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Willa jerked awake and stared in horror at the desolate sight outside the window. “Where are we?” Everything flooded back. The disastrous attempt to ask Matt Forbes for help, tracking down Melody Murray, and then being handed off here. Wherever here was.

The view outside the window was scattered trees and foliage. Nothing to give her any indication of where her strange driver was taking her. She glanced over at said driver of the truck. The man she’d met less than a day ago. And by met, she meant she was Adam had shuffled her into the car and abandoned her.

The man next to her was big enough to more than fill up the roomy front cab of the large pickup truck. And by big, she sure didn’t mean fat. He seemed to be all muscle and strength and silence. Lots and lots of silence. As in he still hadn’t told her where they were.

“I asked you a question.”

He glanced at her out of the corner of his eye before he put his attention back on the road. “I thought you were talking in your sleep again.”

Again? Fantastic. As if this whole situation wasn’t mortifying enough. And considering the nightmares she’d been having, she didn’t want to think about what she’d been saying. “So?”

“So what?”

This guy couldn’t really be this dumb. He had to be doing this on purpose to annoy her. “So where are we?”

“Northern Texas.”

“Texas?” Willa looked out the window at the trees and grass. Not exactly the image of Texas she had in her mind. “Aren’t there supposed to be cattle and oil fields everywhere? I’ve never been to Texas before. No real reason. I think the last time I counted, I’ve been to forty of the fifty states, but I guess I’ll have to recount. Have you ever been to Texas before?” Willa knew she was rambling on, but she didn’t really know what else to do. Talking was her default setting, and she’d been cooped up in this truck for almost twenty hours now with the most boring of boring jugheads next to her. She wanted to go back to sleep, but considering the nightmares.... “Maybe we should get a steak or something while we’re here? I don’t think I can use my credit card to pay for it, but I have a little cash. I can treat you to a dinner. I mean, you’re not the most polite company, but I do appreciate what you’re doing for me.”

“I’m not doing it for you.”

He speaks! Figured some of his few words would be rude and dismissive. She adjusted her place in her seat to stare at James Weston. He drove with both hands on the wheel. The bright Texas sun made his eyes seem more green than brown. His strong jawline was unshaven, and Willa wasn’t sure whether that was because he’d been too busy with her or it was the look he was going for. His hair was a sandy blond that was almost the same color as his tan skin.

Any other time, she’d be thrilled to be in such close quarters with someone this smoking hot. Of course, in most other circumstances, someone this smoking hot would also be excited to be alone with her.

Not that she had a high opinion of her looks. Well, she did. She worked dang hard in the gym to keep herself small enough to fit in sample sizes from designers, and she spent a fortune at the salon in the club her family had joined to make sure her hair, skin, and nails were all perfect. Her carefully cultivated image fit into any situation, be it a high-society party or the elite club scene in Chicago. Her hair was her natural brown color, with some subtle blonde and red highlights that gave a lot of dimension to the shoulder-length wavy locks, and her dark-brown eyes could become extra dramatic when she did her trademark smoky eye.

But she was smart enough to know that her looks alone weren’t why she was always the center of men’s attention. Everyone back home knew who she was. As Jadon Belli’s daughter, when she walked into a room, people paid attention. Money always got attention.

She was willing to bet that James Weston didn’t care about her money. Which was good, because at the moment she didn’t have much to offer.

“So why are you helping me then?”

“I owe Melody a favor.”

“What do you owe her for?” Willa knew very little about Melody Murray, but she’d put a hundred percent of her faith in the stranger to keep her safe. Which led to her trusting Adam Smith to keep her safe. Which led to her trusting James Weston to keep her safe.

Needless to say, she was feeling less and less safe by the second.

Willa had first met Melody only a few days ago, but those few seconds had left an impression. She had been in the middle of trying to get her father to see reason when something had caught her attention. A flash of movement in her father’s office. And not a secretary or associate looking for a moment alone with the high-powered executive. A thief walking off with his laptop.

Under normal circumstances, she would’ve alerted security or called the cops, but current circumstances at her home were anything but normal. The one thing she needed more than anything was someone who wasn’t on her father’s side.

And now that she’d found her allies, she was at a loss. She thought Melody would be able to help her come up with a game plan and figure out a way to make her father pay for his crimes, but Melody had her own problems, and instead, Willa had been shipped off with this guy.

James Weston. To keep her safe, which she agreed with, he told her he was taking her to his compound in the Arizona desert. She thought it would be a two- or three-day road trip, but Weston was like a machine. He had been driving straight through, only stopping every few hours for gas or the bathroom. And no fast food or anything. Just snacks from the gas station.

And not normal junk food, like chips or candy. Only peanuts and jerky. Though she supposed someone with biceps that big would need a lot of protein to keep that up.

Willa lived on a regimented diet that consisted of a lot of lettuce and egg whites, but she wasn’t about to touch the wilted-looking iceberg salad in the cooler of the gas station they’d stopped at, so she’d gone to the complete other end of the spectrum and grabbed some Ding Dongs.

She might be stuck in a car with a guy who hated her and running for her life from her own father, but at least she’d have a sugar high.

Weston didn’t answer her question about Melody. Instead, he asked, “What can you tell me about Jadon Belli?”

She blinked a few times at the general question. “I can tell you almost everything. His favorite breakfast, the car he drives, the guilty pleasure reality TV he DVRs but won’t admit to.”

“We can safely assume I don’t care about that.”

“Then ask me the question you really want to know.” Maybe her attitude was uncalled for, but her muscles were cramping and Weston had gone from ignoring her to grilling her and she couldn’t help her snark.

“You came to us asking for help. You were genuinely afraid of him. People usually don’t run from family unless there is something bad going down. Now, if you want me to keep protecting you, I expect you to be honest with me. Full disclosure.”

Full disclosure. She didn’t think she’d ever be able to promise this stranger that. But he was right. If he was going to be taking her into his home, or whatever he’d meant when he said compound, she did owe him the truth. The truth she hadn’t been able to tell anyone else.

Logically, she didn’t think it was possible that Weston was working with her father, but it was still hard for her to get the words out. If Jadon Belli ever found out that his own daughter was working against him, she didn’t know what he’d do. She hated to think that he would hurt her, but she wasn’t naive enough to think that was off the table.

“I need help because I saw him do something horrible.”

“You’re going to have to be more specific.”

“I saw him kill someone, okay?” Willa winced as she got the words out. Saying it out loud had her replaying the memory over in her mind. It was so surreal, she had to wonder whether she’d hallucinated the whole thing. Her father had always been a toe, but never threatening in any way. To see him cross that line as if it were no big deal at all had been a moment she could never push under a rug or pretend didn’t happen. It was a selfish way to think about it, but that moment had changed her entire life.

