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            Chapter 1

         

         Gilded cages were deceptive things. People tended to focus only on the “gilded” part, the glitz and the glamour, and gloss over the fact that even though the bars were made of gold, they were still bars. And now that she was out of that cage, Alexa Fairfax was certain that she never wanted back in.

         The opulent dining table sparkled in the dim light from the chandelier above, the Carpathian elm gleaming, the edges of the black-and-gold serving ware shining. All around her, conversations buzzed through the air, mingling with the jazz floating from an invisible speaker in the ceiling. Her father sat at the head of the long table in the Fairfax mansion’s dining room, smiling as he talked with the directors and producers flanking him, all hanging on his every word. And although he was laughing, there was a hardness in his eyes, a sharpness in the set of his jaw, that had her on edge. She’d seen that look enough to know that he was scheming, plotting something with his cronies. Cronies felt like such an old-fashioned word, but it completely suited the men surrounding her father, with their expensive cigars and hungry grins.

         She just hoped that this particular scheme, whatever it was, didn’t involve her. She couldn’t do that again. She wouldn’t. She fought the urge to nibble at a fingernail or play with her hair, knowing she’d catch hell from the well-preserved woman sitting across from her.

         “I’m so glad you were free for dinner, honey,” said her mother, leaning forward slightly. “You know how your father likes so much for you to make appearances at these parties.”

         Alexa took a deep breath and smoothed her hands over her black-and-white strapless silk dress, bracing herself.

         “He’s still upset about you moving out, you know.”

         She’d moved out of her parents’ Malibu mansion two months ago now, and it was one of the best decisions she’d ever made. For the first time in her twenty-five years, she was out from under their thumb. Feeling free. Happy. And realizing that the life she’d led up to that point wasn’t what she wanted for her future. She hadn’t fully realized just how much she hated being in this house until she’d moved out. As soon as she’d walked in earlier that evening, a weight had settled over her.

         “It was time, Mom. Besides, aren’t most parents desperate for their kids to leave?”

         As a response, her mother murmured something unintelligible that sounded a lot like “ungrateful, spoiled brat.”

         Alexa refused to take the bait, although the words still stung. “I can’t stay long. I have another party to go to.”

         “That would explain the dress,” said her mother, taking a tiny sip of her wine, one perfect eyebrow arched in disdain.

         Alexa clamped her teeth together and clenched her hand into a fist under the table. All the things she wanted to say danced on the tip of her tongue, but as tempting as it was to spew some of her mother’s nastiness back at her, she knew it wouldn’t accomplish anything. It would only feed the beast, when all she really wanted was to get this dinner party over with and leave as soon as possible.

         If Alexa hadn’t looked so startlingly like her mother, with the same blond hair so light it was nearly white, the same silvery blue eyes, the same button nose crafted by the same plastic surgeon, she’d have wondered if she was adopted. But she wasn’t. The only child of Jonathan and Melanie, destined—or so she’d always been told—to carry on the Hollywood dynasty started by her great-grandparents back in the days of silent film. Fonda, Barrymore, Huston, Fairfax—all were names synonymous with glamour, with Hollywood, with fame. With talent, success, and power.

         And she wanted nothing to do with it, because she knew the cost of that success and power. Knew the ugly truth behind them.

         Gordon Kramer, a producer in his early sixties, sat down beside her mother. He swooped a hand over his short salt-and-pepper hair and smiled at Alexa, his eyes traveling from her face down to her breasts, leaving an imaginary trail of slime in the wake of his gaze. She suppressed a shudder and took a sip of her water, trying to hide the revulsion crawling over her skin.

         “Alexa, darling, you look lovely this evening,” said Kramer, taking a healthy sip of wine and then settling his hands on his protruding stomach. “And you’re here alone, I see. No young man with you this evening?”

         Her mother jumped in. “I’ve been trying and trying to set her up with someone, but she won’t let me.” She stuck out her bottom lip in a fake pout. “And I know so many men—powerful, rich, successful men—who’d love the chance to date her.”

         Kramer’s eyes once again slid over Alexa’s body, and she managed a thin smile, not wanting to participate in the conversation. She checked her watch, wondering how much longer until they ate and she could leave for the party at her friend Sierra’s, when a server appeared silently at her elbow and placed a salad down in front of her.

         “Could I please have a glass of wine?” she asked, picking up her fork to dig into the salad.

         “Of course.” The server nodded and continued down the table.

         “You know, if you’d asked for a vodka soda, you could’ve saved thirty calories.” Her mother shot her a pointed glare from across the table.

         “I don’t like vodka.” She looked down at herself, keeping her hands on the table and not giving in to the urge to adjust her size-six dress. And it was a six only because she couldn’t fit her 34C’s in a four.

         Another server came down the table. “Prime rib or salmon, miss?”

         Before she could open her mouth to say, “Prime rib,” her mother shooed the server away. “She’s fine with the salad.”

         Anger and humiliation prickled through her, leaving her feeling hot and itchy. She tugged at her dress, smoothing it over her stomach and then letting her hands rest for a moment on her thighs, digging her fingers into the flesh hard enough to make dimples pop up. An ache settled right in the center of her chest, and she swallowed, hard, pushing it down.

         Her mother leaned toward Kramer and spoke in a stage whisper. “She’s such a pretty girl, but her figure is a bit challenging.”

         Alexa didn’t ask, already knowing exactly what her mother meant by challenging. Short, with boobs and hips. Feminine, but not “skinny.” At least not by Hollywood standards. She worked her butt off—literally—to keep her stomach flat and her thighs slender, but there wasn’t much she could do about the rest of her curves. They weren’t going anywhere, and she was fine with it, most of the time, even if her mother wasn’t. Her mother, on the other hand, had that willowy slenderness that often came with height and borderline starvation.

