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      To my readers, who I hope enjoy the journey of reading this as much as I enjoyed writing it!

      

      With Affection,
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        Faith Hart's books are contemporary romance stories and contain some profanity and sensual scenes that may not be suitable for sensitive readers.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Saving Brielle

          

          Love’s Defenders – Book One

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Brielle Cerver - The consummate career woman who has purposely put work first to avoid any further risk of heartbreak. But when a disturbing turn of events threatens both her livelihood and her safety, she finds herself inexplicably drawn to the man hired to protect her.

      

        

      
        Allen Jones – The handsome security consultant who, after a devastating loss, has also made work his life’s passion – until he meets Brielle and discovers his priorities have shifted.

      

        

      
        Can they move past their tragic histories to build a lasting love together? And can Allen find and stop Brielle's stalker before he exacts the ultimate revenge?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          Brielle
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      “I seriously do not have enough wine stocked up to deal with this right now,” I mutter under my breath as I wait for the seller’s realtor to come back on the line.

      There has been a snag – again – with the closing schedule, and my buyers have officially moved past irritated into upset. When they called on my drive home, I had done my best to soothe their frazzled nerves, promising not to rest until this latest (and hopefully final) hurdle to home ownership was cleared.

      Now I am sitting behind my desk in my home office instead of in my garden tub, where I long to be, because the seller’s agent has… misrepresented some things.

      That’s putting it mildly, my sarcastic wit observes.

      I have earned a stellar reputation as one of the best realtors in the state of Texas - and with good reason. I’ve spent the last twelve years making sure my clients are treated like family; I have chosen to focus on quality of service over quantity of closings, and as a result have not had to advertise in a long time. Every single client I have worked with in at least the past five years has been a referral from a previous one.

      So, when I find myself tending to clients who become unduly stressed due to someone else’s negligence – or greed, or just stupidity, this one could really go several different ways – it angers me to my core.

      “Ms. Cerver?” the young woman says, a tremor in her voice, and I instinctively know.

      Not malicious, a rookie mistake.

      “I’m so sorry… you’re absolutely right. I transposed a really important number.”

      “And you’ll be correcting and resubmitting to the title company?”

      “Yes, ma’am, it will be in their hands in the morning.”

      “Thank you, Miss Carmichael. If you would be so kind as to also email me a copy of the correction for my clients, that would be most helpful.”

      “Yes, ma’am, I’ll send it to you in the next few minutes.”

      I gracefully disconnect the call and sigh.
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      An hour and three calls later, I sink gratefully into my garden tub at last with a glass of chilled Moscato in hand, willing away the remnants of another long day on my feet.

      Stupid high heels… those things are straight from the devil… why couldn't I have chosen a career that allows for tennis shoes?

      Down the hall I can hear my cell phone chirping, and I sigh again.

      Gonna have to keep, I decide. It can wait thirty minutes, whatever it is.

      I sip and soak until the water is lukewarm, then pull the plug and step out of the bath, feeling loose and sleepy. I towel off, wrap up in my favorite robe, and pad on bare feet back through the living room toward the kitchen to put together a light meal.

      Four new voicemail notifications greet me when I glance at my phone, and I reluctantly pick it up to listen to them while I pull together ingredients for a chef salad.

      The first three are benign. Clients who had called to say thank you or ask a question.

      The fourth is anything but.

      For several seconds there is only a rough and raspy breathing, followed by a growled three-word message that somehow manages to both anger me and chill me to my core.

      Miss me yet?

      I immediately check the call log, fighting back a shudder when I see it. All the numbers but one pop up on the display, and I can clearly see that each of those calls had been forwarded from my office across town to my cell phone.

      The lone standout that reads ‘unavailable’ makes the hair on the back of my neck stand on end. My personal cell phone number is not publicly available. Only trusted friends have direct access to me that way. For my clients, routing calls through my office to my cell phone is my standard protocol. I have always tried to be very diligent about maintaining a buffer between personal and professional, even more so lately since a good friend and fellow realtor was assaulted in a vacant property a few years ago by an infatuated acquaintance.

      So how the hell did someone get my number?

      Although I really do not want to, I listen to the message again, eyes closed, straining to hear any familiarity in the deep, snarling tone.

