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            “I meant it when I said that I’ve got you.”

         

         With his free hand, Sean tucked a strand of hair behind Sierra’s ear, tracing his thumb over her cheekbone. His eyes drifted down to her lips, and he couldn’t fight it anymore. Clearly he was hell-bent on destruction tonight, because for the first time in his ten years as a bodyguard, he was going to kiss a client.

         Cupping her cheek with his uninjured hand, he slowly dipped his head and gently, tenderly closed his mouth over hers. She responded immediately, returning the kiss with a soft sigh.

         Finally he was touching her and tasting her just the way he’d wanted since the day they met. Finally, and it was a thousand times better than he ever could’ve imagined. And he’d spent a lot of time imagining it.

         It was the best wrong thing he’d ever done.
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            For my husband Graham, who makes all my heroes look like chumps. I love you. Go Team Falcon!
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            Chapter 1

         

         Sierra Blake glanced up at the bank of lights, and tiny dots danced in front of her eyes. People didn’t often realize just how hot stage lights could be. The expression “basking in the spotlight”? That stray s had to be a typo, because it was more like “baking in the spotlight.”

         “Sierra, what do you think separates you from other child stars?” The 90’s Con panel moderator directed the question at her, smoothing a hand down his tie as he glanced at the index cards clutched in one hand. She took a breath, the prickling threat of sweat teasing along her hairline. God, was she relieved she didn’t have to do this daily anymore. She smoothed her hair over her shoulder and ran her hands over the skirt of her cream-colored silk dress. Hundreds of eyes locked onto her, and a zing of adrenaline shot down to her toes.

         She bit her lip and fingered the shooting star pendant at the base of her throat. “You mean, how did I avoid living ‘la vida Lohan’?”

         Laughter bubbled up from the audience, and she relaxed a little. Although it was par for the course at events like this, she’d always hated that question and the quagmire of emotions it dredged up.

         She took a deep breath and dove in. “Quite frankly, being a child star is pretty messed up. You’re working with adults, keeping adult hours, making adult money, and trying to live up to the expectations of everyone around you. Any kid would find that kind of pressure confining. And that’s where the rebellion comes in. Drinking and drugs and sex. And all of this is happening when you’re trying to figure out who you actually are. How are you supposed to do that in that environment?” She paused, contemplating how much to share.

         “But you didn’t go down that road,” prompted the moderator.

         “I didn’t. I think part of the reason is that Family Tree was an ensemble show.” She looked across the stage at her former costars, smiling warmly. “There wasn’t one star carrying everyone else. We were a group, and the older actors looked out for the younger ones. I think the shock of suddenly being in the spotlight was easier to absorb when it was shared between all of us.”

         “That’s definitely true,” interjected Rory Evans, one of the other stars of the show. “We all bonded in that environment, and we became a pretty tight-knit group. We were a support system for each other without really even realizing that’s what we were doing.”

         “Totally.” Steven Simmons nodded. “We were a crew. No one had pressure on his or her shoulders to make the show a success. I think part of the reason it was a success was that the bond Rory mentioned shone through on the screen. We were all friends.”

         “We’re all still friends,” said Rory, taking a sip of his water. And it was true. Rory was a good friend, who’d seen her through the loss of a parent, through a change in career, from her teens to her thirtieth birthday just a few months ago.

         “For sure,” said Sierra, grateful that she hadn’t had to shoulder the question on her own. “I can’t speak for everyone else, but I think if I’d started in movies instead of on a TV show with the cast we had…” She shrugged. “Well, I don’t know. I might’ve given Lindsay a run for her money.”

         “We all might’ve. In fact, some of us tried,” said Steven, looking around innocently and drawing laughter from the audience. Although he had it together now, the antics of his early twenties were well documented.

         “We did,” said Sierra, her fingers once again straying to her star pendant. Rory reached over and squeezed her knee, giving her an encouraging nod. “You know the drinking, and the drugs, and the sex that I just referenced? All of that was true, at least for me. There was a period, between when Family Tree ended and when I started working on Sunset Cove, that I…” She trailed off, her fingers knotted together. “I lost control. I was seventeen, and my dad was dying of cancer. I was trying to figure out…well, everything, I guess. I was lost. Scared. So I drank, and I partied, and I hooked up with boys, trying to find a way to quell the fear that my world was about to end. Keep in mind that I also lived in a world that completely facilitated this behavior. It didn’t matter that I wasn’t legal, I had no issues getting into bars, finding someone to sell me pot, or getting boys’ attention. That whole Hollywood world was so toxic. I didn’t realize it at the time, but it was. Especially for a scared, lost kid. Everything came crashing down when my dad died, and then I had a pregnancy scare.”

         She forced herself to take a breath, and Rory gave her knee another squeeze. “I’m telling you all of this to partly explain that in some ways, I’m not so different from other child stars. I was messed up. And that toxic environment is why I’m not really in that world anymore.

         “When I thought I was pregnant, I went to Choices. For anyone who doesn’t know, Choices is a nonprofit organization that provides confidential reproductive, maternal, and child health services at low or no cost, and has centers across the country. I didn’t know where else to go. I didn’t want to tell my mom. I didn’t even know if I was pregnant, and I was too chicken to go buy a pregnancy test. What if someone recognized me?

         “I was able to take a test there, and it turned out that I wasn’t pregnant, which was a relief because clearly I would’ve been ill equipped to deal with an unplanned pregnancy at seventeen. I didn’t have my own life together. How could I even think about a baby’s life? The support I received at Choices played a huge role in turning my life around. They offered me counseling, birth control, and support at a time when I felt alone and scared. So after I finished working on Sunset Cove, I went to college, and now I work for Choices. I’m proud to be their spokesperson, because I know firsthand what a difference they can make in someone’s life. Frankly, I—”

         “Shut your fucking mouth, whore!” A male voice erupted from the crowd, and stunned silence fell over the audience. Sierra froze, her mouth still open. A chill ran up her spine as a feeling of naked vulnerability engulfed her, pinning her in place. Rory’s hand tightened on her knee and she scanned the crowd, but with the bright stage lights, she could see only the first few rows of people. Everyone else was hidden, shrouded in the shadows and beyond the reach of the lights. She glanced at Rory and the panel moderator, unsure what to do next. She’d spoken about Choices in public dozens of times, and no one had ever hurled obscenities like that at her.

