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Blurb

After his injuries forced U.S. Marshal Andre Hart to retire, an old friend recruits him to do security for a reality TV star plastic surgeon with a stalker. One look at Dr. Shannon Soal, and he's hooked. She requests he pose as her lover to hide her stalker problem and increased need for security from the public. Though unorthodox, that's no sacrifice. The only problem is keeping it a pretense instead of making it a reality. They fight their attraction, but how can they deny their hearts when they might have found their soulmates? 

Meanwhile, Shannon's stalker has death in mind and won't give up on her easily. Or ever.

Andre Hart first appeared in "Safe Harbor." This story is a standalone, but you might enjoy seeing Andre in that story.
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Chapter One
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DR. SHANNON SOAL CAREFULLY closed the incision on Mrs. Bailey’s stomach, barely aware of the cameras in the room. During the last eighteen months that her practice had participated in the reality show, the cameras had become commonplace. She operated just as she always did, with her sole focus on her patient, and not remembering that she was part of a TV show until after she stepped out of the operating theater.

She moved away from her patient, heading toward the scrub sink. After stripping her gloves, she scrubbed thoroughly and grabbed a towel. As she moved through the scrub room, she briefly remembered the producer liked her to remove her cap as she exited. Angus Calvin claimed it made her look more approachable, but she suspected it had more to do with the fact her beautiful dark hair would increase her physical appeal. She left the cap on, too tired to bother with removing it and pandering to the producer that day.

She made her way down the hall to find Mrs. Bailey’s family. They had agreed to allow the film crew in with them while they waited for news about their wife and mother. She tried not to be cynical, but she hadn’t been surprised. People almost always allowed themselves to be persuaded into being featured on the show. It was only natural, she supposed, to want to have one’s fifteen minutes of fame, and she doubted the people who appeared briefly on the show give it much thought beyond that. 

She had ensured there was a clause in the contract the family signed that if she had to deliver bad news—something that had happened on three occasions during the last eighteen months—the camera crews would immediately stop filming, and nothing would be included in the show. Angus hadn’t liked it, but it was one of Shannon’s stipulations for participating when her two partners had discussed the idea with her after Med TV made the offer to them.

Thankfully, she had good news to deliver to the balding, punchy husband and the teen-to-young-adult children waiting. “Mrs. Bailey’s liposuction procedure was flawless. She’ll be in recovery for a short time, and then you can see her.”

“Will there be any complications, Dr. Soal?” asked Saul...no, Sal Bailey.

Shannon found a smile for him, and she hoped it was reassuring. She couldn’t let her lousy day make the family worry by accidentally transmitting a concern she didn’t have for Stella Bailey. “I don’t anticipate any problems at all. Everything went smoothly, and your wife is in excellent health.” The older woman had been a scant twenty pounds overweight, and while Shannon understood why Mrs. Bailey wanted to shed the weight, it wasn’t something for which she herself would’ve had surgery. 

A lot of the operations she conducted were like that—tummy sculpting, breast enhancement, and rhinoplasty. It was those cases, and the often exorbitant fees attached to them due to her practice’s prestige, that allowed her to fund her true passion, so she operated whenever it was feasible if it made someone happy, because ultimately it would make more than one person happy. It funded her foundation, which provided free operations for people suffering from deformities, burns, and other disfiguring conditions that might be alleviated, if not completely cured, under the skillful application of her scalpel.

After leaving the family waiting room, she stepped into the hallway and found Matt, one of the camera guys, waiting for her with the camera on his shoulder. This part was expected, but she was suddenly weary. Somehow, she forced a smile for the camera and gave a quick wrap-up of the case. She truly expected no complications for Mrs. Bailey and likely wouldn’t see the woman again until her post-operative appointment at the office. That too would be filmed, but probably wouldn’t make the cut for the week’s episode unless there was some drama to the case.

After that, she was finally freed from her obligations to her patient and the show for the time being. She walked down the halls of the outpatient surgical center owned by her practice and into her office. 

It was technically a dressing room, complete with a makeup station and wardrobe. There were myriad scrubs available to her, and she could pick whatever caught her fancy that day. Other than having someone do her makeup and pin her hair under her cap, she was fairly independent with all the other aspects of her appearance on the show. Today, she had chosen black scrubs to match her mood.

She collapsed on the sofa and stretched out as she tried to summon the energy to move from her office/dressing room at the surgical center to her real office in the building across the parking lot. She shouldn’t be so drained, since she’d only had two surgeries that morning, and she had a blissful ninety minutes to rest before her first appointment at the clinic. She knew what was bothering her, what had left her enervated, and what made crossing the parking lot such a daunting task.