“Were there any other witnesses? Video? Anything we can take to the cops?”

Willa rolled her eyes and threw her head back onto the seat. All very basic questions, but the answers didn’t matter. “No solid evidence, but the real kicker is that my dad practically funds the Chicago police department and all the politicians in the city. There is no one in their right mind who would prosecute him for anything.”

Weston nodded and didn’t say anything.

“So what does that mean for us? Do you think you can help me? Am I trash out of luck? Are you going to abandon me on the side of the road? Because I’m freaking out here and I don’t know what to do. If Daddy finds me here, I don’t know what he’d do to me. I mean, I know what he’d do to you if you were working against him, but I really don’t know where his limits are. So how are we supposed to fight someone like that?”

“You talk a lot,” said Weston.

“Thank you, Captain Obvious. I happen to be nervous. I talk a lot when I’m not nervous and I happen to be terrified right now so pardon me if I happen to be talking too much. I’d hate to be an inconvenience for you.”

He was quiet for a moment. She didn’t really want him to apologize to her or anything; she just wished he’d interact with her in some way so she didn’t feel as if she were driving with a robot.

Then he finally spoke again. “You’re not inconveniencing me.”

Well, it wasn’t an apology, but it was better than nothing.

“But,” he added, “if you want to take down a guy like Jadon Belli, it’s not going to be easy.”

“I never said—”

“And if you want me to help you, I will. Mainly because Melody and her family have a vested interest in getting this guy and they’re willing to bankroll me to help. But it’s not going to be fun or clean. If anyone is going to be inconvenienced here, it’s going to be you.”

Yeah. She was starting to get that.
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James Weston glanced over at Willa out of the corner of his eye. She was trying to sleep but he could tell from the tension in her body that she was still awake. He didn’t really know what to make of the socialite next to him.

She would talk nonstop if he let her, so he tried his cursedest not to encourage her. He was well aware that he came off as a toe, but he wasn’t worried about her liking him. He was being tasked to keep her alive and help take down Jadon Belli, not make friends.

And he had a feeling a girl like that would never be friends with a guy like him. There were just too many rungs on the social ladder separating the two of them. She probably had a cell phone full of contacts who were all friends of some sort. She didn’t need to add him to that list. 

They were just passing over the edge of his property line and it would only be a few minutes until they reached the house. James had a good setup here. Nothing fancy like the high-rise apartments she was used to, but it served his purposes.

The borders were set up with motion sensor cameras to let him know when someone entered the area, and he had stashes of supplies set up at various locations all within walking distance of the main compound. Well, walking distance for him at least.

But if Willa was running from something and wanted to stay off the grid for a while, this was the best place for her. He knew of a few safe houses he could’ve taken her to, but this would also make it harder for her to change her mind.

There were no cab or car companies that would venture this far out in the middle of nowhere. If Willa decided to bail, the only option she’d have would be walking off, and she probably wouldn’t survive the trek.

Because he’d lied to her. Yes, he was going to keep her safe and help her go after her father, but that wasn’t the true target. Jadon Belli was the last puzzle piece that needed to be solved before he found his true target. Sterling. The man who had orchestrated Isobel Murray’s murder and Melody’s kidnapping.

He was tasked with retrieving Melody, and not only had he failed to get her out, but Isobel had died in the process. Even if Melody wasn’t paying him, he owed their family, and that meant he was going to help them bring down Sterling, no matter what.

So if Willa could provide them with leverage to get Jadon Belli to flip on Sterling, he’d consider his mission accomplished. And he liked to accomplish missions, no matter what.

As they left the paved road and started to bounce along the gravel, Willa opened her eyes, giving up her attempts to sleep. “Are you sure you know where we’re going?” 

He wasn’t sure whether that was a rhetorical question or not, so he kept quiet. She would see the house any second now and that would answer her question.

Sure enough, they turned a corner and there was the main house. His hundred-and-fifty-acre property had a few buildings on it, but only one was livable. The old ranch house wasn’t much, but it served his purpose.

The house was rather square. There wasn’t fancy architecture or anything. The white vinyl siding had turned beige with age and the porch had an old rocking chair that had been there since he bought the place and which he’d never used.

Willa looked the place up and down and James couldn’t figure out what was going through her head. Strange, considering he was pretty good at getting a read on people. During the twenty-six-hour drive there, he’d gotten a mixture of fear and annoyance from her, but at the moment it was blank.

He ran through the few facts he’d been given about his newest assignment. Willa Belli. Twenty-four. Daughter of Jadon Belli, COO of Cordon Enterprises, a consulting firm based out of Chicago. Education level: high school. Job: none. Talks: nonstop.

He’d pretty much nipped the talking down, but he’d have to make sure she would stay out of his hair for the time being while he figured out how to proceed.

“Come on.” He started inside, leaving Willa to pull her own bag out. It might not be polite, but the few second head start he had was enough for him to immediately confirm that no one was in the house waiting for them. The motion sensors on the property were rigged to send a warning to his computer set up in the home and the app on his phone, but he’d be darned before he put a hundred percent of his faith in technology over his own senses.

“So are we just staying here for a few hours?” Willa brought her one designer bag inside.

“We’ll be here as long as we need to. Stay here.” James didn’t look at her to make sure she was following his orders, but he didn’t hear the familiar creak of the fifth board after the door to signal that she’d moved. He ran through the house quickly, flipping on lights and verifying that no one was in the shadows.

When he came back, Willa was exactly where he’d left her. “It’s clear,” he said. “Pick whichever room you want and bunker down.”

Her dark eyes bounced around the place, still not really giving anything away. “Where are you going to sleep?”

James shrugged. “My room.”

Finally she showed some emotion. Surprise. “Wait. You live here?”

“It might not be as big as you’re used to, but it keeps the elements out,” he said dryly, not used to having to defend his lifestyle to anyone.

Her eyes widened as she glanced around the place once more. “This place isn’t small. It’s empty. There’s not even a TV. How do you live like this?”

“There’s a TV in my room.”

Her mouth opened but no words came out. She tilted her head and considered him for a moment. Then she ran her fingers through her hair and sighed. “It doesn’t matter. Where’s my room?”

He pointed down the only hallway. “Like I said, any one you want. My room is the last door on the right, so anywhere but there. I need to eat some real food and then I’m going to crash.” He didn’t have time to socialite-proof the place right now, but after the long trip, she was probably ready to pass out for a bit too. Which was good. The more she stayed out of his way, the better.