         And that’s when something heavy, soggy, and cold slammed into her chest. It was as though someone had hit the slow-motion button on her life, and she felt as though she were suddenly underwater, dizzy and unable to get enough oxygen. Slowly she looked down, and all she could see was red, blooming in large patches on her dress, soaking it through. She ran her trembling hands down her torso, trying to figure out where all the blood had come from. But there was no pain, and the blood was cold.

         Not her blood.

         Shaking, she stood, and that’s when she saw it, crumpled at her feet. A diaper with an exploded red dye pack. It was supposed to look like a bloody diaper. And someone had thrown it at her. A boiling anger ate at her chest, and her cheeks burned with humiliation. She clenched her jaw against the hot, stinging tears prickling her eyes.

         “Oh my God, are you OK?” Rory’s hands were on her shoulders, and the slow motion of the moment morphed into fast-forward. She shook again, a shiver racking her as a wave of dizziness washed over her, making the room tilt nauseatingly for a second. She nodded, her chest tingling hotly as her mind scrambled to make sense of what had just happened. The overwhelming urge to get the hell out of there took over, and she spun, almost tripping over the chair she’d just been sitting in. Shoving it aside, she ran offstage, needing to get away from the lights, away from the exposure.

         Just away.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Sean Owens pulled his sunglasses from his face, squinting against the bright Los Angeles sunshine as he strode toward the back entrance of the convention center, slipping them into the pocket of his suit jacket. He scanned the small aboveground employee parking lot, on the alert for any unusual activity, but nothing stood out. The standard perimeter check complete, he reached into another pocket for his phone, ready to check in with De Luca, the new guy on his team, before heading back to the office.

         Before he could send the text message, the nondescript door at the back of the convention center flew open, slamming against the brick wall with a sharp bang, and he tensed, his hand edging toward the Glock 19 in the shoulder holster under his suit jacket. A woman came rushing out, one hand clutched to her chest, her face pale.

         She was covered in blood.

         Ten years of training and carefully honed instinct kicked into high gear, and he rushed toward her, his legs kicking into motion before he even had time to think about it. He raked his eyes over her tiny body, trying to figure out where all the blood was coming from, and if it was hers. She wasn’t moving as though she was injured. She almost collided with him, but he anticipated her and braced his hands in front of him, his fingers curling lightly around her upper arms to steady her. She gasped and looked up, and a pair of bright-green, terrified eyes met his. Immediately he looked behind her, trying to determine if someone was pursuing her.

         “Are you hurt? Is this your blood?” he asked, keeping his voice calm as he held her steady, his eyes still scanning the area for potential threats.

         She shook her head, the ends of her golden-brown hair brushing against his fingers.

         “No,” she said, her voice strained. “It’s dye.”

         He frowned and once again scanned the area behind her as he swapped places with her, putting himself between her and the door.

         “Are you all right? You’re not hurt?”

         She laughed, the sound shaky and hollow. “Am I all right? Not really. But I’m not injured.”

         Sean’s heart eased out of his throat from where it had leaped at the sight of a woman covered in blood running out of the convention center. But only slightly.

         She pulled away, moving back a little. “I need to go.”

         He nodded, wanting more than anything to help her. “Where? I can drive you.”

         She took another step away from him, one eyebrow arched, a frown on her face. “Yeah, I don’t get into cars with strange men, but thanks for the offer.” A bit of color returned to her cheeks, making her green eyes look even brighter.

         “Understandable. My name’s Sean, and I’m a security expert.” She eyed him warily, and he continued. “A bodyguard. I’m here at the convention to check on a new member of my team, see how he’s doing with a client.” He slipped his hand into his pocket and fished out a business card, handing it to her, wanting to earn her trust. Even though she was uninjured, his instincts told him that she needed him. She studied the card with narrowed eyes for a second before crossing her arms over her chest.

         “This doesn’t prove anything. You could’ve had these made.”

         He bit his lip, trying to suppress the smile he knew wouldn’t get him anywhere. But he couldn’t help it. Not only was she cute, she was smart.

         “I just…” She toyed with his card, running it back and forth over her knuckles. “I just need a minute.”

         “Why don’t you sit down?” He gestured to a bench several feet away. She glanced from him to the bench before finally nodding. Still keeping himself between her and the door, he let her lead the way. She sat down heavily, her elbows on her thighs, her face in her hands. He eased down beside her, sitting so as to block her from view of the convention center’s back door. He watched as she took several deep breaths, and his chest tightened slightly. She was scared, and upset. Even if she didn’t trust him, he could protect her from whatever had her so upset, and no way in hell was he going to leave her on her own. He couldn’t. Not only was it his training, but there was something about this woman. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but he felt drawn to her. Wanted to protect her and look after her.

         The parking lot was quiet except for the distant rush of traffic from the front of the convention center, the rustling of the leaves of the trees lining the parking lot, and a bird chirping softly somewhere above them. Her slender shoulders rose and fell as she took several deep breaths, and he said nothing, giving her space. After a few moments, she straightened and leaned back against the bench, smoothing her hands over her stained dress that had once been white or yellow. It was so ruined, he couldn’t tell for sure. Her eyes raked over him, and he let her look, hoping to put her at ease. Finally her eyes met his.

         “What happened?” he asked, needing to know so he could keep her safe.

         She sighed heavily, and her shoulders relaxed, easing down from around her ears. “I was speaking at the convention,” she said, gesturing to the building behind them, “and someone threw a diaper full of dye at me.”

