He’d be her bodyguard, but for his own reasons.

Mick crouched to the little girl’s level. “Hello, Meggie.”

Her big blue eyes looked so much like her mother’s. Adorable. With the flutter of her lashes, Laura could make a man melt and lose his mind. Meggie turned and launched herself into her grandfather’s arms, leaving him with only one person to help. Her mother.

He stepped closer and cautiously wrapped his arms around Laura’s body. She yanked free. “I don’t need your help.”

Leland scowled at his daughter. “Good grief, girl. Let him help you to the car at least. You’re as weak as a kitten. If you put up a fight, I’ll have Ross fling you over his shoulder and carry you there.” He crinkled his forehead. “And don’t think he won’t.”

Hesitantly, she nodded and nibbled on her bottom lip. It’d been quite a while since Mick had seen that ornery temperament of hers, and now he didn’t know how to proceed. If she were the woman he’d originally thought, he’d know exactly how to take care of her.

But now she was the devil’s spawn. And he couldn’t forget it.

Cautiously, Mick slipped his arms around her waist, waiting for her to slap him or stomp on his foot. Thankfully, she didn’t. However, he could tell she tried her hardest not to lean against him, and her body was as stiff as a board. Without his control, memories flooded him... her soft touch, her loving kiss, and her intoxicating scent branding in his mind.

Laura stiffened and kept her gaze ahead of them on her father. He really wished she’d meet his eyes. Then again, he’d be tempted to hash out the past right here in front of everyone. Perhaps that wasn’t the wisest choice.

With Laura’s body pressed so close, he couldn’t help but compare her to the reed-thin lover he remembered. Her hips seemed wider now, but not overly so. Perfect, in fact. Making her look more mature. Her hair was also longer. All those years ago, it had been short, waving around her neck and ears. She’d gelled it enough to give it a fun, wild style, just as her personality had been. But he realized he liked it long and hanging around her shoulders.

Silently, he grumbled. If he had to act as her bodyguard until the threats to her father ended, he couldn’t let his memories get in the way. She’d taken his heart, sliced it up in tiny pieces and fed it to the sharks.

Meggie’s eyes remained on him as they walked toward the parking lot. The little girl’s attention swept over him, taking her time until it rested on his shoulder holster.

She pointed to his gun. “Did you shoot the bad man?”

“I shot him in the leg.” He nodded. “I had to save you.”

The corner of her lips lifted before she buried her face in Leland’s neck.

Adorable. Especially when the dimple on her cheek flashed him.

He sucked in a quick breath. Dimple? On her cheek? Oh good grief... He had that same dimple on his cheek!

Sweeping his gaze over her one more time, he did a closer inspection. The little girl had to be around four years old. Mine? Although she had eyes like her mother’s, her mouth and nose reminded him of his younger sister’s baby pictures.

Inwardly he grumbled. Meggie had to be his. He glanced once more at the woman next to him. Why hadn’t she told him? Why had she let him believe she’d disappeared off the face of the earth?

When they reached her car, she pulled away and climbed in. “I’ll be all right to drive,” she muttered without looking at him. “I promise.”

Her father placed Meggie in the car seat then moved up to the front to give his daughter a kiss on the cheek. Laura stroked her hand down Leland’s arm, and Mick’s own arm tingled.

He cursed under his breath. What was wrong with him?

Leland nodded then settled his attention on Mick. “You drive behind her.”

“I will.” Mick wished his voice hadn’t sounded so affected. Had Leland noticed? Worse... had Laura noticed? If she had, did she care?

“Tonight she’s staying at my house,” Leland instructed.

Laura grasped her father’s arm. She tugged on it until Leland met her gaze. “No, Dad.”

Her father passed her a stubborn glare. “No more arguments.” He looked back at Mick. “Got it?”

“Yes, sir,” he bit out.

Mick hurried to his vehicle and climbed in. He gripped the steering wheel so tight his knuckles turned white. What kind of assignment from hell had he taken? Even if he did want answers, he’d be fighting memories the entire time. He couldn’t ignore the past. He’d have to push away the glorious memories they had made together five years ago.

Impossible.

What if Meggie was his daughter? That would definitely make things more complicated. Yet turning down this bodyguard job wasn’t an option. He owed this to his friend, Stephen. If it hadn’t been for him...

Mick swallowed the lump of emotion and started the car. I’m doing this for you, Stephen.

Following behind Laura, he kept a close watch on her rearview mirror. Her eyes darted between the mirror and the road. What could she be thinking? Would she even feel a moment of remorse? Would she try to kill him again?

What about her accomplice? Mick would have to keep a close eye on her to make certain she didn’t try to contact the man who’d tried to kill him in Bermuda.

Of course, if she did, Mick would have both of them in the palm of his hand... right where he should have had them five years ago.

Eventually, Mick and Laura would be alone, and when that time came, they would have to talk. He’d eventually have to say something about their past. The unknown answers ate at his gut like a terminal disease.

When he finally convinced her to open up, would he throw insults? Accusations? Beg her to know why she did what she did?