He might need her to take down Jonathan Sterling, but he already knew what kind of person she was. And he didn’t have time for a spoiled socialite who had gotten in over her head.
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He hated her. Willa had been on her best dang behavior during the entire infuriating ride down here and somehow the guy who was supposed to be keeping her alive hated her. She wished she could shoot daggers at him through her eyes, but he had already disappeared through the door that led to the kitchen. Even though she’d had nothing but junk the past day, the idea of eating just then made her stomach turn.

She wanted to stand there and bask in her annoyance for a while longer, but her bladder had other ideas. So she walked down the hallway he’d mentioned until she found the bathroom. It was small, with just a pedestal sink, medicine cabinet mirror, stand-up shower, and the toilet. Still, it managed to feel more homey than the rest of the place. He thought her shock was because of how small his house was, but that wasn’t it at all. In Chicago, her luxury apartment was probably smaller than the square footage here. But the space was so bare, it was impossible to believe it was occupied.

The living room had one worn leather armchair and an end table next to it. That was it. No television. No sofa. No artwork. Just nothing. That was why she couldn’t believe someone actually lived here.

Before leaving the bathroom, Willa gave herself a once-over. She hadn’t put on makeup in over a day, so the dark circles under her eyes were more evident than ever and her skin was about to go into withdrawal from the lack of her normal moisturizing routine.

Out of nowhere, the image of her father firing that gun came to her and she blinked away the memory, along with the self-pity. She was here for a reason. A good reason. She couldn’t lose sight of that.

She went back into the hall, just as plain as the living room with worn hardwood floors and beige painted walls, and looked at the various doorways. There was one closed door at the very end, which she assumed was James Weston’s room. Instinctually she wanted to take the room farthest from him, but then she remembered what his role was in this. He was supposed to be protecting her, so she should stick as close as possible.

She gravitated toward the open doorway right next to his. It was small, but at least it had more furniture than the living room. There was a double bed with a plain white comforter, a nightstand, and a dresser against the far wall. Willa set her bag at the foot of the bed and then went to the window. The blinds were shut and she twisted the plastic latch until they creaked open to let in the bright desert sun.

The view wasn’t surprising. The same thing she’d been looking at for hours as they made it out here: lots of sand, with sparse bushes and vegetation and the silhouette of mountains off in the distance.

She’d always enjoyed the desert. Sure, she had never spent any time besides the drive from the Las Vegas airport to the Strip, but it was a pretty sight and the mountains had always looked so majestic in all the pictures.

But now it was almost like a prison. The miles of nothingness serving as the walls to keep her in.

No, that was a bad way to look at it. She should think of it like a moat. A protective barrier between her and the world out to get her.

She let out a breath and fell back against the bed. It was lumpy and soft at the same time, but she was so tired that she didn’t mind. Now that she was finally done running, she was going to try to catch some rest and for once not let the nightmares catch her....
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1 Week Ago

Willa tripped over her own feet and stumbled forward, carefully balancing the glass in her hand so she could keep as much of the drink in it as possible. As the mixture of pineapple juice and coconut rum sloshed down her fingers, she let out a little giggle. “Julie!” she called, even as she kept her voice down and turned the corner to the entryway of the apartment. “I don’t think I can—” Willa sobered up in an instant as she saw something she couldn’t quite comprehend.

She blinked through the alcohol-induced haze in her mind and kept hoping the hallucination would fade away. Not that she’d ever hallucinated after drinking before, but this couldn’t be real. Because her current BFF, Jules Charleston, was on her knees in the middle of the floor, and Daddy held a gun to her head. A gun. Willa didn’t even know he had a gun.

“Daddy, it’s okay,” she rushed out, trying to stop things before they got any more out of hand. “I know I should’ve told you we were coming by, but my liquor cabinet broke and I was out of everything and we happened to be at this party down the street and when the bars closed, we decided to come here for a nightcap. I thought you’d be sleeping the whole time, but obviously we woke you up and I’m really sorry, but it was a totally honest mistake and—”

“Do you have any idea who this is?” bit out Jadon.

Jules knelt absolutely still on her father’s prized Persian rug. She wasn’t shaking, but her eyes were hard as stone as she looked up and met Willa’s eyes.

Willa fought through the buzz still swimming in her head and remembered that her father had asked a question. “Of course I know who she is. Jules is my friend.”

“She’s a fed.”

For a moment, Willa forgot how to speak. She knew the words coming out of her father’s mouth, but the meaning behind them—along with the gun—just didn’t make sense. “Fed? Like short for federal agent? No. She’s a college dropout who....” Willa saw the determined glare on Jules’s face. She didn’t look like a terrified girl. She looked like, well, like a fed. “What does it matter if she’s a fed?”

Jadon tilted his head and looked at her, his face full of something she’d never seen from him. Pity. “Honey, there’s a lot you need to know.” And then he fired.

––––––––
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––––––––

Willa shot up in bed and her gaze darted around the room, looking for the blood on the Persian rug. But there was no rug. Ancient-looking hardwood floors and boring beige walls looked back at her.

She caught her breath as she got her bearings back. She wasn’t home. She wasn’t even in Chicago anymore. She was stuck in the middle of the Arizona desert with James Weston. As she got control of her breathing, she could still feel her heart beating out a frantic rhythm in her chest.

She wished she could write it off as just another nightmare, but she couldn’t. It was no dream or hallucination. That had actually happened. The night that had ruined everything.

Her stomach growled but she knew that if she ate anything, she’d end up throwing it right back up.

Willa looked out the window at the slowly setting sun. It wasn’t quite twilight, but it was getting close. She had eked out an hour or so of a nap, so she’d never be able to get back to sleep anytime soon.

Fantastic. No television. No phone. No civil company. Maybe there would be something she could do in this expanse of nothingness to keep herself from going crazy.

Or better yet, maybe Melody would come through with something that would allow her to go back home. Going to Melody for help had been a calculated risk. And the calculation had been that Willa could do nothing and know that she was going to be in a living prison for the rest of her life, or she could do her best to get justice for Jules.

And after she’d gone to her father’s head of security for help, his mode of refusal had been trying to put a bullet in her head. So her option of pretending nothing had happened was cut off. It was run for her life or hope her father would show her mercy for trying to turn on him.

Considering how little he’d thought before firing that gun at Jules, she didn’t want to test the limits of his mercy.

Willa didn’t want to think about this any longer. After the long, boring trip here, her mind was sick of overthinking and second-guessing every little thing. She already felt as if she were about two steps from falling over the edge of absolute insanity, and she had to try her best to cling to the top of that cliff.

What she really needed was a good, long shopping trip. She was currently wearing a pair of old yoga pants and a loose graphic shirt from a more bohemian designer with a foil design of the Taj Mahal. An outfit that was an old go-to for her, but now that she’d been wearing it for two days straight, she was about ready to throw it in a trashcan and burn it. To make things worse, her hair was stringy and damp from the humidity and her skin was begging for moisturizer.