      Please God, not him. Please God, not him…

      But try as I might, I cannot place the voice at all, and with relief I release the breath I did not even realize I'd been holding in.

      “It’s a wrong number, or a prank call,” I mutter with conviction, and steeling my nerves, I delete the disturbing voicemail and return to preparing my salad.

      That accomplished, I refill my wineglass, pick up my bowl of salad, and move to the couch to flip channels while I eat.

      But in the back of my mind, I replay the mysterious caller’s message repeatedly.

      "Stop it," I chide myself. "That message wasn't meant for you. It was a misdial. Let it go."

      By the time I place my empty bowl and wineglass in the dishwasher and head for bed, I have managed to convince myself that it was a fluke.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          Allen
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      “Why are you still here?” I ask as I pause and lean against my best friend and business partner’s open doorway.

      “I could ask you the same thing,” Grant replies with a grin. “What time is it, exactly?”

      “Almost seven-thirty.”

      “Explains why I’m hungry,” he quips. “I’m about to head out. What about you?”

      “Another half-hour, tops,” I reply.

      “Careful,” he says as he logs off his computer. “I’m beginning to think you ought to just move in here and save a rent payment.”

      “Partly your fault, you know,” I shoot back with a grin. “This place has everything but a shower.”

      “Hey, I like happy employees. Happy employees are loyal employees – and productive,” he reminds me.

      “True. And we spend so much time here that it is just as well we have all the bells and whistles,” I agree. “Or most of them, anyway. See you tomorrow.”

      I wander back down the hall to my office, Grant’s chuckle still lingering in my ears.

      But I was not kidding, I acknowledge. We have made it a point to make this place an extremely attractive work environment, and it has paid off. We have one hell of a team here. Every single one of them is loyal and enthusiastic about the company’s success.

      In fact, we have such a good team in place that I think it is time to tell Grant I am leaving.

      I just hope he understands.
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      A half-hour later I am heading to the parking garage to return to the apartment I hate. For a while, I had no strong feelings one way or another; it had just been a place to crash for a few hours when I wasn’t at work.

      But with new neighbors to my left that yell and scream at each other constantly, and a family to my right with a brand-new and colicky baby, sleep has been next to impossible lately.

      Really need to just buckle down and buy a house somewhere, I admit as I start my truck. But since I am not sure I’m even going to stay in Austin, there’s no point in looking yet.
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      The drive home is uneventful, which is lucky, because Fight-Night Couple, as I have dubbed them, are already in full swing, which means unsolicited drama for anyone within earshot to endure. I can hear them the moment I pull into my designated parking space in front of my second-story apartment.

      “Gonna be a long night,” I mumble to myself as I walk up the stairs to my front door.

      I let myself in, throw my keys on the kitchen counter, and grab a paper plate to dump my drive-through burger and fries out onto before moving to the sofa and picking up the remote control.

      One round through the channels convinces me that throwing myself into a TV show with my headphones on is not a viable option. I sigh and move to my computer table instead. I slide my earbuds into place, then smile as the opening notes from Avenged Sevenfold’s Nightmare album kick in to drown out Fight-Night Couple.

      “That’s more like it,” I say, grinning, as I take a bite of my bacon cheeseburger, then open my email account and begin to type.

      I work and hum along to the music for an hour, and when I stand and remove my earbuds, I am pleasantly surprised to realize that the noisy couple next door opted to call it a draw early.

      “Things are looking up,” I observe wryly as I throw my paper plate away then head to the bedroom. A quick shower precedes my pulling on pajama bottoms and crawling into my king-sized bed.

      I have just about drifted off to sleep when the Johnson’s newborn begins to wail, and I can’t stop myself from laughing softly at the irony even as I grab the spare pillow and put it over my head to help muffle the noise.

      No matter what else happens, I have got to find another place to live.
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          Brielle
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      After a deep sleep with no dreams that I can remember, I wake breathing heavily, exhausted to the bone, and covered in a thin but cloying layer of sweat. I immediately stretch my right hand out to tap the button on my alarm clock, silencing the aggressive, noisy peal that threatens to lead off my long day by conjuring a headache.

      Why am I so tired? It's not like I was up late…

      A glance down at my tangled sheets provides a clue.

      Huh. Must not have slept as peacefully as I thought.

