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      Black Blade Protection is an agency that first appeared in the Surrender series. It’s been waiting for a chance to launch as its own series for a few years. The time has come! Get ready for nurturing bodyguards who will lay down their lives to protect their own.

      

      June

      Yeah, I’m hiding.

      I hardly leave my apartment.

      My luck sucks, though.

      On a rare night out, I get attacked.

      By a stranger—not the man I’m hiding from.

      Now my picture is on the news.

      I need help. I’m desperate.

      There’s only one man who might be able to protect me.

      A man I met yesterday.

      Dangerous. Tattooed. Muscular. Hot.

      Out of my league.

      But I’m not looking for a lover; I’m looking for a bodyguard.

      

      Blade

      I hated leaving her alone in her apartment.

      She’s bruised and battered, and her arm is broken.

      But I couldn’t insist she let me stay.

      She doesn’t know me.

      I met her by accident and gave her a ride. That’s all.

      Who am I kidding?

      I was drawn to her in an instant.

      And I didn’t exactly leave her alone. Hell no.

      I watched her building all night.

      It’s been a long time since I’ve had someone to nurture.

      Maybe it’s time to take a chance.

      And she just walked through the front door…
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      Blade

      

      “You’re the only man I know who could accidentally meet a woman in the hallway of a police station and end up taking care of her.” Mace chuckles.

      I shoot him a glare as I pace my office. “It was a bit more complicated than that.”

      Mace’s eyes dance. “Was it, though?”

      I sigh. “June was alone, bruised and battered with a broken arm, waiting to identify the man who attacked her the night before. I couldn’t just leave her there.” Why am I justifying myself to my employee? Granted, he’s also my friend, but still.

      “Why were you there in the first place?”

      “I drove Camden and Simone to the station. Simone was attacked by the same man the week before. She and June were both there to identify the perpetrator.”

      Mace waves a dismissive hand through the air. “So at the end of the day, you took her home and then you just left her there alone?”

      I set my hands on my hips and roll my eyes. He knows me better than that. He’s antagonizing me. “Of course I didn’t just leave her there alone.” I scoff.

      Mace continues to laugh as he leans his chair on the back two legs. He’s all casual without a care in the world while I’m panicking. He’s enjoying himself far too much. “That explains the bags under your eyes. You sat outside her apartment all night, making sure she was safe, didn’t you?”

      “Not on her doorstep or anything crazy.” I huff. “I watched her building from my car.”

      There’s more laughter as Mace half covers his mouth. “Good thing you own a Camaro, considering your SUV was blown to smithereens yesterday. How’s that sitting with you, by the way?”

      I shrug. “Haven’t given it much thought. I popped an email off to Cannon in the night so he could call the dealership and get me hooked up with a new one. I don’t like being without an armored car. The Camaro is fun to drive, but it doesn’t provide protection for my…” I clamp my lips together. I can’t believe the words that were about to fall out of my mouth.

      Mace lifts both brows, drops the front legs of the chair on the floor, and sits taller. “Your…girl?”

      I swipe a hand down my face. No sense in denying it. I may have met June yesterday, but she burrowed under my skin in seconds. I didn’t like the look of her apartment when I dropped her off last night, either. It’s a tiny studio, and she has meager belongings.

      Mace rises. “I’m not judging you, man. I read the writing on the wall when I saw you with her yesterday. You’ve been on your own for far too long. It’s time you claimed a Little and lived life to the fullest. You’ve been working your ass off for years. You own this business. Black Blade Protection is thriving. Take a breath and do something for yourself. Everyone will support you. You have to know that.”

      I groan. “I think we’re jumping the gun. I have no way of knowing if June is even Little. Plus, she also gets a say in things. I can’t just barge into her life and take over.” Though Lord knows I want to.

      I’m not sure she liked the fact that I didn’t just drop her off outside her building and drive away. That was never an option. She’d been exhausted. She’d been awake for nearly thirty-six hours, and in that time, she’d been attacked outside her building, spent the night in the hospital, moved to the police station to identify her assaulter, and then was flattened to the ground by me protecting her when my damn SUV blew up in the parking lot.