Not only was she totally in over her head, but she was so out of her element, she barely knew what her next step would be.

But there was one person she could ask.

Willa tentatively opened the door to her room and glanced around the hallway. There was no sign of Weston, not that she thought there would be. There was only one door to her left, Weston’s room, so she turned right. Her bare feet softly padded across the hard floor, but every few feet, the floor would let out a moan or groan, giving her no chance at all of sneaking around. Not that she would want to, but the paranoia had been escalating lately. Could it really be called paranoia if you’ve seen someone murdered in front of you?

The living room was just as depressing as before, so she turned in the direction of the kitchen. The cupboards were a fresh white color. They seemed to be much fresher than the rest of the house. Maybe Weston wasn’t as careless with his home as she thought. The hardware on the drawers and pantry were all clean brushed nickel. The counter was an older laminate that seemed to have been through the ringer. A lot more wear than she’d expect for a guy who lived alone, but she supposed she knew almost nothing about Weston, so what did it matter?

A deep double sink beneath a window looked out over the flat scenery outside. A newish gas stove and mismatched beige dishwasher and a black refrigerator filled out the room. Maybe if Weston kept her alive, she’d get him an interior decorator as a thank-you gift.

Something told her he wouldn’t appreciate it.

Even though she wasn’t hungry, she pulled the fridge open to examine her options. It didn’t exactly look like a bachelor’s fridge. There were two cartons of eggs, a jug of milk, and the produce drawers were all full. And from what she could see, it was all reasonably fresh.

When she opened the freezer section, it was a bunch of Ziploc bags of beef and chicken and some packages of salmon and trout. Considering how buff Weston was, she shouldn’t be surprised that he was a health nut, but somehow she hadn’t been expecting it.

She supposed it had something to do with the health nuts she knew in Chicago. She knew dozens of guys who spent half their days at the gym and the other half trying to impress women with the bodies they’d sculpted at the gym. Weston sure hadn’t seemed interested in impressing her.

Though, considering how she looked at the moment, maybe there was a good reason. Besides, she didn’t want him to try to impress her. She wanted him to keep her safe from her homicidal father. Then she could go back to Chicago and get back to her old life of hanging with health nuts and vapid socialites who were not federal agents undercover.

Willa shut the fridge and continued on her little tour. There was only one other direction to go from here and it was a closed door on the far end of the kitchen. Except this wasn’t a door to a bedroom or anything. At least she hoped not, because there was a high tech-looking electronic keypad next to the knob. What would be behind there that was so important to him? She figured that being all the way in the middle of nowhere was protection enough....

She walked up to the door and stared at it for a moment, considering what Weston would want to keep under lock and electronic key. Money? Drugs? Sex dungeon?

Maybe she’d read Fifty Shades of Grey a few too many times....

She figured she’d try her luck. She reached out to the knob and gave it a little turn to see whether anything would happen.

“What are you doing?”

She jumped back a good foot from the door as she turned around, trying to keep the guilty expression off her face. “Just exploring.”

Weston wore the same jeans and T-shirt he’d worn their entire trip, but now he had taken his shoes off. It was always strange to see someone barefoot for the first time. Such a small thing could change someone’s entire appearance. Except Weston. She didn’t think she knew anyone else who could look so intimidating in bare feet. “You can’t explore there.”

“I didn’t mean to snoop. I just....”

“If you didn’t mean to, why did you snoop? Not something that happens accidentally.”

“Wow. The most words you’ve said to me at once and it’s to scold me. I’m guessing you don’t get a lot of houseguests here, do you?”

He tilted his head. She had seen that look before. It was the look someone got the second they realized she wasn’t going to be railroaded. Every time she walked into a room, people assumed that because of her reputation for partying and not working—a well-earned reputation, to be fair—that she was an airhead who could be pushed around.

Even though she’d never met a man like James Weston before, she was sure she was strong-willed enough to take on even the toughest desert hermit.

“I’m not here to show you around and paint your nails. I’m here because you said you could help us take down Jadon Belli,” he said between clenched teeth.

“Great. Let’s talk about that then. Tell me what I need to do.”

“Give me the financial records to get your father to give me whatever I want.”

She pursed her lips. He knew she didn’t have those. She wouldn’t even know where to start. “Be reasonable.”

“I am being reasonable. I’m working on finding a way for you to help. Until then, you have to lay low and stay out of locked rooms.”

“If I’m going to stay here, I’m going to need some supplies then.”

“I have everything you need.”

“Really? You have some fresh underwear for me? An extra change of clothes? Because I am running out of things that don’t smell.” She’d run out of her apartment in such a rush that her haphazard packing job had been almost pointless.

“All right.”

She blinked at his quick agreement. “So we can go shopping?”

“Sure. We’ll need supplies eventually anyway.”

She thought back to how full the refrigerator had seemed. “And when will that be?”

He shrugged. “When we need to go into town.”

“Well, aren’t you a fount of information,” she muttered. “What am I supposed to do until then?”

“There’s a washing machine. We even have one of those high-tech dryer things out here. It’s amazing how much use you can get out of clothes when you wash them.”

She tilted her head and glared at him. “I liked you better when you were refusing to speak to me.”

“Hey, I’m here to keep you alive, not to be your personal servant. So you will make do with what we have.”

Her mouth fell open but nothing came out. It wasn’t as though she never dealt with rudeness. She’d pissed off her fair share of people in her time, but there was absolutely nothing she could think of that she’d done to get on his bad side. If anything, she’d been on her best behavior, which was strange for her.

She was about to defend herself before she thought better of it. If he wanted to hate her, fine. She didn’t need some desert redneck’s approval, and she’d be darned if she was going to bend over backward to make him happy.

Willa squared her shoulders and walked away from the mysterious locked door. Her shoulder bumped his arm as she walked by because he refused to fully move out of the way. Screw this. She didn’t have to put up with his attitude. She was going to do the same thing she did every time someone tried to remind her exactly how little she mattered.

She was going to run.
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James should’ve known. She hadn’t seemed like the type to sit back and just wait for things to happen, but somehow he thought she would at least sleep before she tried to escape.

He was in his computer room, reading over the brief update about the Melody Murray and Adam Smith situation, when the perimeter motion sensor went off.

Thanks to the various wildlife that would visit from time to time, the motion sensors going off wasn’t all that rare. But he wasn’t the type to take chances. Every time the sensors went off, he would check the picture that would be automatically sent to his email and phone. And this time, the blurry shape on his computer screen wasn’t a coyote. It was unmistakably human. An unmistakably tiny human who had no business running into the desert in the middle of the night.

James cursed under his breath as he grabbed his phone and Glock before he ran out.