      I throw back the twisted cotton, swing my legs over the side of the bed and sit up, rubbing my eyes as I yawn. I have never been that much of a morning person, and still find it hard to believe I chose a profession that many times calls for being not just awake, but functional, before ten a.m.

      Chuckling to myself at the familiar battle in my brain - Six o'clock. Seriously? Is the sun even up yet? - I make myself stand up and stumble toward the bathroom for a quick shower.

      "If people only knew what it costs me to set eight o'clock appointments," I grumble under my breath, then yawn again as I turn the handle and wait for the water to come up to an acceptable temperature.

      The cool dampness of my skin reminds me I had been sweating when I woke. I frown at myself in my bathroom mirror as I quickly brush out the tangles in my shoulder-length brown hair.

      They said I would probably hit menopause quickly after my hysterectomy, but that was years ago… lucky it took this long, I guess. I need to remember to ask Dr. Adranis if there is anything that can help with night sweats at my next appointment.

      My frown deepens when the memories of why the surgery had even been necessary threaten to surface, and I tamp them down.

      Hard.

      Nope. Not today, I tell myself firmly, and make myself concentrate instead on getting rid of every tangle.

      A faint ripple of movement in the mirror catches my attention, and I notice a small cloud of steam rising from the open top of the glass-walled shower behind me.

      Finally. It's taking longer and longer for the water to get hot. Note to self - may be time for a new water heater. Sigh. Another addition to my 'fixer-upper-when-I-have-time' list…

      Turning, I close the distance to the shower. I slide open the glass door, step in, and slide the door closed again, reveling in the warmth that immediately wraps around me like a blanket. Putting my back to the showerhead, I tilt my head back and wet my hair thoroughly before pumping shampoo from the dispenser into my hand and lathering it into my hair. The familiar fragrance of vanilla soothes my semi-sleepy awareness, dragging me softly and gradually toward fully awake.

      By the time I rinse out the shampoo, replace it with equally fantastic-smelling leave-in conditioner, and reach for my loofah and body soap, my brain has snapped to attention and is racing down the list of the day's tasks.

      Let's see… meet the Millers at eight at the Esters property for the first of four showings. Two conference calls - or was it three? I need to check that - followed by the open house on Prescott Avenue from noon to two today. Then two closings. Oh, and I need to follow up with Anne at some point today about the bidding war on that warehouse...

      The frown I had worn earlier returns as I step out of the shower and towel off, then blow-dry my hair before I twist it upward into a sleek chignon.

      The warehouse property has me puzzled. While its location is decent - at the edge of a well-established and high-traffic industrial complex - I personally do not think it's worth the extreme attention the site has garnered of late. What started off being a relatively easy set of circumstances veered into complication overnight. My client and at least one other party that I am aware of are fighting to claim that location as their own.

      I might understand the competition over it if the existing building was in sound condition. But it isn't. Not by a long shot. 'Derelict' is even too kind a term. Frankly, even the cost to raze it to the ground and start over from scratch more than outweigh its current market value. Pile on a City Planning and Zoning Commission with a very narrow and inflexible scope of what the property can and cannot be used for, and the whole situation has become a nightmare. I have tried to persuade my client to focus a different direction, but he is intent on owning that warehouse.

      Go down that rabbit hole later. For now, get dressed. Pick out comfortable shoes, too - you are going to do a lot of walking today.

      Ugh.

      I move to my closet and look once, longingly, at the left side where my jeans and t-shirts reside before I step dutifully to the right and grab a pale blue linen pantsuit that will at least allow for low-heeled shoes.
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      We have been in our Wednesday morning meeting all of two minutes when I drop my bombshell on him. Grant stares open-mouthed at me from behind his desk before he finally finds his voice.

      "What do you mean, you're leaving?"

      "Just what I said," I reply calmly. "It's time. You knew going into this that I had plans to start up a security company. It's time for me to switch gears and focus on that."

      "I know. I just didn't expect us to have this conversation before the first of next year."

      "Grant, you've got a great thing here. It's solid, with an excellent team in place. Trust me, the way this company is structured, now is the optimal time for me to go my own direction. I'll still be your partner, Grant, just a silent one."

      The younger man considers for a moment, then nods.

      "Were you planning to stay around here?"