      Thank God my friend Camden and his girlfriend, Simone, were with us when the SUV exploded. Camden and Simone were kind enough to take June home with them for the afternoon while I dealt with shit at the police station.

      Yes, I’d only known June for an hour at the time, and it was probably presumptuous of me to assume responsibility of her, but that’s who I am. She was hurting, both physically and emotionally, and instinct told me to step up to the plate.

      I pray she wasn’t traumatized. Though that’s impossible. She had to be incredibly shaken after all that. Luckily, the explosion had nothing to do with any recent work of mine. It had been planted by associates of June’s assaulter. Idiots hoping to create a distraction so they could break their comrade out of jail.

      Backfired on them. They’re all locked up now.

      Mace meets my gaze. “Sometimes, barging into a Little girl’s life and taking over is exactly what’s called for.”

      “Perhaps. But it usually helps if the Little in question is aware of age play. I seriously doubt June has any idea what age play entails. If I’m not careful, she’ll run from me like she’s on fire.”

      “Maybe… Or… You could smother her with your Daddy vibes until she’s gasping for air and can’t remember what her life was like before you were in it.”

      I roll my eyes. “You’re getting sappy. Perhaps you should go find your own Little girl and stop worrying about me.” Mace is single, too. He has no room to lecture me.

      He shrugs and heads for the door. “I’m not as old as you, Graybeard.”

      I don’t even bother to comment on the newest nickname the guys have assigned to me. Ever since I grew out my beard, they’ve been harassing me about it. The hair on top of my head is still mostly black, but my beard is gray. Frankly, I don’t give a fuck.

      Before Mace manages to leave the office, Cannon leans in, clasping the frame. “There’s a woman here to see you, boss. She seems upset, and…”

      I lift both brows. “And?”

      He glances over his shoulder and then back before whispering, “Judging by the bruising, it looks like someone beat the fuck out of her a few days ago.”

      The hairs on the back of my neck rise. “Name?”

      “June Brien.”

      Mace chuckles under his breath as he leaves my office.
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      “June?”

      I spin around to find Blade hurrying toward me.

      Coming here was a terrible idea. When he gave me his card last night and told me to call him any time, I hadn’t expected to need him twelve hours later. I also hadn’t realized when he said he owned a protection agency that it would be this…extravagant.

      As soon as I stepped through the front door, I knew Black Blade Protection would be way out of my pay range. I’m on the fifteenth floor of a high-rise. The receptionist looks like she belongs in a lawyer’s office. She introduced herself as Rachell and was nothing but kind to me, but she’s wearing a fancy blouse, a pencil skirt, and spiked heels. Her hair is up in a twist.

      To say I feel out of place is an understatement. I’m horrifyingly underdressed and underpaid for the likes of this agency.

      “Come.” Blade gently cups my good elbow and leads me out of the reception area.

      This place is large and spotless. The floors gleam. The lights are bright. There are over a dozen offices off this hallway, and Blade guides me to the open double doors at the end of it.

      When I step inside, it’s hard not to gasp audibly. His office is huge. The view is amazing. I’m definitely way out of my depth here.

      There’s a glass table with four chairs around it, two fancy leather armchairs, and a loveseat on the other side of the room. An enormous desk with four giant monitors sits in the middle. It also has two leather chairs across from it.

      “I don’t know what I’m doing here,” I mutter under my breath. This is madness. I can’t ask this man for help. People probably pay him more by the hour than I have in my bank account.

      I’m tired. My entire body hurts. It took me over an hour to get dressed one-handed, and it wasn’t my dominant hand. That’s the one that’s broken.

      My hair is a mess because lifting my one hand to comb it hurt too much. I haven’t washed it in two days because how could I have managed that? Luckily, it’s wavy and past my shoulders, so I can tuck it behind my ears. Suddenly, I wish I’d stayed in my apartment, crawled under the covers, and slept all day.