He knew which sensors she’d set off, which gave him a good idea of the direction. If she’d gone from the house, she was most likely walking in a straight line, headed toward the highway. Where he lived, there wasn’t a defined road, but she knew which direction they’d come from.

But she had to know that she would never make it to the nearest town. She didn’t know anything about the terrain or even which direction to go once she reached the highway. If the sun didn’t get to her, some of the less friendly neighbors wouldn’t hesitate to take advantage of the hundred-pound lost girl.

He kicked into a slow jog. He didn’t want to run and burn up any extra energy, but he wanted to make sure he could catch up to her.

The terrain blurred around him as he kept his focus on catching up to Willa. He had brought her all the way out here to keep her safe, and she was going to throw all that away because he wasn’t falling over himself to worship at her feet like everyone else around her.

His annoyance grew with every step he took. He hadn’t slept in forty-eight hours and now he was out in the middle of the night chasing after a spoiled, selfish pain in his rear and the second he found her, he was going to—

There she was. Her slumped shoulders and bowed head were highlighted in the moonlight. He adjusted his gait so his steps were silent on the rocky ground as he closed the distance between them. He almost made it without her noticing, but when his foot hit a branch, it was just enough noise to have her glancing over her shoulder. If she was sane and/or logical, she’d stop and admit defeat. But the crazy woman looked at him with a flash of terror and then started to run.

He bit out a curse and kicked up his speed. Why would she run? He could outrun her any day of the week, if not because of his diligent workout routine, because his legs were a heck of a lot longer than hers.

The other advantage he had was that he ran on this terrain almost every day. Willa wasn’t used to the grooves and bumps, and after only a few yards, her ankle twisted beneath her. She fell on her hands and knees, giving James plenty of time to catch up to her.

As soon as she fell, she didn’t try to get up. At first he thought she had hurt herself, but he couldn’t see any body language saying “pain.” There was a tension in her shoulders and back that was more like... anger.

“Come on. Let’s get back.” He stood over her.

She was quiet and didn’t look at him or make any motion to move.

“If you want me to carry you, I can. And trust me, neither of us is going to want that.”

“What does it matter?” she asked finally.

“I told you. You’re going to give me dirt on your father.”

“Yeah, I got that part. But I came to you to keep me alive and you can’t stand me. So how am I supposed to trust you? How am I supposed to believe that you’re going to do a blasted thing for me? The second you get what you want, I’m on my own anyway. So just let me go now. I’d rather take my chances with the vultures than with you.”

James clenched his jaw. He didn’t know what bothered him more: the fact that she still wasn’t doing what he wanted her to do or the fact that she was completely right. So he didn’t try to defend himself. Instead, he crouched down next to her and met her dark eyes. “Willa, I don’t have any comfort to give you. But one way or another, you’re coming back with me. Over my shoulder or at my side. Your decision.”

“What did I do?” she asked, still not moving. “Why can’t you stand me?”

James sighed. “Fine. I’ll carry you.” He reached for her, but she finally jumped back and turned back toward the house.

“Neanderthal,” she muttered under her breath as she started to walk.

James hung back and allowed her to head a few feet in front of him. She obviously didn’t want to be around him, so he was going to give her that few feet of space.

But he still kept close.

“Would you stop lurking, please?”

He caught up with her and walked alongside her. “I thought you didn’t want to be around me.”

“Yes, because having you three feet behind me is so much better.”

He knew nothing he could say would really help the situation, but he forced himself to try to make things marginally better. “I’m sorry I’m not the best company,” he bit out.

“If only there was something you could do to become more accommodating....” She squinched her face. “Actually, no. I like this jerk version of you. I like knowing that there is no hidden nice guy lurking underneath the surface. Makes things easier.”

James didn’t say anything. He already did the best apology he was capable of and he was still convinced he was right. He wasn’t there to be her friend; he was there to babysit her until they could make their move against Jadon.

They were halfway back to the house before the silence must’ve gotten to her. “Why aren’t you sleeping? Aren’t you tired? Or are you just a robot who doesn’t sleep?”

The exhaustion was tugging at him intensely, but he was trained to work through it. Though he would need to catch a few hours if he wanted to be useful in the next few days. “I am tired,” he said. “You should be sleeping too.”

She scoffed. “I wish.”

“Is the bed a problem?” He didn’t have any thousand-thread count sheets or anything, but they got the job done. Maybe she needed the luxuries to sleep?

“Never mind.” She sighed.

Normally he’d be more than happy to let that slide, but if she wasn’t sleeping, he’d have to worry about her running off again. “Is there anything I can do to help you sleep?” There. Now he was being the nice host she wanted.

“Unless you know a way to stop nightmares, I think I’m SOL.”

Nightmares? He wanted to ask what the nightmares were about, but he thought better of it. They weren’t at the point where they were sharing any personal details, which was where he wanted things to stay. Besides, he knew more than most that no matter how rich someone was, it didn’t keep their life from being nightmare-worthy. Sure, his past would’ve been a heck of a lot easier with an influx of cash, but he hadn’t had those problems in a long, long time.

“How much are you getting for this?”

“What?” It was as if she knew what he was thinking about.

“You said you were getting paid for this. So how much does my protection cost?”

“I’m technically getting nothing.”

She stopped and looked over at him. “Why am I a freebie? You don’t like me.”

He sighed. He didn’t want to reward her for fishing for compliments, but he didn’t want her to keep thinking that. “I don’t hate you.”

She raised a skeptical brow. “Okay. You don’t hate me, but you don’t like me. Which is fine, because I don’t like you either. We can agree to mutual dislike. But that still doesn’t explain why you’re helping me.”

“I’m with you right now because I made a mistake.”

“And I’m your penance?”

“Because of me, Melody’s mother died.”

Willa’s mouth dropped open and she averted her gaze. She obviously didn’t know what to say and he kept going before she started to nervously try to fill the silence. “I was working a job for Melody’s mother. A simple recovery mission. I was too late and while I was distracted, Isobel Murray was shot and killed.” The Murray women—Jennifer, Melody, and Toni—had never blamed him for what had happened, but it had been as if he were right back in Afghanistan. Not only had he been there as the three sisters had to stoically take in the news of their mother’s murder, but he was the one who offered to go back into the building and remove the body.

It was only a few days later, during the small, covert funeral, that he had promised to himself that he would make sure that the man responsible for this, Jonathan Sterling, would pay.

Sterling had gone into hiding after learning that the Murray women and Scott Hart had it out for him, but he couldn’t stay in hiding forever. And Jadon Belli, Willa’s father, happened to be one of the only people in the world who could locate Sterling.

“I—” Willa bit her lip, not finishing whatever she was about to say. Then she shook her head and started to walk quickly back to the house. This time when he let her have a few feet in front of him, she didn’t protest. She seemed to have had enough talking for one night and he was more than happy with that.