Your crocs didn’t match your scrubs yesterday, Dr. Soal. 

Shannon didn’t have to walk over to the table where she’d set the note to remember the words. It wasn’t the first strange note she’d received since starting to participate in the reality show, but they had become more frequent of late, and clearly from the same person. She still received other fan mail, along with at least a dozen marriage proposals and other less savory proposals from diehard fans each week, but those were just somewhere between mildly amusing and downright disgusting. They didn’t leave her with the creepy, watched feeling that was settling over her again. 

She wished she hadn’t opened it before starting surgery that morning, because it had been haunting her throughout the day. In one way, Shannon wished she hadn’t opened it at all, but it was better to know. Someone was watching her. Genuinely, literally watching her. 

For one thing, she knew the person was referring to yesterday, because it was the first time she’d worn her new pair of crocs. The shows were taped live, but edited and not actually shown on the network for anywhere from two to four weeks, depending on the cases and the people involved. That eliminated the possibility that someone had seen her crocs on television, which would have been unlikely anyway, since filming was usually above the waist or centered on the surgical table. 

For another, she had worn her reliable sneakers during surgery yesterday. They were the same pair gracing her feet now, and she kicked them off without thought. They were kept strictly for use in the surgical center and weren’t outside shoes. Her new crocs waited for her feet to slide into them, but she made no move to do so. 

She should be stirring around and getting lunch before preparing for a busy afternoon of meeting with patients, but instead, she was hiding in her dressing room because it felt safe. If someone was watching her and had watched her make the trek from the surgical center to their office yesterday, they would probably be watching again today. 

It was disquieting, and she reached for the cell phone she’d left on the table by the couch. She dialed the number from memory, having spoken with Detective Jared Silver many times over the past few weeks, following his directions to contact him each time she received a new letter. She had been resistant to the idea of filing a police report to start with, but her assistant and best friend, Misty, had interceded and called in the detective without her permission. 

Today, she was glad Misty had been so proactive, because what had once seemed ridiculous and harmless now felt vaguely threatening. “Hello, Detective Silver. This is Shannon Soal.”

“I recognized your voice, Dr. Soal. And your phone number.” There was a hint of flirtation in his tone, and he’d made no secret of the fact that he would like to get to know her better in a nonprofessional capacity. “What can I do for you today? Another letter?”

“Yes, and this one’s worse than the others.” She quickly detailed what had bothered her about it, and when he spoke again, he was all business.

“If someone is watching you, you need to increase your security.”

“We’ve already hired more people to do patrols.”

The detective let out a small sigh. “That’s not what I mean, and you know it, Dr. Soal. You promised me that if things escalated, you would get private security. You know I can’t be available twenty-four/seven unless there’s a true threat, and we don’t want it to escalate to that point.”

She sighed. “But a bodyguard will suck the last of my privacy away. I really don’t want someone following me around, hovering, and playing Kevin Costner to my Whitney Houston.”

The detective chuckled. “I don’t think you have anything to worry about, Dr. Soal. I saw the Christmas party episode, where you got tipsy and performed karaoke. You’re no Whitney Houston.”

She rolled her eyes, but a small giggle escaped her. “Touché. But do you understand my objections?”

The detective hesitated for a moment. “Of course I understand not wanting to give up your privacy, but do you understand my concern? You need someone there who’s available immediately if needed. It could take minutes or longer for dispatch to send help if you need it. You have my private cell phone number, but I live thirty minutes away in typical L.A. traffic. This is your safety we’re talking about. Which is more important—your safety or your privacy?”

She winced. “Low blow, Detective Silver.”

He sounded unapologetic. “I have some people I can refer you to—”

“No people. A person. Maybe.” Shannon closed her eyes for a minute before exhaling. “There has to be a way to do this that’s discreet. I don’t want my possible stalker situation to turn into more drama for the television show. If different people are following me around and changing out every few hours, it’s going to be awkward to explain.”

“I might have an idea for you. May I call you back in a few minutes after I speak with someone?”

She nodded before remembering he couldn’t see her through the phone. “Of course. I’ll still be here.” She had no intention of leaving her dressing room until she absolutely had to.

After hanging up, she got up from the sofa and moved to the small refrigerator, where she kept snacks on the days she ran late. She raided her refrigerator for a quick, healthy lunch before returning to the couch, this time sitting up instead of lying down. 

It seemed to take forever for the phone to ring, and she quickly set aside the container of fruit she’d munched on when it rang. She looked at the screen long enough to confirm it was Detective Silver before answering. “Hello?”

“I have a friend named Andre Hart. He used to be a U.S. Marshal, but he was seriously wounded several months ago. He was forced to retire from the Marshals, and he’s been doing some light security work since then. He’s agreeable to being your only security for a time, though he wishes that you would add more people to the team. I wish the same.”