         “Someone attacked you with a diaper?”

         She nodded, her bottom lip caught between her teeth. She looked up, her eyes once again meeting his, and there was that tug in his chest again. That pull.

         “Why would someone do that?” he asked, propping one ankle on his knee and threading his fingers together, forcing his body into a relaxed posture to hide the tension radiating through him.

         “I guess because I have some unpopular opinions.”

         “About?”

         “Equal access to birth control and family planning. I’m a spokesperson for Choices, the women’s health nonprofit.” She looked down at her splotchy dress and sighed again, rubbing a hand over her face.

         “Ah. Explains the diaper.” The knot between his shoulders loosened just slightly. Chances were this was nothing more than idiot protesters, looking to make a point by embarrassing her. He looked back at the door again, but there was no sign of anyone following her.

         Her lips moved, a tiny ghost of a smile. “I’m sorry I kind of accused you of…lying, or whatever. I didn’t mean to be rude. I’m just…”

         He held up a hand. “No apology needed.”

         She glanced down at his card, still clutched in one hand, now slightly crumpled. “I’ve heard of Virtus,” she said, referring to the security company he ran with his father. The blue-and-gray logo was emblazoned across the top of the card he’d given her. She extended her hand across to him. “I’m Sierra, by the way.”

         He nodded. In the back of his brain, he’d recognized her almost immediately, but his concern for her had taken precedence over everything else. “I know. I’m Sean.” He enveloped her small, delicate hand in his, and a warm, electrical tingle worked its way up his arm. Slowly she pulled her hand back, and damn, the friction of her skin against his felt good.

         “I know.” She held up the card.

         He rubbed a hand over his cheek, his closely cropped beard bristling against his fingers. “Right. So, any idea who might’ve attacked you?” He scanned the quiet parking lot again. No way in hell was anyone getting close to her right now.

         She blew out a slow breath and shook her head. “Not a clue.” Some of the color dropped out of her face again, and he knew he needed to keep her talking. The urge to comfort her was nearly overwhelming. He couldn’t change what had happened to her, but he could try to make the present suck a little less. He wanted to ask her about her own security, if she had anyone working for her, but thought that might come off like too much of a sales pitch, and that wasn’t what she needed right now. So he headed in another direction.

         “Were you on a panel?” he asked, tipping his head toward the convention center.

         She nodded. “Yeah. Family Tree reunion. We do it every year for 90’s Con.”

         “I remember that show. You were cute.”

         She smiled, fully and genuinely this time, and that smile aimed in his direction felt just as good as the slide of her hand against his. “Thanks. It was a long time ago. I’m surprised people are still interested in it twenty years after the fact, to be honest. Surprised, but glad.”

         He tilted his head, considering. “People grew up watching that show. I know I did.”

         Her eyebrows rose, and she leaned toward him slightly. “You did?”

         “Sure.”

         “I guess I thought…I don’t know. That it was mostly dweebs who watched it. It was kind of a goody-goody show.” She shrugged, wrinkling her nose. Fuck, she was cute. His chest tightened again, but this time there was something else there along with the protectiveness.

         He arched an eyebrow. “Who’s to say I wasn’t a dweeb?”

         She laughed. “I seriously doubt that.” Her eyes skimmed down over his body again, this time leaving a trail of heat in their wake.

         “And why’s that?” His eyes met hers, and a flush crawled up her neck and to her cheeks. Her eyes dropped to his mouth, just for a second, and something hot and thick pulsed in the air between them. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, and his fingers itched to repeat the motion.

         Damn. She wasn’t just cute. She was gorgeous.

         “You don’t look like a dweeb,” she said softly.

         Several feet away the door swung open again, and Sean leaped to his feet, putting himself between whoever had emerged and Sierra. She stepped out from around him and into the arms of Rory Evans, her former costar and…what, exactly?

         “I’ve been looking for you. Are you OK?” he asked as he held her.

         She nodded, and Sean was surprised at the jealousy swirling through him at the sight of this woman—who was pretty much a stranger—in someone else’s arms.

         “I’m OK. I just needed some air.”

         Rory smoothed a hand over her hair, completely ignoring Sean. “The police are here, and they want to get a statement from you about what happened.”

         She nodded again, and started to walk back toward the convention center. Turning suddenly, she laid a hand on Sean’s arm, giving it a squeeze. She smiled up at him and it was as if someone were squeezing his heart with a fist.

         “Thank you, Sean.” Her hand lingered on his arm for a second, the air between them once again thickening.

         How good would it feel to pull her into his arms the way Rory had just done? At least there she’d be safe. “You’re welcome. Listen, if you ever…need anything, give me a call.” He pointed at the card still in her hand, reluctant to let her go, but knowing he needed to get back to the office. Trying to reassure himself she’d be all right, with her friend, or whatever the hell Rory was to her, and the police. “You sure you’re OK?” he asked, wishing he could go back inside with her to keep an eye on her. Not wanting to let her go. It felt…wrong.

         Another fierce tug yanked at his chest.

         “Yeah. I am.” Her eyes held his for a second, and then she turned, slipping her arm into Rory’s.

         Sean pushed a hand through his hair as he watched Sierra walk away, his heart punching against his ribs as she glanced back over her shoulder at him one last time before disappearing back into the convention center. He took a deep breath, and then another, and then he walked back to his SUV. He looked back over his shoulder, contemplating going inside, just for a few minutes, just to make sure everything was under control…yeah. It couldn’t hurt. He’d taken a few steps back toward the convention center when his phone rang, vibrating in his pocket.

         “Owens.”

         “Who are you sending on the Robinson job?” his father asked, no greeting, just a barking question. Typical.

         “Davis and Anderson. Why?” Sean’s jaw tightened, tension seeping down his neck.

         “You don’t think it needs a third?”

         Sean shook his head, irritated but not surprised that as usual, his dad was questioning his judgment. “It’s a pretty standard job, so no. I think Davis and Anderson can handle it just fine, and keeping it to two keeps it within Robinson’s budget.”