         That was the thing about Hollywood. Everyone was always hungry, in one way or another, and that hunger dictated everything.

         And Alexa knew, better than most, that starving people did desperate things.

         So she sipped her wine, ate her salad, smiled and nodded politely at those around her, and silently counted down the seconds until she could get in her car and get the hell out of here. Mindless chatter filled the space around her, and she zoned out, focused on the lettuce at the end of her fork. As she’d done so often as a kid, she slipped into a fantasy that both amused and soothed her, and she imagined her mother’s reaction if she told her to fuck off, threw the salad in her face, and stormed out of the house, middle finger held high. It was an incredibly appealing image, given her mother’s nonstop passive-aggressive barbs.

         “So, Alexa, what are you working on these days?” asked Kramer, pulling her from her reverie as the server cleared her empty salad plate away. He smiled at her, not even trying to hide the fact that he was staring at her boobs. He wiped at his mouth with his napkin, his prime rib having disappeared in record time.

         “Actually, I’m taking some time off,” she said. “Trying to figure out what I want to do.”

         “I have a project that might be right up your alley. You know my studio’s making an Aquagirl movie?”

         Her mother bit out a sharp scoff. “Alexa’s not exactly superhero material, Gordon.” She eyed Alexa skeptically, one eyebrow arched as she sipped her drink.

         “I’m not looking for a new acting project right now,” Alexa bit out, watching as the servers circulated with luscious-looking slabs of chocolate cake. She didn’t take one, knowing she wouldn’t be able to enjoy it in peace. “I’m taking some time away from acting, and I’ve been doing volunteer work with UNICEF.”

         Her mother rolled her eyes. “Honestly, Alexa. You’re so strange. You don’t want to act, but waste your time volunteering. You don’t want to date anyone. Your fashion sense is…interesting. Sometimes I wonder if you’re actually my daughter.” She shot Kramer a smile. “We couldn’t be more different,” she said, as though she was embarrassed by Alexa while assuring Kramer that none of Alexa’s perceived shortcomings were her fault.

         Despite the fact that she was sitting in a crowded room having dinner with her family, a sense of loneliness wrapped itself around Alexa, thickening her throat.

         “You are so right, Mother.” Something hot and dangerous clawed at Alexa’s insides, begging to be set loose, and she nearly snapped. She stood and tossed her cloth napkin down on the table, more forcefully than she’d intended. Her hands trembled slightly. “Excuse me.”

         “What?” Her mother looked up, her eyebrows raised in question.

         Alexa forced herself to take a deep breath. She seemed to be forcing herself to do a lot of things tonight. “Bathroom.” She didn’t need to pee, but she did need some space. A few minutes to get it together, to rein in the anger pounding through her veins. But it wasn’t just anger. No, there was something smaller and darker there too, thrumming right along with it. Something desperate and inadequate and fucking miserable. She pasted a small smile on her face as she strode through the massive house, nearly running toward the swooping marble staircase in the foyer.

         The scent of roses hit her as she reached the first landing, and she slowed. She leaned a hip against the banister, glancing first left and then right at the curved staircases branching off the main one, leading to the west and east wings of the house. The sounds of the party had faded into a soft, gentle murmur of voices, clinking dishes, and music. A burst of laughter erupted, her father’s booming laugh at the center, and she plucked one of the white roses from the giant urn on the heavy wooden table and took the stairs toward the east wing two at a time, wanting to spend a few minutes alone in her favorite spot.

         Growing up, she’d been terribly lonely. Her only real friends had been the staff—her nanny, the cook, the maids. They’d all been kind to her, and as a young girl, she’d taken to using the servants’ passageways to get from one part of the house to another, and she’d discovered all sorts of nooks and crannies throughout the mansion. Her absolute favorite one was just off the library. One of the bookshelves was actually a narrow door in disguise, and behind it was a small room with a dusty window, an old leather couch, piles of books, and a small, broken table. If her dad had ever known about the room, he’d apparently long since forgotten about it. Although she had a lavish bedroom, Alexa had claimed this space for her own, because she could hide there in a way she couldn’t in her bedroom, and the staff had kept her secret.

         She stepped into the dark library and pulled the door shut behind her. The room was one of her favorites in the house, the walls lined with bookshelves stuffed to the gills with books. A fireplace—dark and cold—sat nestled in one of the walls, plush leather armchairs arranged around it. Huge floor-to-ceiling windows lined the far wall, facing the backyard with its fountain, sculpted gardens, and infinity pool. Silvery moonlight streamed in, slanting across the Oriental rug that covered much of the gleaming hardwood floor. After striding quickly across the room to the far corner, she pulled open the bookcase door and shut it quietly behind her, then paced to the window.

         “Breathe. Just breathe,” she whispered, but as she tried to take a deep breath in, it turned into a shuddering gasp and she felt her throat thicken with tears. She pressed her forehead against the cool glass of the window and scrunched her eyes shut, trying to prevent the tears from falling. She lifted the rose to her face and inhaled deeply, pulling the scent into her lungs, trying to focus on something besides how much she hurt.

         She looked up at the ceiling, and she let out a choked half sob, half laugh. Twenty-five years old and she was hiding, crying because of something her mother had said to her. She suddenly felt fourteen again, and the ridiculousness of it—she was a grown-ass woman, and it was time to start acting like one—gave her the strength to fight back most of the tears, despite the tangled ache welling up inside her. She pulled one of the petals free and worried the velvety softness between her fingers, letting the texture soothe her. She swallowed thickly and swiped a thumb under her eye.

         She spent a few more minutes alone, relishing the peace and quiet, collecting herself, watching dust motes float through the pale moonlight.