      Except I couldn’t rest after what happened this morning, and I’ve been shaking ever since. I have few options. One of them would be to go back to the women’s shelter I went to three years ago when I returned to Seattle.

      Yeah, that’s really the only other option I could think of before I came here.

      Blade shuts the double doors, guides me to the loveseat, helps me sit, and takes the spot next to me. His brows furrow as he cups my face.

      That’s when the tears fall. I’ve fought them for over a day, but the dam breaks loose, and now I’m mortified. I can’t stop the avalanche of emotions from overflowing.

      Blade scoots closer and surprises me by gently tucking one hand under my legs, supporting my back with the other, lifting me off the seat, and carefully arranging me on his lap. He tucks my head under his chin and rubs my back. “It’s okay, honey. Let it out. You’ve got to be exhausted. You’ve been so brave for so long.”

      He has no idea how long I’ve been holding my shit together. Not for a day. Not for two days. More like for a thousand days or two thousand days. Exhausted doesn’t cover it. But the past day and a half pushed me to my limits.

      Blade reaches across me and grabs a few tissues from the end table. What kind of guy has tissue boxes in his office? Does he get a lot of women who fall apart in his office?

      Ridiculous. Maybe the man has allergies.

      He gently tips my head back and dabs at my face before holding the soft tissues up to my nose. “Blow, honey.”

      Blow? He wants me to blow my nose into his hand? Hell no. I reach for the tissues with my good hand, but he captures my wrist with the hand wrapped around me and lowers my arm to my side. “Blow, Little one.”

      I do as I’m told. My thoughts are rampant. First of all, gross. But overriding that emotion is how unbelievably kind he is. I don’t know any man alive who would take care of me like this. Let alone one I just met.

      He tosses the tissues on the seat beside him and cups my face. “How did you get here, honey?”

      “Uber.”

      He blows out a breath. “Good. I was worried you drove.”

      “I don’t own a car.” I wince as those words leave my mouth. How the hell could I possibly pay his fees if I can’t even afford a car?

      “Why didn’t you call? I could have come to you or picked you up if you needed. You should be resting in bed.”

      I lower my gaze. I obviously don’t fit in here. I’m sure he doesn’t get clients coming in off the street who look homeless. I’m not actually unhoused, but I look it, especially today. “I’m sorry.” I sniffle. “I shouldn’t have bothered you. It was stupid.” I start to push off his solid thigh with my good arm so I can stand and run from my embarrassment, but he stops me with a hand on my thigh.

      “Stay, Little one. Talk to me. I know you didn’t come here because you happened to be in the neighborhood. Tell me what’s on your mind.”

      I don’t know why he keeps calling me Little one. It’s an odd endearment. I guess it fits, though. He’s almost a foot taller than me in addition to being broad and built like a brick building.

      I also realize he’s not dressed for the setting, either. He’s wearing jeans, a tight black T-shirt with his company logo on the chest pocket, and black boots. Now that I’m looking directly at him, I start breathing heavily.

      I don’t think I’ve ever been this attracted to a man in my life. He’s probably almost twenty years older than me. He’s got this silver fox thing going that surely melts women’s panties. I think his beard is prematurely white, though. It just adds to his appeal. I doubt he’s over fifty.

      I lick my cracked lips. They’re sore from taking a hard slap to my mouth when I was attacked. “I should go. Forget I was here.”

      He shakes his head, his hand firm on my thigh. “Not going to happen, honey.”

      I look down and sigh heavily. The fact that he won’t let me go makes him even sexier. He needs to stop being so attractive. I can’t think when he’s so good-looking.

      Granted, he was equally as intriguing yesterday, but I assumed my brain was addled from lack of sleep and being in pain. Apparently not.

      “Did something happen this morning, June?”

      I draw in a breath and slowly nod, still staring at my lap. “I was on the news last night and this morning. They put my face on the television.”