         “Uh-huh,” said his father, sounding unconvinced. “This goes wrong, it’s on you.”

         “It’ll be fine. They’ve got it, and I’ll check in with them regularly,” said Sean, yanking open the door to his SUV and dropping into the driver’s seat. He rubbed a hand over his mouth, used to his dad’s blaming him for everything that went wrong. But just because he was used to it didn’t mean it went down any easier.

         Especially the blame he deserved. After all, it was his fucking fault his mother wasn’t around anymore.

         Phone jammed between his ear and his shoulder, he pressed the ignition button and tugged his seat belt on.

         “You check on De Luca?”

         Sean grimaced. “Didn’t get the chance. Something else came up, but I’ll check in with him by phone. I’m sure he would’ve made contact if there were any issues. I’m on my way back to the office now. Did you get the proposal I sent about the revised marketing plan?”

         His dad sighed heavily. “It’s a waste of fucking time. Not to mention money.”

         Sean leaned his head back against the seat, his jaw clenched tight. Nothing was ever good enough. “Let’s talk about it back at the office.”

         “Fine. But it’ll take a lot to convince me you can pull it off.”

         Sean almost snorted. Story of his fucking life, right there.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         Sierra walked up the short path from her driveway to her front door, keys jingling in her hand, watching as the sleek black sedan from the car service backed out of the driveway. She shivered as an early-summer breeze ruffled the leaves of the massive sycamore tree in her front yard. It was early June, and the temperature had dipped into the sixties as soon as the sun had set. The soft, sepia-toned glow of dusk enveloped the house, painting the white exterior a muted pink. The house was small compared to most of the others on her street, but it was hers, and it had been home since she’d bought it five years ago. Cozy and warm, it was her sanctuary. Especially on days like today. All she wanted was a bath, a glass of wine, and to snuggle up in bed with a movie. She’d managed to get most of the dye off her skin with a makeup-removal wipe, but her dress was ruined.

         She dumped her purse onto the table in the entryway, flipping on the light switch beside the door. Her purse, too heavy as always, tipped sideways, spewing its contents across the small table, her phone clattering noisily against the wood as a tube of lipstick made a break for it down the hall. Grumbling, she bent to collect the spilled items, pausing at the slightly crumpled business card.

         Sean Owens.

         Professional Bodyguard and Security Expert.

         Blood rushed to her cheeks, even though she was alone, and she tapped the card against her lips, replaying the all-too-short interaction with Sean, who had to be one of the most gorgeous men she’d ever seen. The thick dark-brown hair, short on the sides and a bit longer on top. The short, neatly trimmed beard that covered his jaw and framed his full lips. The coffee-colored eyes, warm and rich, with little lines crinkling around the corners. The hint of a scar curving across his left cheekbone and toward his ear, intensifying his rugged appeal. He’d been wearing a navy blue suit, and her stomach did a slow turn as she remembered the way it had clung to his broad frame, emphasizing his wide shoulders. He was tall—very tall, well over six feet—and built, and she’d be willing to bet he had something very good going on underneath that suit.

         And then there were his hands. Holy hell, those hands. Large and strong, all wide palms and long, thick fingers. Goose bumps danced up her arms as she remembered the heat that had radiated outward over her skin at his touch. Oh, God, and that smile. Crooked and confident, with straight white teeth.

         She could sum up the entire package in one word: yummy.

         The truth was, she hadn’t stopped thinking about him since she’d walked back into the convention center. While talking to the police about the attack, she’d been thinking about Sean. While assuring Rory and Steven she was OK, she’d been thinking about Sean. While on her way home, speaking with her director at Choices on the phone and reassuring her she was fine, she’d been thinking about Sean. His name buzzed through her brain, over and over again.

         She couldn’t explain it, and the fact that she couldn’t unnerved her a little. There’d been something so easy, so simple about sitting with him. He was a total stranger, yet she’d felt completely comfortable with him, and sure, it had something to do with the fact that he was drop-dead gorgeous, but there was more to it than that. He’d had a quiet confidence that was immensely appealing, and he’d projected—without even trying, it seemed—the ability to take on the world one-handed and win.

         He’d earned her trust in under five minutes, which wouldn’t be weird, except for the fact that her trust wasn’t something she gave out freely. And certainly not so quickly.

         Something about him had grabbed her and wasn’t letting go.

         She stood, and the hairs on the back of her neck prickled, an eerie tingle running down her spine. She frowned, her eyebrows drawing together as she tried to place what was triggering the feeling that something was amiss.

         Oh, shit.

         Her alarm hadn’t chirped when she came in the door, reminding her to disarm it. She checked the display panel and pressed her fingertips against her mouth, heat prickling across her scalp. It had been disarmed over an hour ago. She distinctly remembered setting it before leaving.

         And she lived alone.

         Her pulse sped up and her lungs constricted, refusing to pull in enough oxygen. All the anxiety, all the fear, all the awful helplessness of that afternoon came roaring back, and any sense of calm she’d managed to restore vanished. With a trembling hand, she grabbed her phone from the table and cautiously made her way deeper into the house, dialing 9-1-1 and leaving her thumb poised over the call button. She took quiet, cautious steps, listening for anything out of the ordinary. Every single hair on her body stood at attention.

         With each step, the muscles of her legs felt less like muscles and more like Jell-O, and her stomach churned uncomfortably. A creeping, prickling sensation teased along the base of her neck as she reached the semi-dark kitchen. Her phone clutched in one hand, she grabbed a kitchen knife from the block on the island with the other, her eyes darting into every corner. A car alarm went off outside and she shrieked, nearly jumping out of her skin and dropping the knife, sending it skittering across the tiled kitchen floor. Quickly she bent and scooped it up, her heart racing as she stepped into the dining room off the kitchen.

         She froze at the sight of the message left for her, scrawled across the far wall of the dining room in bright-red paint.