         Screw this. She had friends to go see—friends who loved her. She was done wasting her time here when she had a celebration to go to.

         She began to push open the narrow door to head back into the library when the library’s main door swung open, and light from the hallway cut a swath across the floor. Her father entered with Kramer, and, not wanting to deal with either of them right now, she quickly eased the door shut again, sealing herself away.

         “It’s done?” she heard her father ask on the other side of the wall.

         “Yes. Jeff Astor’s dead,” said Kramer, his voice low but still audible.

         Alexa gasped and pressed a hand to her mouth, her other hand curling around the rose’s petals. Jeff Astor was the president of one of the largest film studios in Hollywood, and he’d gone missing over a week ago. The story had been all over the news. Before his disappearance he’d made a play to buy Innkeeper Films, the production company her father had a large stake in. She’d thought the deal had simply fallen through.

         “You saw to it yourself?” Her father’s voice was tense, urgent.

         “Bullet to the forehead, point-blank. Burned and ashes dumped, just like you asked.”

         “Good. That motherfucker was a pain in my side.”

         Alexa’s heart pounded in her ears as she tried to wrap her mind around what she was hearing. Because it sounded an awful lot as if her father had ordered Kramer to murder Jeff Astor. A tremor coursed through her, and she closed her eyes, trying to center herself against a wave of dizziness.

         “Have you made a decision about Morales yet?” asked Kramer.

         Her father hesitated, making a low humming noise she recognized as his “I’m thinking” sound. “Not yet. Morales knows a lot, maybe too much. But killing a cop is the last resort.”

         “Understood.”

         “And what about Crosby?” asked her father. Alexa racked her brain, trying to figure out if she knew who Crosby was. She licked her lips, her mouth dry as fear and panic worked themselves into a tight, cold knot right in the center of her chest.

         This couldn’t be happening. This couldn’t be real.

         “Still on the list. It’s in the works.”

         “Make it happen, and soon. He knows too much about us.”

         “And what about me?” Kramer’s tone shifted slightly, and his voice took on an edge. There was a pause that stretched out for several seconds before her father spoke.

         “If you kill Crosby, you can have Alexa.”

         She crushed the rose until crumpled petals littered the floor around her feet. Sweat prickled along her hairline, and her stomach churned.

         Oh God. Please, no. You can’t do this to me again.

         “You promise she’ll cooperate?”

         Her father snorted derisively. “Alexa will do what I tell her.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         Zack De Luca walked into his boss’s house, late for the party that was already in full swing. A few dozen people mingled throughout the spacious Mediterranean-style mansion that Sean shared with his fiancée, Sierra, and classic rock thumped through the speakers. Sean had been cryptic about the occasion, saying only that Zack, along with all the other Virtus Security guys, should come, and that there’d be plenty of free food and beer.

         And hey, free beer was free beer. Considering how much of Zack’s paycheck went toward training, he was all about the freebies.

         He shrugged out of his jacket and tossed it onto the bench in the foyer with the others, running a hand over his hair, still damp from his quick shower. His training session at Take Down, the MMA gym downtown, had gone longer than he’d anticipated. He had a major fight coming up soon, and his trainers were pushing him hard. Big things could happen if he won that fight and the local championship title that went with it. Chances were high he’d be offered a contract from a major international fight promotion, like the UFC or Bellator. It was everything he’d been working toward for years now. And so his team of coaches drilled him, beat the hell out of him, yelled at him, whatever it took for Zack to push through each barrier and hit harder, move faster, and fight smarter than anyone else. He both hated and loved them for it.

         Right now he mostly hated them as his tired muscles screamed at him, his empty stomach growling dangerously. He strode forward through the house, smiling and nodding at the people around him as he made his way to the kitchen. White and silver balloons and black streamers hung in swoops from the ceiling in the living room, and Zack wondered what the party was for. Sean and Sierra had already had an engagement party, and as far as he knew, it wasn’t anyone’s birthday. He stepped into the kitchen, his mouth practically watering at the sight of pizza, chicken wings, and coolers full of beer covering all the available counter space. He grabbed a paper plate and loaded himself up, knowing he’d have to make up for this cheat meal tomorrow.

         Whatever. The extra time on the treadmill was future Zack’s problem. Because right now he was going to massacre the pizza and wings on his plate, and fuck, was he going to enjoy it.

         He chuckled at himself, shaking his head slightly, as he moved into the living room and sank down onto one of the chairs set up around the perimeter of the room. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been so excited about a damn slice of pizza, but that was what happened when he cut all the fun stuff out of his life—junk food, beer, sex, anything that could be a distraction, really—in order to chase his dream.

         A dream that was finally within reach, and once it came true, all the sacrifice would be worth it.

         “Hey, everyone!” called out Sierra, her hands cupped around her mouth. The music died, and conversations dropped away as everyone turned their attention toward the front of the living room, where she stood on an ottoman. Once all eyes were on her, she smiled. “Thanks for coming. I know it was really short notice, and you’re probably wondering what this little shindig’s all about. Well…” She glanced over her shoulder at her best friend, Taylor, who was also Zack’s ex-girlfriend. She stood nearby, holding hands with her boyfriend, Colt Priestley, who worked with Zack as a bodyguard at Virtus. “This party is for Colt and Taylor.”

         “We got married!” Taylor shouted, a huge smile on her face as Colt pulled her into him, kissing her in front of everyone. Zack nearly choked on his beer, pulling the bottle hastily away from his lips as a wave of pure shock slammed into him.

         Married?