      "I'm thinking a bit further north, actually. I have been considering the Dallas/Fort Worth area for a while now, specifically Pantego. It's situated about halfway between the two, so it's the ideal location."

      "So, what comes next?"

      "I'm going to travel up there next week and have a look around. Some friends of mine recommended a realtor that can help me find office space and a house."

      Grant grins despite the circumstances.

      "Not gonna do another apartment? Had your fill of yelling couples and screaming kids?"

      I chuckle. "And how. Nope, I am going all in. A space all to myself that with any luck will have at least fifty feet of yard all the way around it so I can control how close my neighbors get."

      "When do you think you'll make the move?"

      "By the end of the summer, at the latest," I answer honestly. "At least, I hope it doesn't take longer than that. I have been restless for a while now. This is something I really want, Grant, and I need to get started."

      Grant stands and extends his hand.

      "Let me know if I can help in any way."

      "Thanks, man."
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      When I get back to my desk, I pull out my cell phone and navigate to the last text message I had seen from Kenneth Myers, my roommate from college.

      Here is the number of the realtor we used. Extremely helpful, knows her stuff. She will do right by you.

      The text ends with a name and phone number.

      Drumming my fingers on the desk, I dial and wait. Four rings later a rich, sultry tone fills my ear, making the blood in my veins rush to places that it has no business traveling to while I am sitting at my desk in an office with glass walls.

      "You've reached the voicemail for Brielle Cerver," the smokey voice intones. "I'm terribly sorry to have missed your call. Please leave your name and number and I'll get back to you as soon as I can."

      I clear my throat and fervently will my body's reaction away as I wait for the obligatory beep.

      "Ms. Cerver, my name is Allen Jones," I say into the phone I am now gripping tightly in my effort to focus on the task at hand. "I'm looking to buy both residential and commercial property in Pantego, and you came highly recommended."

      I pause, barely stopping myself from adding 'and you sound hot as hell'.

      What are you, sixteen? Idiot. Get it together.

      I clear my throat again and press on.

      "If you could please call me back, I'd appreciate it. I'm planning to travel to that area next week and I'd like to line out some showings."

      I finish the voicemail by reciting my number, then disconnect the call, and am immediately struck by the sudden urge to call her number a second time just to hear that sexy, breathtaking voice again.

      Somehow, I overcome the impulse, and purposely wait several minutes to make sure I will not be embarrassed before I stand up to walk to the conference room for my ten o'clock planning session with the engineering group.

      I nod at each team member as they enter the room and take their seats, pushing any thought of Brielle Cerver - and my very out-of-character reaction to her - firmly to the back of my mind for the moment.
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      One-thirty, I note as I tap my fingers idly on the kitchen counter. Another half-hour of this. Man, I hope more people show up.

      To say I am disappointed is an understatement; I had hoped that the Prescott home would be overrun with prospective buyers during this span of unfettered access to the property.

      There has been one so far.

      Maybe the property's cursed, I think to myself, then giggle. I do not believe in such things. Nasty divorce proceedings, where the judge is making the couple sell and divide the proceeds? Now that, I do believe, because that is what is happening here.

      Unfortunately, neither one of them listened to me when I advised them that the half-million-dollar listing price they insisted upon was much too high.

      Now, four months later, this house has become my personal millstone. I have delivered in excess of fifteen fair and equitable offers for the property to my clients, but since they cannot agree to anything at all between them, we have reached a stalemate. Two more months of this and I will attain a new 'first' in my long career - reaching the end of the contractual period to act as the seller's agent and walking away.

      Or in this case, running.

      Wonder if I can get the judge to order them to pull their heads out and cooperate - and lower the price, I lament to myself as the last minutes of a fruitless open house drag out into infinity.

      I am bored but obligated to stay put until the advertised end time, so I pull out my cell phone and begin listening to voicemails that accumulated throughout the morning. As I review them, I make notes in the peculiar shorthand I have developed over the years. Besides me, only my long-suffering assistant Rita can decipher it.

      My hand pauses its movements with the pen when I listen to the eleventh voicemail.

      A man's voice, deep and deliciously seductive. My skin forms goosepimples across my body as his sound washes over me, tightening my core with a sudden, almost painful stab of primal longing.