          

         BABY KILLER

          

         Unable to contain the terror making it impossible to move, to breathe, to think, she screamed.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Drink?” True to her rock-star reputation, Taylor Ross always had plenty of alcohol on hand, and tonight Sierra was beyond grateful for it.

         Taylor didn’t wait for Sierra to answer but headed right for the fridge in her large open-concept kitchen. Overnight bag over her shoulder, Sierra followed her, watching Taylor’s slender six-foot frame as she opened the fridge, her long blond hair falling in messy golden waves down her back.

         “God, yes.” Sierra tossed her bag onto the floor and swung herself onto one of the chrome-and-leather stools lined up in front of the stainless steel island in the kitchen. “Please.”

         While Taylor opened a bottle of wine and retrieved glasses, Sierra dropped her head into her hands, bone-deep exhaustion weighing on her like lead. Her head throbbed, a hangover from the overdose of adrenaline she’d experienced. And yet she still had the energy to feel angry and violated.

         Because feeling angry and violated was better, easier to handle, than feeling helpless and violated. Anger she could do something with. She could harvest strength from anger. But that sickening, crumbling feeling of powerlessness? There was nothing she could do with that except fall apart. And falling apart wasn’t an option.

         Taylor folded herself onto the stool beside her and pushed a full glass of wine toward her. She looped an arm around Sierra’s shoulders and pulled her close, pressing a kiss to her temple.

         “I’m sorry, babe. This sucks.”

         The simple tenderness in Taylor’s words unknotted something deep in Sierra’s chest, and her throat thickened, her eyes stinging with unshed tears. Unable to help it, she started to shake, and with a single blink broke the dam. Setting her own wine aside, Taylor wrapped her arms around Sierra, and for several long moments, she did nothing but hold her, rubbing a soothing hand up and down her back as she sobbed.

         “Yes. This does suck,” Sierra managed to rasp out between shuddering gasps, her face buried against Taylor’s shoulder. She allowed herself the luxury of a few more shaking sobs and then forced herself to take a deep breath, the air bursting into her aching lungs. Pulling back from Taylor, she wiped at her cheeks with the backs of her hands, the peace of catharsis settling over her.

         “Thank you,” she said, and then took a healthy gulp of her wine.

         Taylor rubbed her arm. “I don’t even know how many times you’ve been there for me, Si. You’re my girl, and anything I can do to help, you just let me know.” She gave her arm a squeeze and Sierra shot her a weak smile, beyond grateful for Taylor’s friendship. For nearly ten years they’d been best friends, almost like sisters, and given everything that had happened, Sierra couldn’t think of anywhere she’d rather be. “So what did the cops say?” asked Taylor. “Beyond the fact that you shouldn’t stay in your house tonight?”

         Sierra took another sip of her wine, and then blew out a long, slow breath. “Like I’d want to stay there after what happened.” She shook her head, anger tightening its grip once more. “They said that it looked like someone had tampered with the alarm, and they were still dusting for fingerprints when I left. But the cop said he wasn’t optimistic. Chances are if someone’s smart enough to disable an alarm, they’re smart enough to wear gloves.”

         “Do they have any idea who might’ve done this?”

         Sierra nodded, picking idly at a thumbnail. “They think it might be this wacked out pro-life activist group called Sacrosanct. In other cities they’ve attacked people associated with Choices, but it’s never happened here in LA. The police are looking into if Sacrosanct has set up some kind of satellite branch here.”

         “Fuckers.” Taylor shook her head, her lip curled in disgust.

         “They also asked if I could think of anyone who has a grudge against me.”

         Taylor tipped her head and held her hands out in front of her, palms up. “You told them about Jack, right?”

         Sierra fought the urge to roll her eyes. “Just because we had a bad breakup doesn’t mean he’s out to get me.”

         Taylor arched an eyebrow, her long slender fingers drumming against the stainless steel island. “He was pretty pissed when you dumped him, Si. And he never supported your work with Choices.”

         “I know. That’s part of the reason I dumped him.”

         “The rest of the reason being that he’s a manipulative, controlling asshole who never deserved you and treated you like a decoration?”

         Sierra felt herself smile, just a little. “Pretty much, yeah. But still. Breaking into my house and writing ‘baby killer’ on my wall? Throwing a diaper at me in public? That’s not really his style. I know you were never his biggest fan, but you’ve got to admit that this doesn’t seem like something he’d do.” Sierra’s relationship with Jack had been one of those relationships that start out great, but then turn into a game of Jenga. Slowly and surely he’d pulled out brick after brick, each one a bit trickier than the last, and she’d let him, leaving the foundation shaky while shit piled on top. Eventually he’d pulled the wrong brick, and the whole thing had come crashing down. She’d left him, even though he was good-looking, charming, smart, and successful.

         As Sierra had found out over time, he was also a bag of dicks.

         Taylor pursed her lips, and after a second she half nodded, giving in. “I guess not. It all seems a bit beneath a state senator, doesn’t it?”

         Sierra nodded. “And I haven’t even talked to Jack in months. The cops said this all fits with Sacrosanct’s activities in other cities. Jack might be a jerk, but he was never violent or threatening.”

         “He may not have been violent—and seriously, that’s like, the only nice thing I can say about him—but he is a jerk. Who told you you’d regret breaking up with him.” Taylor leaned closer and pointed at her own chest. “In my book, that’s a threat.”

         “So he’d publicly attack me? Several months after I broke up with him? That doesn’t make any sense. Trust me, defending Jack is the last thing I want to do, but I’m pretty sure we can rule Senator Shithead out.”

         Sierra’s phone rang, buzzing softly against the island’s surface. When she checked the call display, she shot Taylor an apologetic smile. “It’s Mom. I have to take this.”

         Taylor waved her away, topping up their glasses as Sierra padded through the living room, the overhead light winking against the row of gold records hanging on the wall. She swiped her finger across the screen to answer the call as she stepped out onto the terrace.