Because in a few days, she would be out of his hair forever and he could go back to his life before there were any women to mess it up.
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Willa was going to go insane. It wasn’t going to be her father who killed her, or even a late night of too much drinking. It was going to be pure and utter boredom.

Give her cable. Give her a book. Any book. Even one of those boring tearjerkers she’d avoided her entire life. But there was absolutely nothing to do here.

She couldn’t even go for a walk without James Weston stalking alongside her to make sure she didn’t go running off. She’d be more upset about it if she didn’t know that she’d given him plenty of reason to think that she was a flight risk.

She wished she could take back her late-night excursion, but it was what it was. She was a runner. It was what her best friend back home, Stephanie, loved to point out every time she’d broken up with a boyfriend or turned down a ring.

And not just with men. Anytime anything got too serious in her life, be it an apartment or major at school, she’d take off. Maybe what was bothering her even more than the boredom was her inability to run. There was no way out of this little safe house until James Weston decided to let her go.

“James...” she said out loud. No, that just didn’t seem right. It was too normal. Too subdued for the caveman. “Weston,” she tried. That fit him more, but she’d never been one to call someone by their last name. Maybe he would be the exception? He was probably the exception to a lot of things.

She padded to the kitchen but didn’t see a single drop of liquor in the cabinets. Dang it. She had to settle for a bottle of water as she went back to the mostly empty living room. She did a little circle and imagined what she would do with all this space. With the hardwood floors and tall ceiling, it would make a really great dance studio.

She tapped her foot as she remembered back to the dance lessons she’d taken. One more thing she’d run from. Because dancing was fun, but making a career out of it was hard. And she ran from hard things.

Suddenly she got an idea and rushed to her room. Her cell phone was in her bag and powered down. Willa had watched enough television to know that cell phones could be tracked, but she could turn off anything traceable, like internet and service.

And that would still give her access to all her music. A few minutes later, she was back in the living room and turned on her rock playlist. Well, pop rock. Something with a good beat. Something cheery that she couldn’t resist moving to.

She took a deep swig of water and then started to sway her hips to the music. She wasn’t doing any type of coordinated dance and had to imagine she looked like a tool, but it felt good to move and the thought of just tearing up some stranger’s living room with her crappy dance moves had her giggling to herself. Goodness, it had been too long since she’d smiled.

She closed her eyes as she took in the music. She remembered the last time this song had come on at a club. AJ and Stephanie had both been there with her. AJ hit on anyone in a mini skirt while Willa and Stephanie had chosen to ignore the opposite sex and just danced with each other. Back before she’d met Jules. Back before any of this.

Her hands were in the air and she swayed her hips as the bridge of the song got slower. As she did a little turn, her eyes opened and she realized she wasn’t alone. Her dance came to an abrupt end as she saw James Weston watching her.

She half expected him to burst out laughing at the sight, but he didn’t. He was absolutely still and stared at her.

“I’m sorry. I was just really bored and I thought that if I could move a bit, it would work some of the tension out and the living room is so much like a dance studio. Which you probably never realized, but the hardwood floors and no furniture kind of make it a great space for moving around in and it was nice to kind of get away from my thoughts for a bit and I’m really sorry if I made you uncomfortable or anything but I just....” She realized he still wasn’t moving. And he didn’t seem annoyed. He looked.... Oh good Lord, he was turned on. The signs were so subtle, but there was this heat in his eyes as his gaze went up her body, from her feet right up until he met her eyes. She shifted her weight awkwardly. She had been confused that he hadn’t shown any signs of attraction to her before, but she’d since become used to that.

Now that the heat was there, she was... flabbergasted. James Weston didn’t like her. James Weston was a robot.

“I....”

He turned and walked away before she could start on another rambling explanation. The rock song was still playing. Willa ran over to the phone and stumbled through the screens as she hit the wrong thing and rushed to turn the thing off. She wanted to just turn back the clock a few minutes before the entire awkward exchange ever happened.

But if she couldn’t run, she could avoid. Avoid and ignore. Yep. The next time she saw James Weston, she was just going to play oblivious and act as if nothing had changed.

Because nothing had changed. She was still his annoying charge and he was still her quiet, frustrating host and protector.

But before she could go to her room to truly get a handle on the situation, he was back in the living room. “Did you still want to get some basics?”

She blinked at his casual tone. Even though she had been determined to sweep the awkwardness under the rug, she was still surprised at how easily he did it. Right back to being a robot.

Which is a good thing, she told herself. Just confusing.

“Yes. When are we leaving?”

“As soon as you’re ready.”

He walked away and Willa frowned. Maybe he wasn’t as okay with this as he acted. Because she was willing to bet anything that he hadn’t been planning on a supply run a few minutes ago.

Huh. So maybe James Weston was a runner too.

––––––––
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Willa had come to terms with the fact that walking away on foot hadn’t been a good idea. But after the fifty-minute drive into town—and by town, she meant an outcropping of a truck stop, small-town diner, and one looming big box store—she fully comprehended how idiotic the little excursion had been.

“I don’t get it,” she said as James Weston pulled the truck into the parking lot of the big box store.

“Don’t get what?”

“Why you live out here. There’s nothing to do. Nothing to see. Nowhere to shop....” For real, where was the nearest mall?

“Some people like the scenery in the desert.”

“Yeah, it’s great. But that’s all there is. Pretty scenery and nothing. What do you do?”

“Maybe I like the peace.”

“If you need that much peace in your downtime, that means your job is way too stressful.” Considering what he did for a living, maybe that was it. He told her what happened on his last job. Someone had died. Maybe the only way to get away from that kind of guilt was to escape into the middle of nowhere. Not that it was helping her at the moment.

“So, how small of a town is this?” she asked once the car was in park.

“What do you mean?”

“Like, if you go out shopping with some strange girl, are people going to ask questions? I can say I’m your cousin, visiting from out of town maybe?” Even though Chicago was about as far as you could get from a small town, the gossip mill was everywhere. And Willa had a feeling that an attractive guy like James Weston, caveman or not, probably had an army of matchmaking women who had a pool going on how long it would take him to settle down.

At least if they gave the pretense that they were related, they’d be left alone.

“You can’t be my cousin. Just let people think we’re together.”

He got out of the car before Willa could ask any more questions. She thought James Weston would be more resistant than that about the idea of them as a couple. But he was already halfway into the store, leaving her to catch up. Apparently he didn’t want to discuss the matter any further.

When she caught up to him, she leaned in closer. “You know that if you want to keep me safe, you should probably walk slow enough for me to keep up.”