      “Yeah, I saw. I’m sorry. It sucks that the media doesn’t check with people before putting their picture up.” He tucks a finger under my chin and tips my head back again. His brow is now deeply furrowed. “Are you worried about your attacker finding you? He won’t. I promise. After the stunts he and his friends pulled, his bail is going to be set far too high for anyone to post it.”

      I swallow. “I’m not worried about him,” I whisper. I take a deep breath and look around his office again. “I…” I lick my lips again and wince. “I can’t afford your services. I’ll go to a women’s shelter. I’ve been to one before. They will help me. It’s what they do.”

      Blade’s entire body stiffens. His hand grips my hip tighter. “Not a chance, June.” He lifts my chin. “Not. A. Chance. In. Hell. Tell me what or who you’re hiding from. I will protect you.”

      “I can’t pay you,” I murmur.

      He continues to hold my chin. “June, if you mention money one more time, my head will explode, and that will be messy. You’re not going to pay me for anything ever. If you weren’t injured and in obvious pain, I’d be inclined to spank you now for repeatedly ignoring my question. Who’s looking for you, June?”

      I gasp and hold my breath. His expression is deadly serious. Intense. He said a lot of words, but I’m stuck on one in particular. Did he really say he would spank me?

      I shudder.

      Spank?

      I should be horrified. After all, the man I’m running from abused me. The mere mention of hitting me should have me jerking free of Blade and running out the door.

      Instead, I’m gripping my thighs together because the idea of Blade spanking me makes my pussy flutter. That’s confusing and irrational. I haven’t had a sexual thought in years. I can’t even remember when I last felt attractive. I didn’t know it was possible. I assumed I was dead inside. That part of me permanently ruined.

      I haven’t even made eye contact with a man in years. It’s been more than three years since I’ve done either—feel sexual or look a man in the eye. I stopped doing both long before I left my ex.

      Blade does things to me. It started the moment he sat next to me at the police station yesterday to keep me company. I was waiting to identify the man who attacked me two nights ago in a lineup. He was kind and patient and gave me every ounce of his attention.

      I was so tired and in pain that I didn’t trust my reaction to him. But here we are, in his office, and my reaction to him today is even stronger.

      He’s still holding my chin and gaze with an intensity I’ve never known. The word spank resonates in my ears over and over. My breathing is heavier. I can’t shake the feeling. Part of me wants to turn over across his lap and let him spank me. Is that what he meant? Over his knees?

      What on Earth is wrong with me?

      “June… Honey, I need information so I’ll know what I’m dealing with. The fact that you came all the way here this morning tells me this is important to you. It can’t have been easy for you to get dressed, let alone arrange for an Uber and brave the busy lobby downstairs.”

      I swallow, shaking off thoughts of his palm on my bottom. “My ex,” I explain poorly.

      He flinches. “Ex…boyfriend?”

      I cringe. “Husband, and I guess he’s not really an ex because he refused to sign the divorce papers.”

      Blade’s jaw tightens. “How long have you been separated?”

      “Three years.”

      His brows lift, and his voice rises. “The man hasn’t signed divorce papers in three years?”

      I shake my head.

      “I can get those papers signed. Are you hiding from him?”

      “Yes,” I mutter.

      “Tell me more, June. I need you to tell me everything. I can and will help you and keep you safe, but I need all the information you have.”

      “I can’t afford you,” I remind him, wincing as soon as the words leave my mouth. He said…

      Spank.

      Jesus.

      Spank.

      Blade draws in a deep breath as though trying to control his reaction to my words. Not in a way that scares me. He doesn’t give me any vibes that he could be dangerous. Not with me. Not with any woman, I suspect. He wants to spank me for…disobeying him.

      I’m a people pleaser. I always have been. If I hadn’t been such a wussy pleaser, I never would have gotten married in the first place, nor would I have let Pete boss me around, take over my life, and destroy me. It took me a long time to find a spine, and I’ll never go back to being the kind of woman who has no backbone.