         “Hi, Mom.”

         “Oh, honey. I got your messages. Are you OK?”

         Sierra swallowed around the lump that formed in her throat at the sound of her mom’s voice, which was tight with worry. “Yeah, Mom. I’m OK. Just a little shaken up. I’m staying at Taylor’s tonight.” As she rehashed the day’s events with her mom—the attack, the break-in, what the police had said—she paced slowly around the terrace, her eyes roaming over Taylor’s backyard and the view of the Hollywood Hills and Los Angeles sprawling at her feet. The famous white Hollywood sign glowed in the distance. Standing outside in the cool night air, the city pulsing with life around her, cars crawling by in the distance, she suddenly felt small and alone. Untethered and insignificant. She slipped her free hand into the back pocket of her jeans, and her fingers bumped against the stiff paper there. Pulling it free, she studied the card, the blue-and-gray Virtus Security logo visible even in the terrace’s dim light.

         “So, anyway, the cops are looking into Sacrosanct,” she finished, chewing on the inside of her lip as she stared at Sean’s card.

         Her mother let out a long sigh, and Sierra rubbed at her chest, feeling guilty that her mother was worried about her. “Honey, are you sure you want to keep going? You could just quit working with Choices and then everything would be OK.”

         Sierra bit her lip and tipped her head back, squinting to make out the few stars visible against the light pollution seeping up into the night sky. Maybe her mom was right. Maybe she should just walk away from Choices for her own safety. In one day she’d been attacked and had her home violated and vandalized. Clearly someone was targeting her because of her work with the organization. And now she was scared, angry, and likely giving her poor mother an ulcer.

         But deep in her heart, she knew that walking away wasn’t the right thing to do. Not for her, because she didn’t want to give in to the harassment and let whoever was doing this to her win, and not for Choices. Keeping her chin up, refusing to be bullied, and sticking with Choices was the right thing to do, hard as it might be. She looked down at Sean’s card again, her mind made up.

         “I’m sure, Mom. This is important to me, and if I let them scare me away, what does that prove? That doesn’t help anyone.”

         “It helps me sleep at night, for starters.”

         Sierra closed her eyes, wincing at the guilt slicing through her. “I’ll be fine, Mom, I promise. I’m hiring security.”

         “I think that’s a good idea. At least until this all blows over.”

         “Yeah. Me too.”

         “I love you, honey. Give Taylor a hug for me, and promise me you’ll be safe.”

         “I promise, Mom. I love you too.” She disconnected the call and stepped back into the house, the night air following her in.

         “How’s Renee?” asked Taylor, plopping down on the leather sofa in her living room and extending a wineglass toward Sierra. She took it, sitting down beside Taylor and tucking her feet under her.

         “Worried. She wants me to quit working for Choices.”

         “I can understand why. What are you going to do?” Taylor sipped her wine as she crossed her long legs.

         “I feel bad that she’s worried, but I can’t just leave Choices. Not only is that unfair to them, but then I’ve let myself be bullied and the assholes win. So I’m going to keep working with them, and hire security.” She handed Sean’s card to Taylor, who glanced at it quickly.

         “I think I’ve heard of Virtus…yeah. I think I’ve seen one of their billboards or something. This logo looks familiar. You know this guy?”

         “I just met him today, at the convention center.”

         Taylor shot her a teasing smile. “Big Family Tree fan?”

         Sierra laughed, relaxing into the couch. “Actually…” She trailed off, dropping into the memory of meeting Sean again. How hot and protective and in control he’d been. Her stomach swirled as she conjured up the way his hands had felt on her skin, the delicious way his eyes had crinkled when he smiled, the way she’d felt instantly safe and comfortable with him…

         “Uh, hello? Earth to Sierra. Where did you go?” Before she could answer, Taylor plowed ahead, her eyes wide. “Is he hot?” She picked up Sean’s card from where it lay between them on the couch and pointed it at Sierra. “He is hot, isn’t he?”

         Sierra’s cheeks heated and she snatched the card back. “Yes, he’s hot, but that’s not why I want to hire him.” He’d made her feel so safe. Protected. While sitting with him, she’d known that he wasn’t going to let anything happen to her.

         “Oh my God! Look at you!” Taylor slapped her leg playfully, a wide smile on her face.

         “What?”

         “You’re all swoony.”

         Giving up any pretense, Sierra let her head tip back against the sofa and rolled her neck to look at Taylor.

         “Tay, you should see this guy. Hot doesn’t even scratch the surface.”

         Taylor took a sip of her wine. “Start from the beginning, and tell me everything.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         Sean took a deep breath, inhaling the scents of fresh-cut grass, old leather, and cooling evening air. Metal baseball bats clanged softly together in his gear bag as he walked across the diamond to his team’s bench, puffs of dust swirling up around his feet with each step. Dozens of spectators dotted the bleachers of Pote Field, chatting among themselves and watching the players set up. Dropping his gear by the bench, Sean bent over to unzip the bag.

         “Hey, man. Glad to see you didn’t get stuck at work. For once.” Antonio Rodriguez, one of Sean’s oldest friends, clapped him hard on the back, a bat tipped casually over his shoulder.

         “What do you mean, for once? I’ve only missed a couple of games.” Sean straightened, shoving a pair of black-and-white batting gloves into his back pocket, mentally tallying how many games he’d missed since the start of the season two months ago.

         “Actually you’ve missed six.” Antonio leaned against the chain link fence separating the bench from the diamond, studying Sean.

         “Shit. Really?” Sean shook his head. “I’m sorry, man. Work’s been crazy lately. I didn’t mean to—”

         “Hey, look! It’s the ghost! How you been?”

         After exchanging greetings with a few of the other teammates, Sean pulled his cleats out of his bag, dropping down onto the bench to lace them. “So how’s it going? You good?” he asked, glancing up at Antonio.

         “Yeah, I’m good. Caught a few big cases at work.”