He let out a little scoff, the closest he’d gotten to laughing in the entire time they’d been together. “I figure that if you’re running for your life, you’ll manage to keep up.”

“Your concern for my life, as always, is touching.” Willa liked this whole pretending nothing strange happened thing. In fact, she thought that the situation from earlier actually made James Weston slightly more accommodating. Did he feel guilty for the awkwardness? Or was he going to be nicer anyway because they were out in public and he was pretending to be her boyfriend?

Once they were inside, she immediately started for the clothes.

“Only things you need,” he said.

She rolled her eyes. “I think I’ll manage to contain my shopping addiction.” Then she realized he was starting toward the back of the store. “You’re not coming with me?”

“I need to pick up a few things. I won’t be gone long.”

She nodded even as part of her wanted to ask him to stay around. Logically she knew it was crazy to think that her father had managed to track her down. She’d been so careful about her phone use and hadn’t used a credit card or accessed her bank account or any of her internet accounts since she’d left. A feat that had her going through major withdrawal, but it was worth it.

So there was no reason to think that she needed her caveman babysitter. But still, this was her first time in public since she’d come begging Melody Murray for help, and she couldn’t help but feel as if she were constantly in danger. Maybe after a few weeks or months that paranoia would go away, but it was impossible to shake when she still saw Jules’s murder every time she closed her eyes. She forced out a nod and figured it was half convincing, because James Weston left her.

She balled her hands into fists and released them. Shopping. She was good at this. She liked this. She should enjoy herself and not let her fear get the best of her. She found the rack of clearance clothes and started to go through it. She wasn’t looking for anything to party in. She wanted relaxing, lounging clothes that she could run in if necessary. She pulled out a tank top and her eyes widened when she saw the price tag. Three bucks. How was it possible to spend so little on clothes? She kept it in her hands as she continued to go through the rack.

She thought the bargain store would have nothing that interested her, but a lot of the styles copied the trends at the boutiques she normally went to. The fabrics weren’t the normal soft feel she was used to, but for price and convenience, it couldn’t be beat.

“Hun, would you like me to grab you a cart?”

She looked over her shoulder at the man who had spoken and thought she was going to see an employee. Instead, it was a man in a flannel shirt, worn blue jeans, a cowboy hat, and boots to complete the look. And the tall, fit man beneath the clothes looked the part of a cowboy a hundred percent. Oh Lord, if this were any other time in her life, she’d be all over this. But now was not the time. “Thanks for offering, but I’m good.”

She started onto the next rack and the man followed her. “I’m Brock Vera. You might’ve noticed that we’re not a huge town here, and I’ve never seen you before. I think I would’ve remembered someone so pretty.”

Willa put on an exceptionally forced smile, willing him to notice her discomfort. “I’m just passing through. It was nice meeting you, Brock.” There. She’d been polite. Now if he still didn’t leave her alone, she was going to—

“There’s some beautiful scenery. If you want, I can take you out and show you—”

“Look, Brock. I’m happy that you’re so friendly and your confidence is great, but I’m not interested in—”

A steel band of an arm went around her waist and pulled her in close. “Brock.” James Weston used just the one clipped word to communicate a heck of a lot of intimidation.

The cowboy probably wasn’t intimidated by much, but he took a large step back as he realized that Willa wasn’t alone. “Weston,” he said nervously. “I didn’t realize you—”

“You know now.”

Willa raised a brow as she glanced between the two men and enjoyed the show of masculinity.

“It was great meeting you.” Brock scurried off to harass some other visitor.

Willa shook her head in disgust. “I gave him every signal I wasn’t interested and he couldn’t care less, but somehow the fact that some other guy has claim on me is enough to be respected. Douchebag.”

James Weston leaned in close. “And this is why you’re not my cousin.”

His breath brushed her ear and the sensitive nape of her neck. Chills skittered down her spine. All of a sudden, she was transported back in time to those few seconds earlier that day when James had been staring at her. When he’d wanted her. And in that moment, with his arms around her and his face so close, she felt it back. She turned her face ever so slightly but he was still so near and right next to her. Dang, this was inconvenient, but the caveman was so.... Dang. Who knew she would be attracted to a caveman?

She wanted to believe that her momentary lapse wasn’t noticeable, but he gave her hip a quick squeeze before he stepped away and removed his hand from her. He had to know. He wouldn’t have squeezed if he didn’t, right? She bit at her bottom lip and quickly went through the store with James at her side as she got the rest of the toiletries and clothes she’d need.

Assuming she did laundry every three days or so, she should be good for a while.

No one else came to talk to them, but Willa was aware of the glances thrown at them from the few shoppers in the store. She was right. Everyone was curious about the new woman in town.

She also grabbed a few books to read so she wouldn’t go insane. She was half tempted to ask James to grab a television, but she didn’t want to encroach on his bank account any more than she already was.

It was rather painful to have him buy her supplies when she had a massive trust fund just sitting unused at the moment.

Once she was back in the truck with James, things were different. It was as though once that switch was flipped in her head, she couldn’t turn the thing off. Because it wasn’t just an annoying caveman robot next to her. He seemed to take up all the space in the already large cab of the truck.

If her leg went over just a few more inches, she’d be touching his. He could move that big hand over and set it on her knee if he wanted. She wouldn’t mind seeing what those big hands would do to her body.

She forced her eyes on the road, which really didn’t help because she could see the outline of his muscular frame in the reflection in the glass. At least now she could look at him more subtly.

Fine. She thought James was attractive. He was. He was a masculine man, probably in his thirties, and he looked as if he could bench-press twice her bodyweight. If she was going to be spending so much time with him, she’d have to get used to the fact that they were going to be in close proximity and she might enjoy looking at his body. So what?

Once again she remembered the heat in his eyes as he looked at her. Dang it. She could get over her feelings toward him, or at least toward his body. But if he was thinking the same things.... Well, self-control had never been her strong suit.

The rest of the ride back to his place was a series of her trying and failing to convince herself that her newfound appreciation for James wasn’t a big deal. About a mile from his house, his cell phone rang. Except it wasn’t a normal ring, but the song “My Girl.”

He cursed as he answered. “Did you change my ringtone, Toni?”

Toni.... Melody’s sister. One of the few tidbits she’d caught while she’d been with Melody. Willa leaned in closer, trying to hear as much as she could, but it was useless. She couldn’t pick up more than a few words.

James was no help either. “Are you sure?” He maneuvered the phone to the side of his face farther from Willa. She gave him an annoyed look but he didn’t acknowledge her. “I’ll keep an eye out. Thanks for the heads-up.”

He hung up and Willa didn’t give him half a second before she asked, “What happened?”

“Probably nothing.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“Toni has been monitoring a few people close to your father and who might’ve worked for Sterling. She said that two guys just booked tickets to Phoenix and arrived this morning.”