         Everyone erupted around Zack, clapping and cheering and laughing, and a weird sense of loneliness wrapped itself around him like a cold, wet blanket. Not because of Taylor; he wanted her to be happy. He’d cared about her but hadn’t been in love with her by any stretch, which was why they’d broken up in the first place. He didn’t really understand the reason for the sudden wave of loneliness, just knew that it was there. Or that something that felt a hell of a lot like loneliness was there, which was probably just fatigue, more than anything. He’d been putting in long hours at the gym as well as working his regular shifts as a bodyguard.

         And even if he was lonely, it was just the way things had to be right now.

         “When?” someone from the crowd called out.

         Colt flashed a smile, taking his eyes away from Taylor for only a second. “We went to Vegas last weekend.”

         “You guys are crazy!” Chloe Carmichael, another friend of Sierra and Taylor, called out, and everyone laughed.

         Taylor and Colt looked at each other, wordless communication passing between them in a way that had that damn wet blanket pressing harder around Zack’s shoulders.

         “When you know, you know,” said Taylor, and Colt slipped his arms around her waist, pulling her in for another kiss. Everyone cheered again, and the party resumed, guests moving toward Taylor and Colt to congratulate them. Zack grabbed a napkin from a nearby table and wiped his hands and mouth, waiting until the initial rush died off before making his way toward them.

         Despite the hard knot sitting in the center of his chest at the sight of Taylor smiling wide and practically vibrating with happiness, he couldn’t help but return her smile. He’d hurt her when they’d broken up because he hadn’t been able to give her what she’d needed, what she’d deserved. Zack wasn’t at a place in his life where he could be that man for anyone, and he’d been stupid to get involved with Taylor in the first place. The guilt over how things had gone down between them still ate at him, but seeing her so happy, with a man who clearly adored her, helped take some of the bite out of it.

         Zack shoved one hand into his pocket, holding his beer with the other. “You guys are nuts.” Something tugged in his chest when he noticed the matching ink—Roman numerals, probably their wedding date—on Taylor’s and Colt’s inner left wrists.

         Colt tipped his head and shrugged, smiling. “Pretty much.”

         Zack clinked his beer bottle against the ex–Army Ranger’s. “Congrats, man. Seriously.” He stepped forward and pulled Taylor in for a brief hug. “I’m really happy for you, Taylor.”

         She pulled back, and her eyes, so full of happiness, met his. She rested a hand on his cheek and smiled warmly at him. “I know you are.”

         Tipping his head at the happy couple, Zack moved out of the way so other guests could talk to them, and he sank down onto the couch beside his boss. Sean sat with his long legs extended in front of him, a beer in one hand.

         Zack glanced back at Taylor and Colt, not really wanting to untangle the knot of emotion their announcement had lodged in the center of his chest. He didn’t feel like pulling at its threads tonight. He was too damn tired. “I can’t believe they got married. They’ve known each other, what? A month?”

         Sean nodded and took a sip of his beer. “Something like that.” He glanced at Zack, one eyebrow raised. “It bother you?”

         “Nah. I’m happy for her, as long as she’s happy. Does it bother you?” Zack asked. There had been tension between Sean and Colt in the past, but it seemed to be resolved now. A couple of years ago, Colt had worked for Virtus, and he’d ended up getting himself fired, and it had been Sean who’d done the firing. Now Colt was back in Sean’s good graces and was once again working for Virtus. Given that Taylor and Sierra were best friends, and given Sean’s natural inclination to protect everyone around him, Zack had to wonder how Sean felt about Colt and Taylor together.

         Not just together. Married.

         Sean tilted his head, considering. “I’m surprised, but no. It doesn’t bother me.” He took a sip of his beer. “Besides, Priestley knows I’ll hurt him—badly—if he fucks this up.”

         Zack didn’t doubt it, and as Sean’s eyes tracked Sierra as she moved through the party, Zack couldn’t help but wonder what it would feel like to be so…much for someone. Protective, and possessive, and everything that went along with it. It wasn’t that he didn’t care about the safety of his clients, because he definitely did, but there was a clear line where the job ended and his personal life started. Yeah, he’d had some clients come on to him—some of the other guys on the team referred to it as the “Costner effect”—but he’d never been tempted.

         The music got louder, and several guests, under Sierra’s direction, started moving furniture out of the way, making room for an impromptu dance floor. Zack nodded at Sean before making his way back to the kitchen for more pizza.

         As he passed by the foyer again, the front door opened, and Alexa Fairfax, another friend of Sierra and Taylor, stepped in, shutting it quietly behind her. His steps slowed as he watched her.

         God, Alexa. So fucking pretty. So damn sweet. Truth be told, she’d been the one he’d first noticed when he’d met Sierra’s group of friends over a year ago now. But he hadn’t made a move, because he’d known that Alexa wasn’t the type of woman you started something casual with. She deserved so much more than a casual, no-strings-attached hookup. And casual, no strings attached was all he’d been able to offer. Was still all he could offer.

         So Alexa was completely not for him.

         She leaned her back against the door and shut her eyes, her face ghostly white. Her hands shook as she adjusted the strap of her purse on her shoulder.

         Frowning, Zack shoved his hands into the pockets of his jeans and headed toward her. She smiled weakly when she saw him, her lips twitching up for a second, but the smile didn’t reach her eyes. Her fingers curled around the strap of her purse, her knuckles going the same shade of white as her face. Something hot and protective tightened his chest, and for a crazy second, he wanted to reach out and pull her into his arms, to promise her that, whatever it was, she’d be okay.

         Instead he stopped a few feet in front of her, his hands still in his pockets. “Alexa? You okay?”

         Her eyes met his, and she sucked in a shaky breath. “I…Oh God.” She pressed her hands to her face and let out a soft sob, her shoulders trembling.

         Zack yanked his hands from his pockets and pulled Alexa into his arms, cradling her against his chest. She felt so tiny, so vulnerable. She barely reached his shoulder despite the fact that she had heels on.