         “Oh yeah? Anything interesting?”

         “Dude, it’s Major Crimes at the LAPD. It’s all interesting.”

         Sean stood, brushing his hands over the pants of his uniform. “Lap?”

         Antonio nodded. “Yeah. You should probably warm up nice and slow. Get all that rust off you.”

         Guilt gnawed at Sean, and he shoved a hand through his hair before tugging his cap down over his eyes. “I know. Some stuff’s come up at work, and—”

         Antonio blew out a breath, his lips flapping together. “Man, you work too much.”

         Sean didn’t say anything. What the hell was he supposed to say? Antonio was right. He probably did work too much. He prided himself on his work, and if a client needed him, he did his best to be there. Over the past several years, he’d taken on more and more responsibility at Virtus, and now that meant not only working with his own clients, but supervising a team of four other bodyguards, and making decisions about staffing, company expenditures, and training. His dad expected a lot of him, and Sean expected a lot of himself, so it worked—from a professional standpoint, at least.

         From a personal standpoint, things were a big fucking mess, and there was really no way to fix it. Unless someone had a time machine, Sean and his father were both stuck, living with what had happened over ten years ago now.

         It was the only time Sean had failed to protect someone. And he lived with the guilt every day, regret and remorse eating at him like a cancer. So yes, he worked a lot, and yes, he took his job damn seriously. Never again would he fail someone like that. No matter the cost.

         Jogging side by side, they traced the perimeter of the field. The diamond was nestled into the southeast corner of Griffith Park, and to the east, the Hollywood sign glowed faintly pink in the fading daylight. Sean barely registered the famous landmark as he jogged, having seen it thousands of times. He’d grown up in Los Angeles, and he was numb to the exotic allure it held for tourists. A large hill separated the baseball diamond from the golf course on the other side, dotted with trees and shrubs. The sun dipped behind the horizon, painting everything a hazy pinkish-yellow hue. As they passed the stands, Sean could feel Antonio’s eyes on him.

         “Hey, is Jana coming?” Antonio asked, slightly out of breath. He was having a hard time keeping up with Sean’s long, easy strides.

         “Oh. Uh, no.”

         “She busy?”

         Sean glanced sideways at Antonio. “We’re not seeing each other anymore.”

         “What happened?” They each grabbed a glove, and Sean picked up a ball and tossed it to Antonio, who backed away several feet before throwing it back. Other members of the team hung around, stretching and talking, a few others also tossing a ball back and forth.

         “Nothing. She just…I had to cancel a few times for work. She couldn’t deal with my schedule.”

         “Can’t say I blame her,” said Antonio, his voice flat as he shot Sean a pointed look. “That’s too bad, man. I liked her.”

         “Yeah, me too.” Sean adjusted his cap, tugging it lower over his eyes. He and Jana had only dated casually for a few months, and he couldn’t honestly say he’d been surprised when she’d pulled the plug. It wasn’t the first time his schedule had made trying to date pretty damn difficult.

         “Don’t take this the wrong way, bro, but you need to loosen up a little. I get that your job’s important to you. Trust me, I do. But you gotta live your life too, man, otherwise what’s the fucking point? I’m not saying take it less seriously, but you need to check your priorities. Work-life balance, man. Google that shit.”

         Sean just laughed, knowing Antonio was right, but also knowing he probably wasn’t going to be changing his schedule. Protecting people, helping them through difficult, sometimes dangerous, situations, gave him a sense of purpose. Each person he helped earned him the tiniest measure of redemption. And making sure Virtus remained one of the best private security companies in California eased some of his guilt. Sometimes. So he worked his ass off because he didn’t know what else to do with himself.

         By the time the game ended, the sun had set completely and the floodlights had switched on, illuminating the field in a harsh white flare of artificial light. Sean peeled off his batting gloves and dropped them into his bag.

         “Victory beers at Frank’s Bar. You in?” Antonio’s car keys jingled in his hand.

         Sean nodded, a grin spreading across his face. “Yeah, sure. And beers are on me, since I’ve been MIA lately.”

         Antonio clapped him on the shoulder. “Hey, you wanna buy us all beer, you can disappear as often as you like.”

         Frank’s Bar and Grill was a tradition for the team. After every game they gathered to either celebrate or commiserate over burgers and beer. Frank reserved a section at the back for them every Wednesday, knowing they’d be in.

         Red vinyl booths lined the walls, with thickly shellacked wooden tables and chairs filling the floor space. A long, wide bar dominated the left side of the room, with a row of wooden stools standing at attention in front of it. Frank waved from behind the bar as the team filtered in, and he turned up the volume on the classic rock pumping from the speakers, already compensating for the cacophony of over a dozen men celebrating and blowing off steam.

         Sliding onto the chair next to Sean, Antonio elbowed him. “You got any new celebrity stories?” A few other heads swiveled in his direction at Antonio’s question, and Sean smiled, shaking his head slightly. They were all under the impression that being a bodyguard was something glamorous and exciting, and asked him often about the celebrities he met. He shared stories when he could, but only within the bounds of confidentiality. There was something hilarious about a bunch of guys who lived within spitting distance of Hollywood asking him for celebrity gossip, thinking he was connected, and he was having too much fun to disabuse them of the notion. He actually didn’t deal with celebrities that often. While Virtus had several actors and musicians as clients, the majority of its business came from politicians, business executives, and athletes, and from acting as a security consultant for various events.

         “Actually, yeah, I did meet someone today.” And damn if something tiny and light didn’t flutter in his chest at the thought of Sierra, weighted down only by the accompanying brick in his stomach as he remembered how scared she’d looked at first.

         Antonio rolled his eyes and set his beer bottle down. “Are you gonna make us guess?”

         Sean sat back in his seat, his fingers wrapping around the neck of his beer bottle. “It’s no fun if you don’t.” He smiled and brought the bottle to his lips.

         “Man or woman?” asked one of his teammates.