      God, his voice is sex personified…

      I am so entranced by it that I fail to capture one single piece of data from the voicemail.

      I frown, shake my head, and pull the phone away from my ear long enough to press 'replay', determined to focus this time.

      Allen Jones.

      Residential and commercial property.

      Next week.

      By the time I reach the end of his voicemail again my knees are weak, and my pulse is pounding in my ears.

      What the hell is the matter with you? That is a potential client. No-fly zone. Grow up!

      Even though I am standing in a kitchen by myself, I take a moment to smooth my hair and breathe deeply, trying desperately to stifle both my embarrassment and a long-dormant need that Allen Jones' voice has caused to surface. After several minutes, I finally feel composed enough to attempt to return his call.

      Just as I begin to dial, I hear, "Hello there! Are we too late to see the house?" from the front foyer. I tuck my phone back into my bag and move swiftly to greet the couple that have just arrived.

      "Not at all," I say warmly, extending my hand to each of them in turn. "My name's Brielle. Let me show you around."

      I lead, but only in the loosest sense of the word. I abhor hovering, pushy salespeople, and it carries over into my work. My preferred method of interaction is to quietly tell prospective buyers about certain amenities, then step out of the way and let their surroundings speak for themselves.

      Obviously excited, the young woman turns to me with a smile and asks a question, which I readily answer. She nods her thanks, and they continue their self-guided tour while I retreat to the kitchen as I told them I would.

      Just before two o'clock they approach me in the kitchen and ask about the deadline for submitting an offer. I hand them a fact sheet about the property and point out my office address and number before shaking their hands again and watching them leave.

      Maybe this house was just waiting for them to arrive, I think to myself as I walk through the property and make sure all the lights are turned off before returning to the kitchen to collect my bag.

      I step outside the front door, locking it securely behind me, then head to my car for the drive to the first of two closings I have this afternoon.
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      It is a little after five o'clock before I have a chance to return any phone calls. Although part of me wants to skip ahead to Allen Jones, it is only fair that I return them in the order received.

      Luckily for me, only six of the first ten voicemails I received require a callback from me; the other four were purely informational, such as Miss Carmichael confirming the title company's receipt of the corrected documents.

      I swing by my favorite Chinese takeout place for my usual chicken fried rice before heading home. Once I have eaten, I settle in at my computer, take a deep breath, grab my notepad, and dial the number that leads to that hypnotizing voice.

      Given that it is now dinnertime for most families, I am expecting to have to leave a voicemail of my own. So much so that when a murmured, "Hello?" comes across the line to me, I almost drop my phone.
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      I mute the television, glance at the incoming number, and smile.

      It's her, I think gleefully, then roll my eyes at my juvenile reaction.

      Be cool, dude. Be cool…

      I press the button to answer and murmur, "Hello?"

      Silence at first, followed by, "I'm sorry to disturb you. I am returning a phone call from a Mr. Allen Jones. Might he be available?"

      "Speaking. Mrs. Cerver?" I ask deliberately, hoping she will correct me on the assumed marital status.

      She does not disappoint.

      "Yes, this is Miss Cerver, but please, call me Brielle."

      "Certainly, Brielle," I reply, "but only if you'll call me Allen."

      She laughs, a light, throaty sound that inflames my senses and makes the arousal I experienced earlier today seem like amateur hour.

      Thank God I am alone in my apartment.

      "Sure, Allen," she says, and my name rolling off her tongue is pure music.

      "So," she continues, "I know you mentioned you're looking for both a home to purchase and commercial property. What areas of North Texas did you have in mind specifically?"

      It takes everything I have not to respond like a randy teenager and say, "I'm much more interested in your areas."

      This woman's going to drive me crazy with just her voice.

      "I was targeting Pantego, actually, since it's between Dallas and Fort Worth. Of course, you know that market much better than I do. I'd prefer to have both my house and business based there, but I would settle for living in Pantego and buying the commercial property within a half-hour's drive."

      "Makes sense. Why drive further than thirty minutes to work if you don't have to?" Brielle teases, then pauses for a moment, and I close my eyes and just listen to her breathe and type on her keyboard.

      She asks a few more questions to narrow down the type of home I am looking for, and the soft gasp I hear when it becomes clear to her that I am single intrigues me.

      It intrigues me a great deal.
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