         “What happened? Did someone hurt you?” he whispered into her light-blond hair, so fine and soft under his fingers as he stroked the back of her head. So help him God, if someone had hurt her, he would make them bleed.

         She pulled back, just enough to look up at him, and he noticed the mascara smudged under her eye. He left his arms around her. It would’ve felt wrong to take them away.

         She shook her head slowly, her bottom lip caught between her teeth. “I…don’t think…I can’t.”

         “Do you want to go outside? Get some fresh air?” Maybe if she calmed down a little, she’d be able to tell him what the hell had her so…It was more than upset.

         The poor girl was fucking spooked.

         She hesitated a second before nodding. Without a word he tucked her under his arm, shielding her from the view of the other party guests. He led her down a hallway off the foyer and into the garage, where a side door led into the quiet, dark backyard. The noise from the party filtered out through the open windows, mingling with the soft gurgle of water from the pool. A cool spring breeze rustled the palm fronds and teased Alexa’s shoulder-length hair around her jaw. She brushed it aside as he led her to a stone bench off to the right, their backs to the house.

         For several moments they just sat, Alexa sniffling and staring blankly at the still water of the pool. Zack stroked a hand up and down her back, hoping to comfort her in some way. He’d spent the past year as a bodyguard honing his protective instincts, and they now came to life, alarm bells ringing through his skull. Something was very, very wrong.

         When she finally spoke, she surprised him with her question. “Who’s the party for? Sierra was cagey about it on the phone earlier.”

         Zack glanced back at the house. “Oh. Uh, for Taylor and Colt. They got married in Vegas last weekend.”

         Alexa’s head whipped around. “What? But didn’t they just get together?”

         “Yeah.”

         “They’re crazy.” She shook her head, but he could hear the smile in her voice.

         “That’s what I said.”

         Gently, she laid a hand on his arm, the tips of her fingers warm against his skin. “Are you okay?”

         Fuck, she was so sweet. He was supposed to be comforting her and finding out why she’d suddenly burst into tears, and she was worried about him because his ex-girlfriend had eloped.

         He laid a hand over hers, allowing himself the luxury of tracing his thumb over her delicate knuckles. “I’m fine. Just surprised, like everyone, I think. You gonna tell me what’s wrong?”

         She sighed heavily. “I don’t even know where to start.”

         “Beginning’s usually a good place.”

         She scoffed out a laugh. “That would take too long.”

         He turned to face her. “Did someone hurt you? What happened, Alexa?”

         A tremble coursed through her, and he wished he were wearing more than a T-shirt and jeans so that he had a jacket or a sweater to offer her. But he didn’t, so instead he pulled her close and tucked her against him. “Please tell me. I want to help.”

         She swallowed thickly and looked up at him, meeting his gaze. “I…I think my dad’s a murderer and that I might be in a lot of trouble.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         Alexa stared at Zack, wishing she could call back the words that had just fallen from her mouth. But he’d been so nice to her that she’d wanted to open up. His deep-brown eyes held hers, his brows drawn together. After a second he rubbed a hand over his thick dark-brown hair. The muscles in his arm bunched and flexed as he moved, and, despite the night she was having, butterflies floated through her stomach at the movement.

         But then again, Zack had always had that effect on her, from the moment she’d first laid eyes on him and he’d flashed her that smile, with the perfect white teeth and the dimples and the stubble.

         He was the sexiest man. Ever. Period. And that was not what she was supposed to be thinking. For so many reasons, the first being that he was her friend’s ex-boyfriend, and that was a line that probably shouldn’t be crossed. Heck, it was a line she probably shouldn’t even get close to.

         The other reasons were more…personal. Painful. Stemming from a past she wanted to forget, and yet she knew she couldn’t. Not after what she’d overheard her father say earlier.

         “Tell me everything.” His voice was low and intense, and it made her want to curl into him again, to seek out the shelter of his body.

         She pulled back from him and wrapped her arms around herself. She decided to start with the simplest facts and work up to the more complicated ones.

         “I had dinner at my parents’ house tonight. My dad had a party, and even though I don’t live there anymore, I was expected to put in an appearance.”

         Zack nodded, studying her intently, his body angled toward her. “And what happened?” She sighed heavily, twisting her hands together in her lap, the words she needed not coming easily.

         He laced her fingers with his and gave her hand a gentle squeeze. That small bit of gentleness almost undid her, because she’d been to his fights. She knew the violence those hands were capable of. The power and strength and destruction in them. And he was showing her gentle, and soft, and sweet.

         His touch soothed her, and she swallowed around the lump in her throat. “My mom was getting on my nerves, as usual, and I needed a minute alone, so I excused myself and went upstairs. There’s a small room off the library I used to hide out in as a kid, and I went there.”

         His face softened, the hard lines giving way to something gentler. “You used to go hide out as a kid?”

         She shrugged. “Yeah. Sometimes. Believe it or not, that was not an easy house to grow up in.”

         “I’m sorry.” He squeezed her hand again, and that small gesture, coupled with the two simple words he’d offered, made her want to keep talking.

         “Thanks. There was a lot of pressure, growing up. A lot of expectations, which I never seemed to meet. I’m pretty sure I was a constant disappointment to my parents. Nothing was ever good enough, you know? I wasn’t booking enough jobs. I wasn’t pretty enough. I wasn’t thin enough. I wasn’t interesting enough. I wasn’t…” She swallowed as blood rushed to her cheeks and she stared at her knees, her eyes tracing the contours as she fought down the sickening shame that always rose up when she thought about it. She took a breath before continuing. “It wore me down, and sometimes I just needed to get away. Hide out and be left alone.”