“One’s bad enough. How badly was he injured?” She felt bad asking the question, but she had to be sure that if she accepted a bodyguard, he could actually protect her if the need arose.

“He’s doing much better now, and I wouldn’t entrust your safety to him if he wasn’t able to see to it. Should I send him over?”

Shannon hesitated. “I still don’t understand how it’s going to work. How do I explain him?”

The detective laughed. “You could pretend he’s your boyfriend. There wouldn’t be much question about him appearing at your side, especially since you’re a beautiful woman, and any man lucky enough to be your lover would want to be beside you as much as possible.”

She shivered at the intimate tone in his voice, nonplussed by the indication that his attraction had only grown stronger. There was nothing wrong with the detective per se, but she wasn’t in a place where she wanted to pursue a relationship, especially with the man coordinating the investigation into her stalking. 

It felt so melodramatic to call it that, and she still mostly believed it would turn out to be a harmless, though probably emotionally unstable, fan with too much devotion. Still, she didn’t want to risk muddying the investigation when she wasn’t attracted to the detective. “I guess you could send him over, and we can at least talk about the idea.”

“Good girl,” he said in a way that he probably didn’t mean to sound condescending, but came across that way. “I’ll send Andre to you. Where would you like to meet him?”

For a moment, she was tempted to blurt out the surgical center, not wanting to make the walk across the parking lot on her own. Knowing she lacked sufficient time to have a proper meeting with him quelled the urge. Instead, she said, “If it’s agreeable to him, have him meet me at my condo tonight at seven, please. The address is—”

“I have the address,” said the detective. “It’s in your police report.”

“Of course. Thank you, Detective Silver.”

“You’re welcome, Shannon.” He said her name in a too-familiar tone.

She didn’t bother to call him on it as she hung up without speaking again. The detective’s attraction was just something else she’d have to deal with on her already too-full plate. He paled in comparison to her current worries, chief among them that some unhinged person was watching her every move and thinking about her obsessively. She hoped she’d just watched too much TV, and even clung to the idea that the Andre Hart she was meeting that night would reassure her that her fears were unfounded and tell her she didn’t need him after all.

After finishing her lunch, she slipped her feet into the crocs and walked out of her dressing room. Less than a minute later, she was at the door leading to the parking lot, and she hesitated. She couldn’t bring herself to step out alone, so she started to turn to look for a security guard to escort her when the door opened from the outside, and Misty stepped in. A wave of relief at the sight of her blonde-haired friend swept through her, and she smiled. “What are you doing here?” Misty rarely ventured into the surgical center, telling Shannon once that the antiseptic smells and the knowledge of what went on there gave her bad memories. Shannon didn’t know memories of what, but she sympathized.

“You’re running late, and I wanted to check on you.”

Shannon smiled. “I appreciate that. I know how difficult it is for you to come to the surgical center.” She glanced at her watch. “I’m not really running late though, am I?”

Misty shrugged. “Not terribly so, but you usually come to your office straight after you finish filming for the day, and that’s usually over with by twelve-thirty. It’s closer to two now, and you have an appointment in fifteen minutes.”

Shannon nodded, stepping out of the surgical center and walking with Misty across the parking lot. It was still unnerving, and she was certain she could feel eyes upon her, but she was bolstered by her friend’s presence. “Thanks for keeping me on track, Misty.”

Her assistant bumped her arm. “That’s my job, and what are friends for?”

“I’m glad to have a friend like you.” Living in L.A. as somewhat of a minor celebrity, Shannon had lots of acquaintances, but very few people to whom she felt genuinely close. While both of her partners seemed to have embraced the reality TV star lifestyle, Shannon was still having some difficulty with it even eighteen months after the hoopla had begun. 

If it weren’t for the hefty payout, which went directly to funding her foundation, she would have refused to participate. That would have been practically impossible in their three-doctor practice, so she would have had to leave the practice as well. 

She’d made the best decision she could, and now she had to live with it, though she disliked many aspects of the lifestyle. At least she had close friends like Misty, who she’d only known for little more than a year, but had become like a sister to her. She was thankful she had chosen Misty’s application and résumé from the pile submitted to act as her assistant when her previous office manager had decided to retire after the show started shooting. It had been too much for Mabel, who had only been a few scant years away from retirement anyway. 

Misty had been a lucky find, and she hoped her luck continued when she met with the bodyguard that night. If he couldn’t reassure her that she didn’t need him, she hoped she could at least become friends with him, especially if they were going to go through some kind of elaborate pretense, pretending to be a couple.
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