      One side of my head is screaming at me not to let Blade intimidate me. The other side insists that’s not what he’s doing. It’s something else. Something I don’t have words for.

      It’s been years since I read a romance novel. I used to read them all the time, especially after I moved out of Seattle with Pete and had nothing better to do with my free time than read. I hid my addiction to erotic books from my asshole husband because he didn’t approve, but it wasn’t hard. I downloaded books from the library or anywhere I could find that was free. I didn’t have a credit card, nor could I have used one without him asking questions, but I was resourceful at finding books without him knowing.

      Instead of reprimanding me again, Blade settles in the loveseat and gently nestles me against his chest. He rubs my back again and…holy shit, kisses the top of my head.

      He doesn’t say a word about my mention of finances yet again.
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      June

      

      I take deep breaths as I let myself relax against Blade. I feel like I can tell him things I’ve never told anyone but my counselors. It’s necessary if he’s going to have the entire picture.

      Finally, I find myself talking. I start from way back. “My father was abusive to my mother. He eventually went to prison and died there from pneumonia. No love lost. My mother lived with chronic pain from all the times he beat her, especially from the time he broke two of her vertebrae. She committed suicide when I was eighteen. I think she had been waiting for me to be an adult. I was sad, but I couldn’t blame her.”

      Blade doesn’t make me look at him. He keeps rubbing my back. “I’m so sorry, Little one. I guess you had to grow up fast.”

      “Yeah, I needed a new life, so I moved from South Carolina to Seattle for college. I graduated with dual degrees in English and education. I got a job teaching at an elementary school.”

      “Good for you.” He kisses the top of my head again as his arms hold me closer.

      This is so unconventional. I came here to seek protection. How have I ended up sitting on Blade’s lap?

      I draw in another deep breath. “I met Pete at the grocery store one day. Weird place to meet a man, I guess, but we bumped into each other. He was so charming and took me to coffee. My pint of ice cream melted in the car while we talked for hours. I thought he was the best thing to ever happen to me.”

      Blade doesn’t interrupt. He’s so patient. He’s gently rocking me. I want to draw my knees up, settle deeper into his lap, and never move.

      “I should have seen the signs, but I was raised in a house with an abusive father, and the cycle of abuse is strong. Pete gradually took over my life. He isolated me. Eventually, he convinced me to quit my job and move out of the area. We got married at city hall. He insisted he would provide for me. And he did, but he got meaner and meaner. I kept thinking if I did better, if I tried harder, if I pleased him… Well, I couldn’t, of course.”

      “That’s the nature of abuse,” Blade murmurs. “There is nothing you could have done to please him.”

      “I realize that now, but I didn’t at the time. I didn’t want to be my mother. I wanted to keep my marriage together. I wanted to please my husband. When he switched from screaming and berating me to hitting me, I knew things weren’t going to work out.”

      Blade stops moving when I mention Pete striking me, but he says nothing.

      “The first time, he slapped me across the face and left the room. The next time, he managed to bust my lip. The third time, he gave me a black eye. He begged forgiveness every time. I told him I was leaving after the black eye. He groveled, and I relented. I should have left that night. But I didn’t. A week later, he hit me so hard that my head slammed into the door, and I passed out. I assume I had a concussion. He didn’t even help me or move me. When I woke up, he was gone. It was the middle of the night. I dragged myself off the floor, put on warm clothes in layers, covered them with one of his coats, stuffed a few belongings in a bag, and left.”

      “On foot?”

      “I didn’t have a car. I hadn’t even driven a single time in the three years we lived out there. He drove me into town to get groceries when we needed them. I knew it was about two miles to the nearest town, so I walked. Every time a car went by, I hid, afraid it might be Pete. It was three in the morning when I made it to the only place open—an all-night diner.”

      “You must have been scared out of your mind.”