         “Assholes.” Zack muttered the word and then shook his head. “Sorry. I know they’re your family, but that’s horseshit, that they made you feel that way.” He paused and rubbed his free hand over his mouth. “None of it’s true. I hope you know that.”

         She sent him a small smile, warmth spreading over her skin and unknotting her shoulders slightly. “Thanks. I do, thanks to some very expensive therapy. I’m in a better place now than I was a few years ago, but…it’s hard to shake that stuff completely, you know?” She shrugged one shoulder. “I still struggle with it sometimes, and I probably always will. I’m just a little bit better at dealing with it now, I guess.”

         The sounds of the party drifted out the open windows, but she liked it better out here, in the peaceful dark with Zack, his long, thick fingers woven with hers. His skin was warm and slightly rough against hers, and she traced her thumb over a scrape on one of his knuckles.

         “So what happened tonight?” he asked, steering them back on track.

         She cleared her throat, some of her tension returning. “I was in that room, the one off the library, when I heard my dad talking to one of his business associates, a producer named Gordon Kramer.” She paused, her pulse pounding in her temples as she replayed the conversation in her mind, her brain whirling as she tried to make sense of what she’d heard. “They…they talked about killing Jeff Astor.”

         “The producer who disappeared last week?” Zack asked, his eyes wide, his brows drawn. “You heard your father talking about killing Jeff Astor?”

         She nodded and pushed herself to continue. “I know it sounds crazy, but it’s what I heard. It sounded like Kramer did it, but my father…” She trailed off, trying to sort through everything as she spoke. “It sounded like he’d…like he’d ordered it. Like he’d made Kramer do it. It was almost like Kramer was reporting back to him.”

         Zack’s grip tightened on her hand, his dark eyes intense, shining like deep pools in the faint light. “Alexa, did anyone see you? Know you were there?”

         She bit her lip and shook her head, trying to keep her breathing steady as the scene replayed itself over and over again. “No. No one saw me go into the library, or the room off of it. They couldn’t have known I was in there.”

         “And did anyone see you leave?”

         She frowned, thinking. “I don’t think so. I waited until they were long gone before going back downstairs. I said quick good-byes to everyone and left. I said I wasn’t feeling well, that I was going home.”

         “But you came here.”

         She glanced down at her lap and shrugged. “I didn’t want to be alone.”

         He nodded and squeezed her hand again, warmth flowing over her skin. God, just that small touch was doing ridiculous things to her. It was wrong for her to enjoy the feel of his hands on her the way she was. Wrong, she reminded herself. But something hot and wanton crested through her at the word, the single syllable taunting her.

         “And that’s everything you heard?”

         His question chased away the warmth, because they were headed into the part of the conversation she was dreading having to repeat because of the questions it would raise. And yet…she wanted to tell him. She needed to tell someone who could maybe help her figure out what the hell she was supposed to do.

         She squared her shoulders and tipped her chin up slightly. “No. There’s more. They talked about other people, a cop named Morales and someone named Crosby.”

         “Do you know who they are?”

         “No. I don’t know any cops. And whoever Crosby is, my father wants him dead too, and he promised Kramer that…” She sucked in a deep breath, as if about to dive underwater, and then forced the words out. “He promised him that if he does it, if he kills Crosby, that Kramer…he could have me.” The last few words tasted like sawdust in her mouth, and she swallowed, fighting down a wave of nausea.

         Zack frowned and leaned toward her, his voice quiet but full of intensity. “What do you mean, have you?”

         With a shaky hand, she gestured to her body. “Have me.”

         Zack’s eyes followed her hand and then trailed down her body. His brows drew together and then slowly inched up his forehead as understanding dawned. “He can’t do that.” His voice was low and fierce, and she had the sudden urge to rub her thighs together.

         Instead she let out a mirthless laugh and shrugged one shoulder. “He’s a powerful man, Zack. There are very few things he can’t do. What chance do you think I’d have if Kramer felt entitled?”

         Zack studied her for a second, his jaw tight, a strange light in his eyes. “Has he ever done anything like this before? Promised another man he could”—he paused, his nostrils flaring as he practically spat out the next word—“have you?”

         She opened her mouth, her heart pressing up into her throat, and for a split second, she thought she might tell him everything. But with his fingers laced through hers, and a hot, protective glower on his face, the words wouldn’t come. He probably wouldn’t look at her that way, touch her that way, if he knew the truth.

         “No,” she lied.

         “I just can’t believe…He’s your father. It’s so fucked up, Alexa.”

         “I know.” She took a shuddering breath, her chest constricting as tears stung her eyes. “I know. I’ve always known that he isn’t a saint, but this…” She tried to take another breath, but it came out as a sob, and as she blinked she felt hot tears cut paths down her cheeks.

         “Shit. Come here.” Zack’s voice was slightly rough as he pulled her against his chest, his big hand stroking her hair. “I’m not going to let that happen, Alexa. I promise.” Her tense muscles relaxed, as though her entire body wanted to melt into him, into his warmth, his strength, his protectiveness.

         “I don’t know what to do,” she whispered, tucking her face into his neck. Zack’s scent filled her, and he didn’t smell like cologne or laundry or anything other than warm skin and the faintest hint of masculine spice. God, he smelled good. His heart beat steadily in his chest, and she closed her eyes, letting the rhythm soothe her, synchronizing her breaths with it.

         Two beats in.

         Two beats out.

         He rubbed a hand over her bare shoulders, her skin tingling at his touch. His hand was warm and strong against her, and her nerve endings felt like flowers, blooming and stretching toward the sun. Gently, he eased her away from him and slipped a hand under her chin, tipping her face up and forcing her to meet his eyes.

         “We’ll figure it out.”

         “We?” she asked, a slight tremor in her voice.