         “Woman. I met her at 90’s Con.”

         They all threw out incorrect guesses, Sean shaking his head at each name. “I’ll give you a hint,” he said, taking another sip of his beer, and he didn’t realize just how tense his shoulders had been until they started to relax. “I bet at least one of you had that famous poster of her wearing a red bikini.”

         “Sierra Blake!” Antonio shouted out her name, and the entire team agreed with his guess. The red bikini hint had given it away. Any straight male between the ages of twenty-five and forty knew that poster. It featured an eighteen-year-old Sierra, tanned and smiling, wearing a tiny red bikini and washing a car. It had been a promotional tool for a cheesy prime-time soap, Sunset Cove.

         “So are you working for her?” a teammate prompted. Sean picked at the label of his beer bottle, the tension returning to his shoulders. No, he wasn’t working for her.

         And everything about that felt wrong. Helping her, looking after her today, had felt good. Right. She’d seemed OK when she’d gone back into the convention center, and he really hoped she was. And even more than that, he wished he had a way of finding out whether she was, in fact, OK. She was clearly strong and intelligent—not to mention beautiful—and it wasn’t that he didn’t think she could look after herself.

         He just wanted to do it for her.

         The same tug in his chest he’d felt that afternoon pulled the air out of his lungs, and Sean finally recognized it for what it was.

         Need. The need to protect her and keep her safe. The need to comfort her. The need to be near her again, and to touch her again. These urges swirling through him, they weren’t wishes, or wants, or ideas. They were needs, the way food, water, and air are needs.

         Quickly Sean recounted a watered-down version of the story of how he’d met Sierra, simply indicating that she’d had a run-in with some protesters, and was upset. She’d been embarrassed enough; he didn’t want to get into the gritty details of the attack.

         He was protecting her, even when she wasn’t around. Even when he’d probably never see her again.

         The tug was almost painful.

         “What was she like?”

         “She was great. Upset about the protesters, but also really nice.” Sean paused, searching for the right word, but there wasn’t one. He wanted to find a word that summed her up, that wrapped her neatly into a little package, but he couldn’t. She’d seemed a lot of things to him. Smart. Warm. Funny. Sexy. Vulnerable. Strong. Fucking adorable.

         Beautiful.

         “Is she still hot? I can’t remember the last thing I saw her act in.”

         Sean rubbed a hand over his mouth, smiling. “Yeah. She’s still hot.” A round of approving noises rose up from his teammates.

         “I heard about her getting hit with that diaper at the convention. Poor girl.” Mike, the oldest member of the team, shook his head sadly.

         “She handled it really well,” said Sean, a wave of pride washing over him at how strong and together she’d been despite what had happened.

         “She single? Married? What’s her deal?” Antonio asked, nudging Sean.

         “No idea.” He picked at the label on his beer bottle again as his jaw tightened, the image of Sierra walking back into the convention center with Rory searing through his brain.

         “Isn’t she dating that state senator? The one who was on the cover of Men’s Health?” asked another teammate.

         “Jack Nikolaidis?” Sean sat up a bit straighter, and a drop of condensation from the beer bottle rolled down over his fingers, mirroring the cold trickle working its way down his spine. Through work, Sean had heard whispers that Nikolaidis wasn’t quite what he seemed. Some of the other politicians he worked with had mentioned rumors about corruption, and bribery, and maybe even criminal ties. But they were just rumors, and a lot of people loved Jack. He was attractive, wealthy, well-educated, and charming. Some even thought he might be the next governor of California, if he played his cards right.

         “Not anymore. They broke up a few months ago now. The rumor’s that he wanted to settle down, have a family, and she wasn’t interested, so when he got too serious, she dumped him,” said Mike, leaning forward conspiratorially on his elbows. “Didn’t exactly paint her in the best light, but given that he’s a politician, and he’s the one who got dumped by a beautiful woman, I’m sure his people are spinning it.” He was met with several puzzled, surprised looks. “What? My wife has a subscription to People.”

         Shortly after, the guys began to clear out, and Sean pulled out his wallet and threw down enough to cover the team’s tab. Antonio waited for him, and they walked out to the parking lot.

         “Seriously, man. I’m really glad you came out tonight. It was good seeing you.”

         “Yeah, I’m glad I came out too. It’s been too long.”

         Antonio shot him a pointed look but didn’t say anything, letting his raised eyebrows do all the talking for him.

         “Listen, can I ask you a favor?” asked Sean as they slowed, nearing their cars.

         “You did just buy me a beer, so shoot.” Antonio leaned against the bumper of his sedan.

         “That story I told you about Sierra Blake and the protesters…” He trailed off and shook his head, trying to organize his thoughts. Trying to differentiate the intense need to protect Sierra from the instincts he’d spent the past decade honing. Trying to figure out if thinking about the attack left him unsettled because there was more to it, or because it had involved Sierra.

         “Yeah? What about it?”

         “I don’t know. But there’s something about it that isn’t sitting right with me. Something’s off.” He rubbed a hand over his mouth, thinking, trying to pin down the feeling. But like most gut feelings, it was slippery, and wouldn’t hold still long enough for him to get a good, hard look at it.

         Antonio tilted his head, squinting against the parking lot’s lights. “What? You don’t think it was protesters?”

         “No, I do. I just…my gut’s telling me that something’s up. Can you poke around a little? See if anything shakes out?”

         Antonio pushed off the bumper of his car. “Sure. No problem. She file a police report about the attack?”

         “I would assume so. She talked to them after.”

         “I’ll pull it. See if I can get you a copy.”

         “Appreciate that, man.”

         “Don’t mention it. I’ll let you know when I’ve got something for you.” He studied Sean for a few seconds with a long, appraising look, one eyebrow raised, his lips pressed into a thin line. He opened his mouth, but then quickly closed it again.

         But it didn’t matter. Sean knew exactly what he’d been about to say.

         And even if Antonio was right, he didn’t want to hear it.
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