No matter what happened, he couldn’t wait to spring the good news on her. He couldn’t wait to tell her their marriage hadn’t been legal.

She wasn’t the only one in this relationship who held secrets. He had his own, as well.

​
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Splashing in the Bermuda waters, two strong hands wrapped around Laura’s middle, bringing her against a muscular male chest. She leaned back and covered his hands with her own. His heady scent covered her as his tender lips trailed kisses down her neck. She smiled and cuddled against him, her heartbeat accelerating. His hot breath tickled her skin, and she laughed.

The man holding her in the warm beach water was merely a dream. Being with Mick all those years ago had been wonderful. But he was dead. Right? She wanted to open her eyes and look at his face, but her eyelids were too heavy and wouldn’t cooperate. She couldn’t move her arms, either. They were dead weights against her sides.

The more she struggled to lift her arms and hold him closer, the faster the man faded from her mind. The pressure against her body decreased to nothingness.

With a gasp, Laura bolted up in bed. The sheet had been tangled around her body, pinning her. Breathing irregularly, she glanced around the room to get her bearings.

My room... in Dad’s house.

Letting out a deep sigh, she swiped back the hair that fell across her face as she lay down. She blinked and breathed slower; happiness still ran rapidly through her chest because of the dream. This was definitely not a good emotion to have at this particular moment.

Mick Ross. Alive? How could that have happened? She saw him shot. Saw him fall. Nobody could survive that... could they?

Laura squeezed her eyes closed. Why couldn’t he have remained dead? She didn’t want to have feelings for a murderer. Was she now in more danger than her dad had realized?

Oh no! Again, she sat up with a start.

Instead of trying to keep her safe, her father had invited mayhem into his house under the guise of a bodyguard. Although her father must know Mick from somewhere, he obviously didn’t know Mick had killed a man.

She slipped out of bed and rubbed her hands over her face, the motion bringing her fully awake. The nap she’d just taken had been needed, but now she had to think about the future.

Her future with her new bodyguard.

Threading her fingers through her hair, she walked to the bathroom. The woman who stared back at her in the mirror looked pathetic. So many times as a child she had wished to grow up so she could leave her over-protective father, leave the comfort and security of Mitchell Mansion, and live as a regular person. She’d been determined to control her life. Alone. With no help from her father.

Yet the reflection in the mirror resembled the girl from her past. The girl she never wanted to be again. The only way to be the woman she was this morning was to face her father and demand he release Mick Ross from his current position as her protector. She didn’t want to rely on someone ever again.

Especially since he was a killer.

If her father insisted that she have a bodyguard, she’d find one herself.

On her way down the hall, she peeked into her daughter’s room. Heavy curtains had been pulled closed over the window, letting only a small amount of light inside. She tiptoed to the bed. Meggie lay curled on her bed, asleep. So small. So helpless. Poor girl. Would she ever forget today’s terror? Laura certainly wouldn’t.

As she continued down the long hallway toward the stairs, she passed a large framed picture on the wall of an ocean as the moon settled in the horizon at sunset. Her heart twisted, and her mind spun with memories. Bermuda had been so beautiful, especially at dusk.

She’d only been on vacation there one day before she noticed Mick on the beach. She, and her friend, Susan, had been laying out on their beach chair soaking in the sun’s rays, and checking out all the good-looking guys when her attention landed on one of them.

Dressed in a pair of light blue shorts... and nothing else, Laura couldn’t stop watching the muscular, tanned, gorgeous man with the wavy black hair, playing volleyball with a bunch of other people. She didn’t know if they were all friends, but the longer she watched and listened to their conversations, the more she could see that most of them didn’t know each other.

After about thirty minutes, the ball rolled toward her, coming to a stop by her feet. She moved off her beach chair, and picked up the ball. Some of the men in the game, motioned for her to come over, and being a girl who wanted to meet men anyway, she didn’t turn down the offer. She reached the net and threw the ball to the nearest player, who happened to be another good-looking man. 

“Hey, do you want to play,” the guy asked.

It wasn’t that she’d never played volleyball before, but she didn’t think she was that great. “I don’t know.”

“Oh, come on,” the man said. “It’s fun, and we need another player on our side.”

She moved her gaze to the guy she’d been watching for the past little while. He smiled at her and nodded, pointing to the space next to him.

“Yeah, play with us. You can stand by me.”

Her heart skipped a beat. “I’m not that good.” She shrugged.

“That’s all right. We all help each other.”

Laura glanced back at her friend. Susan still lounged on the chair with her sunglasses on, and in the same position she’d been the last time Laura looked at her friend. Apparently, Susan had fallen asleep. Playing volleyball with a lot of good looking men suddenly became more interesting than sitting on a beach chair all afternoon.

“Sure, why not.” Laura smiled.

As she passed the players on her side, they greeted her and told them her name. She, of course, told them her name. When she stopped near the man with the great body, his grin widened.

“I’m Mick.”

“I’m Laura.”

They resumed the game, and she realized how much fun she had. So, she missed hitting the ball when it was knocked to her, but she hadn’t worried about it. All of those playing the game were goofing off, or showing off their muscular bodies, so it really didn’t matter.
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