         “Hell yes, we.” He cursed softly. “No way am I letting you deal with this alone.” The corner of his mouth tipped up in a half smile. “I’m glad you came here instead of going home. I’m glad I saw you in the hallway. And I’m glad you talked to me.”

         She nodded, his callused fingertips rasping against the underside of her chin and sending an electric chill through her. God, she was coming apart because of the crazy night she’d had. It was the only way to explain the insanity roiling through her body every time he touched her.

         “Thanks,” she said, easing out of his arms, needing to think, to get herself together so she could figure shit out.

         “For now I think we should go inside and talk to Sean. He’ll know what to do.”

         She bit her lip, considering. “I don’t want to interrupt the party with my drama, but you’re right. We should tell Sean.” She toyed with the hem of her skirt, running her fingers along the seam. “Let’s go inside, enjoy the party, and talk to Sean after. I would hate to do something to take the shine off of Taylor and Colt’s night.”

         A breeze ruffled the leaves of the trees and the palm fronds around them, and a soft, rustling hush enveloped them for a second. A strand of her baby-fine hair blew across her face, and Zack reached up and tucked it behind her ear. For the briefest second, she thought his hand might linger on her face, but he took it back almost immediately. He leaned forward, his muscular forearms braced on his thighs, his hands clasped.

         He looked up at her over his shoulder. “You’re too fucking sweet, you know that?”

         “What do you mean?”

         He shook his head and then rubbed a hand over the back of his neck, the muscles in his arms and shoulders straining against his T-shirt. “You heard your father—your father—talking about murdering someone tonight and offering you up as bait in exchange for more murder, and you’re worried about upsetting Taylor and Colt.”

         She shrugged. “Well, it’s their party. They did get married.”

         “Yeah. They did.” He nodded slowly.

         “You’re sure you’re okay?” she asked, and she slipped her hands under her thighs, sitting on them to prevent herself from touching him.

         He huffed out a quiet laugh. “Like I said, you’re too fucking sweet.”

         She didn’t know how to process his compliment, so she tucked it away to examine later. “Let’s go inside. I could use a distraction and a drink.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Zack watched Alexa from across the room as she hugged Colt and Taylor, laughing with them and congratulating them. She’d washed the tear-smeared mascara from her cheeks before heading into the party, and, to most people in the room, she probably looked like she always did: sweet and pretty and happy. She was doing a good job of hiding her fear, her sadness, and the ugliness she’d overheard earlier. She didn’t look like a woman who’d been crying in his arms less than fifteen minutes ago. He wasn’t sure if it was her need for a distraction or the fact that she always seemed to put her friends’ happiness above her own that had her laughing and smiling as though nothing were wrong.

         Which was fucking bullshit, because everything was wrong. He couldn’t stop everything Alexa had told him from echoing through his mind, her words pinging restlessly around his brain. Jesus, her father. He couldn’t even wrap his mind around it. So fucking wrong.

         And then there was the way she’d felt in his arms. How soft and warm her skin had been. How good she’d smelled. How badly he’d wanted to take on the world for her.

         How badly he’d wanted all kinds of things he couldn’t have. He didn’t have room in his life for any kind of relationship right now, and especially not with someone like Alexa. He’d fucked up so badly with Taylor. He’d hurt her. He hadn’t meant to, but he had, and he couldn’t risk getting himself into the same situation again. He spent too many hours training in the gym and was too focused on his fighting career, and he knew he’d make a lousy boyfriend. And if his career took off, there was a chance he’d move away to train—the best gyms were in places like Albuquerque and Coconut Creek, Florida, and Montreal and Brazil. If the opportunity came, he’d leave. Just the idea of hurting Alexa the way he’d hurt Taylor had his stomach clenching.

         No. He couldn’t let that happen. Instead he needed to focus on what he could do to keep her safe. He’d made her a promise that he wouldn’t let her father hurt her, and he damn well meant to keep it.

         Zack slipped his hands into his pockets and clenched them into fists, his eyes glued to Alexa. She was listening to Taylor, her head cocked, a wide smile on her face. She was a better actress than her family apparently gave her credit for.

         He believed everything Alexa had told him, but fuck, it was shocking. He knew who Jonathan Fairfax was—millions of people around the world had seen his movies, but apparently nothing was as it seemed. All he knew for sure was that he didn’t want to let her out of his sight, safe as she might be at the party. The idea that her own father would…Jesus, he couldn’t even think the words without his skin crawling. Her father couldn’t just offer her up like that.

         The idea of another man’s hands on Alexa made Zack want to punch things, but it wasn’t only that. The fact that her father, a man who should’ve been protecting her, would throw her to the wolves like that…No. He couldn’t let that happen. As soon as the party was over, he’d find Sean, and they’d figure out what to do to keep Alexa safe.

         He had to keep her safe.

         Because it was his job.

         Great. Now he was lying to himself. Perfect.

         “You stare at that lass any harder, you’re likely to burn a hole in her dress. But maybe that’s what you’re aiming for.” Ian MacAllister, another Virtus bodyguard, tipped his beer at Zack and shot him a thin-lipped smile. It was rare to get any kind of smile out of the Scot, so Zack returned it.

         “Didn’t mean to stare. I’m just tired.” It was a half truth that saved him from wading into the murky waters of Mac’s comment.

         Mac nodded, a lock of his curly reddish-blond hair falling across his forehead. He brushed it away with a scarred hand. “Training going well?” he asked, his brogue twisting the words as they came out.

         Zack tipped his head, his eyes still on Alexa, his mind still spinning with what she’d told him. “Yeah, pretty well.”

         “When’s your big fight?”

         “In less than a week.”