      “I was, but I was out of options, so I had to go in and ask for help. I’d never been to the diner. It wasn’t like Pete took me out on dates or anything. He never spent a dime he didn’t have to on me once he got me out of Seattle. So, the older woman working the middle-of-the-night shift had no idea who I was. She was kind and sympathetic. It was obvious someone had beaten me. I asked her if she knew of a way I could get to Seattle. She called someone else to cover for her and drove me two hours to a women’s shelter in Seattle herself.”

      Blade finally tips me back enough to meet my gaze. He smiles. “Thank God there are still some kind people in the world.”

      “Yes. She never asked me who beat me or any other questions. She simply drove two hours each way to get me to safety. I couldn’t even offer her anything. I didn’t have a dollar to my name.”

      “I’m so sorry you went through that, June.” Blade’s voice and attention are so patient and understanding that I’m struggling to keep from crying again.

      “I spent a month at the center in hiding. I filed for divorce, and they helped me find a job and housing. I got stronger, emotionally and physically. I had a degree, which made it easier. There was no way I could go back to a public job, but I love what I do now even more.”

      “What’s that, Little one?”

      “I teach English to students abroad. Mostly Japan. It’s online. I have to work evenings a lot because they’re seventeen hours ahead, but I really enjoy it, and it pays the bills.”

      He frowns. “I can’t imagine it pays too well. Your studio apartment is pretty sparse, honey.” He’s not condescending, simply making an observation.

      “I never, ever, ever want to be in a situation where I can’t escape again. I save every dime I can so I’ll always have a nest egg.” It’s not a lot, but it’s what I’ve got. Not enough to pay for the services Blade provides.

      “Good girl,” he praises, beaming.

      Those two words burrow under my skin and squeeze my heart. Have I ever been anyone’s good girl? Certainly not my father, and my mother was too busy staying alive to take much time to care for me.

      “Have you seen or spoken to your ex since you left?”

      “One conversation over the phone. A week after I left. The day I filed the papers. I called him from a secure line at the shelter to tell him I’d filed.”

      “And? How did he take it?”

      “He told me he would never divorce me in a million years, and if I didn’t come home immediately, he would hunt me down every day of his life until he found me and made me pay.”

      Blade’s jaw tightens, and a vein protrudes on his forehead. Otherwise, he remains calm. Maybe he’s used to hearing stories like this from women. After all, his company provides protection for people—all kinds of people, I presume. Though from the looks of his office, I suspect his agency’s clients are usually wealthy. I’m picturing rock stars and actors. Not dirt-poor women with a vindictive ex.

      His nostrils flare when he inhales slowly. “And your picture was all over the television last night and this morning.”

      “Yeah.”

      Blade holds me closer again. “Thank you for sharing that, Little one. I know it wasn’t easy. You barely know me, but I want you to know that you’re safe now. He won’t get to you. I promise.”

      “You can’t be sure of that,” I murmur.

      “I guarantee it, honey.”

      “He could be waiting outside my apartment building right now,” I point out.

      “And you won’t be going back there, so he can wait.”

      I flinch. “I don’t have anywhere else to go, Blade.”

      “Of course you do. You’ll stay with me. I shouldn’t have left you there last night. It didn’t sit right. I hated leaving you alone. You can’t even tie your shoes, Little one.” He looks down at the tennis shoes I managed to put on. I’d quickly abandoned the idea of tying them and tucked the strings inside instead. “Besides needing protection, you need help getting back on your feet.”

      I stare at him. I can’t go home with him. Can I? A million thoughts run through my head. “I have to work. I’ve already taken two days off. I need to be online tonight. I need my computer and my notes and⁠—”

      He covers my lips with one finger. “We’ll make that happen, June. If it’s important to you, I’ll ensure it happens, okay?”

      I can’t move. He’s serious. I open my mouth to protest.

      “If you mention money one more time, June…”

      “You’ll spank me?” The words leave my mouth so fast I can’t stop them. I purse my lips a second later as I realize I’m about to moan. Maybe he doesn’t notice the way I immediately clench my thighs tighter.