         “Zack-man! I was looking for you!” A slightly drunk Jamie Anderson clapped him on the shoulder, leaning back when his hand made contact. “Holy fuck. This thing’s like a rock. You been juicing?” Jamie winked and laughed at his own joke, his eyes bright.

         Zack smiled down at the floor, shaking his head. “Are you driving his ass home?” he asked, pointing at Jamie and making eye contact with Carter Davis, the hulking ex-NFLer following on Jamie’s heels.

         Carter rubbed a hand over his short black hair and chuckled, his deep baritone infectious. “Someone’s gotta be the responsible one.” He shrugged his massive shoulders, smiling and shaking his head.

         “So I guess you’re not making it to training tomorrow morning,” Zack said, watching as Jamie picked at the label on his beer bottle. Although he didn’t compete at the same level as Zack, Jamie trained at the same mixed martial arts gym and liked to take the occasional fight.

         “Nah.” Jamie rolled the piece of damp paper between his fingers, his eyes slightly glassy. Taylor’s friend Chloe smiled at him from across the room, and Jamie narrowed his eyes and took a long pull on his beer. Then he smiled and wiggled his eyebrows. “Excuse me.” Without a backward glance, he headed in Chloe’s direction.

         “What the hell’s got into him?” asked Mac, scratching his stubbled cheek. Normally Jamie wasn’t much of a drinker, but he’d clearly been hitting it tonight.

         Zack watched as Jamie flirted with Chloe with dogged determination, and realization dawned. “Shit. It’s June eleventh.”

         Carter and Mac shot him puzzled looks, but Zack shook his head. “It’s not my story to tell, but it’s a tough day for him. Let him do what he needs to do.”

         Colt’s best friend Roman made his way over, a beer clutched in one hand, his shoulder-length hair twisted up into a knot. Roman was another bodyguard, but he worked freelance, not for Virtus. In the few instances Zack had worked with him, he’d found Roman to be tough as fucking nails and smart. The guy had great instincts and was easy to work with, normally cracking jokes and entertaining everyone with his cocky bravado. But right now he was glowering at Jamie and Chloe, his nostrils flaring as he watched them flirt.

         Not long ago Roman had had a thing for Chloe, but for whatever reason it hadn’t gone anywhere. Zack didn’t know why, and Roman wasn’t exactly the caring-and-sharing type.

         “What are you guys talking about?” Sierra asked, sidling up to them. She took a sip of her wine, her cheeks slightly flushed.

         “Beyoncé,” said Zack, grinning at her.

         She snorted out a laugh. “Sure you were. There’s like a metric ton of testosterone in this corner.”

         “So what do you think we were talking about?” challenged Carter, his arms crossed over his chest.

         She shrugged, frowning slightly. “I don’t know. Sports. Work. Cars. Sex. How great I am at throwing parties.”

         Colt came up and pulled her in for a hug, kissing her quickly on the cheek. “Yes, you are. Thank you.”

         “You’re welcome.” Then Sierra fisted the collar of Colt’s T-shirt and tugged his face down to her level. “If you hurt her, I’ll castrate you.” She smiled prettily at him, and Colt returned her smile.

         “If I hurt her, I’ll do it myself.”

         Something in Sierra’s expression softened, and she let go of his shirt, rubbing his arm. “You would, wouldn’t you?”

         “Hey, back off. You’ve already got your own hot bodyguard,” said Taylor, a bright smile on her face.

         Sierra laughed and then glanced at her engagement ring. “Damn right I do.”

         Taylor turned to Colt and smacked him on the ass. “Take me home, Husband,” she said, then leaned toward him and whispered something in his ear. Colt slipped his arms around her and pulled her against him, apparently not caring that they were surrounded by people. He closed his mouth over hers in a hot, slow kiss, and Zack looked away, feeling a bit like a voyeur. His eyes landed on Alexa, who stood only a few feet away, her eyes glued to Taylor and Colt, her lips parted slightly, a delicate pink flush creeping across her cheeks. She took a deep breath, her breasts rising and falling. Watching Taylor and Colt make out like teenagers, she looked…Fuck, what was the word?

         Wistful. Sad, and longing, and at least a little turned on.

         She pulled her eyes away from Taylor and Colt, and those gorgeous blues slammed right into him, and he felt his cock swell, just a little. Her eyes widened slightly, and he wondered if she could tell that he was thinking about how fucking good it would feel to kiss her like that.

         Needing to regain control, he headed back into the kitchen and fished a bottle of water out of one of the coolers. He twisted the cap off the bottle and drained half the water, trying to ignore the heat crackling over his skin.

         The entire night had become a goddamn confusing mess. Taylor was married, and he felt slightly awkward joining in the celebration, given the way things had gone down between them. And then there was Alexa. Keeping her safe. The complicated mix of lust and protectiveness he felt toward her.

         The party was starting to dwindle, and Alexa came into the kitchen, a stack of dirty paper plates in her hands, and just setting eyes on her sent warmth flaring up his spine. She sent him a small smile and shoved the plates into the garbage, then wiped her hands on the kitchen towel. He hadn’t even realized his legs had started to move until he was right in front of her.

         “How you holding up?” he asked, fighting the urge to cage her against the counter. He crossed his arms over his chest, and he didn’t miss the way her eyes dipped down and trailed over his arms.

         She sighed heavily, and her shoulders slumped as she leaned against the counter. “I’m confused and exhausted.”

         “Why, what’s going on?” Sean came into the kitchen behind them, a garbage bag in his hands. He paused as he studied them, one eyebrow raised.

         Zack met Alexa’s eyes, and she just stared at him, uncertainty warring with fear across her pretty features. After a second she bit her lip and then nodded rapidly.

         Zack turned to face his boss. “We need to talk to you. Alexa’s in trouble, and she needs our help.”
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