      He slowly smiles. “Eventually, perhaps, but only because you’re intrigued by the idea. Let me be clear on that subject, though. I would never spank you without negotiating such a thing, nor would I spank you while you’re injured. Plus, now that I know you’ve been abused and witnessed it growing up, I’m hesitant to think spanking will ever be something you’d enjoy. If it interests you, though, we’ll discuss it later down the line. In the meantime, if you feel like you need to be disciplined, we’ll come up with other methods.”

      He leans forward and stands me on my feet.

      My head is spinning. What does he mean? Why would I want to be disciplined? Why would I need to be disciplined? It’s like he’s speaking a language I don’t understand.

      He holds my hips to steady me before leaning forward to rub his nose against mine.

      My breath hitches. For a moment, I think he’s going to kiss me. Madness. But I lick my lips as he pulls back a few inches.

      His gaze lowers to my mouth and hovers before jerking back to my eyes. “Let’s get you settled upstairs. You need sleep, Little one. I suspect you need food and a bath even more than rest. We’ll take care of those things first. While you rest, I’ll go to your apartment and get everything you need. Okay?”

      I almost laugh when he tacks that last word on. Is it an afterthought? He’s so bossy, listing everything he intends for me to do, and then he asks if it’s okay?

      He smirks. “I need to work on my presentation, don’t I? It’s been a long time since I’ve had a Little… Since I’ve dated or spent much time with a woman. Forgive me if I fumble a bit while I work out the cobwebs.”

      What was he going to say after little? A little what? That’s hardly as important as the rest of his speech, though. “You haven’t dated anyone lately?”

      He scrunches up his nose. “No. I’ve been busy with my business and haven’t met anyone I felt connected to.”

      My heart is racing. Surely, he doesn’t mean to imply he wants to date me or feels anything toward me at all. But he has held me on his lap for the last hour, and he was overly attentive yesterday when I needed him.

      We just met, though. I’m nobody to him. If I didn’t know better, I would think he was taking advantage of me, but he just said he hasn’t dated for a while. So why me? I can’t be his usual type. Besides my current battered state, I have very little money, and he’s way out of my league.

      Blade could date anyone he wants. He’s rich and unbelievably attractive. He’s tall, dark, and handsome. His beard is sexy as fuck. I want to run my fingers through the thickness. I want him to rub it between my legs.

      What?

      Maybe I have a concussion from my attack, or maybe I’m dreaming. No one has ever rubbed their face between my thighs. Why would such a thought even come to mind?

      Because I’ve never met anyone I would consider that with. I shudder at the thought of my ex ever going down on me. Gross.

      He stands. “Ready? I’ll introduce you to a few of the guys before we go upstairs.”

      That’s twice he’s mentioned something upstairs. “What’s upstairs?”

      “Sorry. My apartment. I live on the top floor, one floor above the offices.”

      “You live in this building?” I ask incredulously.

      “I own the building, Little one. I bought it about a year ago when we outgrew our previous location. Black Blade Protection is the only business in the building. The rest of the floors are apartments. Most of my guys live here. A few live off-site. We keep one floor open in case we need to provide on-site protection for a client. The apartments on the rest of the floors are rented to regular citizens.”

      “Oh, so you’re going to put me in an available apartment where he can’t find me?” Why does my chest tighten at my misunderstanding? I thought he was taking me to his own apartment.

      Blade cups my face and tips my head back. “June, I’m not putting you in a random empty apartment. You’ll be staying with me. You need help getting around.” He draws in a long breath. “And, honey, let me be honest with you.”

      I swallow. There’s no telling what this enigmatic man might say next.

      “I can’t continue to pretend I’m not attracted to you and your Little. There are a dozen things I need to explain about that, but they can wait. Right now, you’re dead on your feet. One step at a time. Let’s get you settled first. There’ll be plenty of time later to continue this discussion.”

      “My little what?” That’s the second time he’s left the word little hanging in the air as though something was left off.

      He gives me a slow smile. “We’ll get back to that, okay?”

      “Uh…sure.”
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