“This morning? So they are here already.”

“Phoenix is a big city.”

Willa frowned. It wasn’t as if he needed to lie to her to make her feel safer. “Do you really believe that?”

“I think we can wait and see what happens.”

“We can wait and see what happens while surrounded by guns, right? I mean, that’s why you’re here. To keep me safe with your badassery.”

His grip on the steering wheel tightened and he glanced over at her. “Don’t worry, Willa. I got you.”

She blinked. It was the first time he’d said her name and it sounded strange coming off his tongue. Unnatural. She thought back to all the reasons they would probably never meet under anything resembling a normal situation. This whole thing was unnatural.

And that was what she was going to remind herself every time she found herself eying James’s body.
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James did a quick run-through of the house and perimeter of the property but didn’t see any uninvited guests. Toni only saw two tickets of people she was monitoring, but that didn’t mean there weren’t more. There was a chance that the guys were here for some other reason, but considering that Willa had come here yesterday and now Sterling’s guys were here, he had his doubts that it was all a coincidence.

He double-checked that all the motion sensors were working and made sure the cameras had functional solar panels and were free of sand on the lenses. He was only one guy, so the best way to keep Willa safe would be to stick close to her.

When he got back to the house, Willa was looking out the window, following his approach with her eyes. He didn’t want to look as concerned as he felt, but the scowl was kind of his natural state of being.

Once he was inside, he motioned with his head for Willa to follow him. “You shouldn’t stand by the windows.” He moved down the main hallway.

“I know. I was waiting for you to come back.”

“From now on, don’t wait for me.” He reached his room and pushed the door open, but when he went inside, he noticed that her footsteps stopped. “Come on,” he said as he continued farther back.

Things had gotten... complicated. He knew he had no one to blame but himself too. That dance. He was better than that. He was a professional. But for just a few seconds, he had seen her dancing and he had forgotten almost everything. All he could do was stand there and watch her moving those curves and force himself not to let his base instincts take over. Even though he’d managed to keep himself in check, it was becoming more and more evident that she had noticed his struggle.

Willa had kept quiet about it and she hadn’t seemed extra standoffish around him, so he was hoping they could keep moving on, but apparently it wasn’t exactly over yet. He opened the closet and still didn’t look back at her as he said, “This is the most secure location in the house.” He pushed the hanging clothes out of the way to reveal the rack of semiautomatic weapons and handguns. One of the multiple stores of weapons in the house.

He waited until he heard Willa’s soft steps step into the room before he turned around. “I brought some of your books in and the television is here. There’s no cable, but there’s a DVD player.”

She pursed her lips and eyed the moderately sized TV he had set up on the wall. “Action movies?” 

“Some action comedies.”

She nodded but it was hard to tell whether she was okay with that or not. “So what? We’re going to hang out together and watch movies?”

“You’re going to hang out and watch movies. I’m going to monitor the property and keep in touch with Toni to see if there are any new developments.”

“Wait, you’re leaving? I know that in town there weren’t any threats, but things have changed. Now that we know there could really be a problem, you’re running out on me?”

He walked over to the windows and pulled up the blinds to reveal the shuttered exterior. “No one is getting in through these windows.” Then he walked over to the door and pushed it shut, revealing that the inside was coated in steel. “And no one is going to shoot through this. You’re at the safest spot in the house.”

He started to leave, but he could feel the unease radiating off Willa. For someone as reserved with her emotions as her, he knew that wasn’t good. He turned back to see whether there was anything specific that was bothering her.

She opened her mouth and closed it. After taking a breath, she started again. “How can I get a hold of you? If anything happens?”

“I know everything that happens here. Trust me. If anything happens, I’ll already be on my way.”

She sucked in her bottom lip and even though he was supposed to be in protection mode, he found himself staring at the motion. He tore his gaze away and left the room. He ran his hands through his hair as he moved farther away. Idiot, he needed to get it together.

It had been too long since he’d been with a woman, an unfortunate symptom of living out here.

And the women he was normally with were nothing like Willa. Heck, he didn’t think he’d ever met anyone like Willa before. He liked women who could be his equal, in and out of the bedroom.

Willa really didn’t seem to be equal to him in any way. She was too everything. Too rich. Too social. Too sheltered. Maybe it was because she was so young. Maybe it was because of who she was. And he kept on waiting for her to fall into the stereotypes that should fit her, but Willa was just... Willa. He didn’t know how to define her and it was cursed annoying. He liked things that fit into their neat little boxes, where they belonged.

Because in his line of work, variables were deadly.

He made it to the computer room. The computer chair wasn’t comfortable, but it would have to do, because he wasn’t leaving here until he was sure they weren’t about to come under attack.

And if him being here happened to keep him away from Willa, that was just a side benefit.

––––––––
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Willa lay back on the bed and closed her eyes. Which immediately popped open when she realized that James was all around her. She shot up to escape the smell of him, but it had already made its way into her brain.

That shouldn’t make her want to lay back down. It should skeeve her out that she was lying in someone else’s bed. It should be gross that she could smell him at all. But this wasn’t a gross smell. It smelled like soap and James. Why would she know what James smells like? Cursed if she knew. It must’ve worked its way into her subconscious sometime during the trip across the country.

And now she was supposed to sleep in that? Maybe she could make a bed on the floor.... She shook her head at the strange thought. Come on. She was an adult. She’d slept in strange beds before. Thanks to her party days, she’d take any soft location available some nights.

But this was different for some reason. Stupid crush. Goodness, when was the last time she’d developed a crush on someone?

Maybe it was a survival mechanism. She was so stressed and terrified half the time, her developing a fixation on James was her mind’s way of distracting her from the garbage that was her real life at the moment.

Yeah, that made sense. She lay back down, secure in the knowledge that this was just some temporary insanity. Once she got the mess with her father sorted out, she could move onto some healthier coping mechanisms. Maybe she could kick up her workout routine and run a marathon.

Or get a puppy! She’d always wanted a dog, but because of her crazy schedule, she’d never wanted to submit a dog to spending all day in a crate or daycare.

But as much as she wanted that freedom right now, Willa didn’t want to think about going back to Chicago and resuming her old life. Because her old life was how she met Jules.

If she wasn’t such an irresponsible waste, Jules never would’ve been able to slip under her radar. She knew Willa was easy to take advantage of. Looking back, it was so obvious that Jules had inserted herself into Willa’s life.

When Jules first “met” Willa, she’d run into the drink Willa was carrying and ruined her brand-new couture dress. Jules had been so apologetic, and from the second she’d bought Willa a new round of top-shelf drinks, Willa had been more than willing to talk with the other woman.

And after a few dinners and shopping trips, Willa had honestly thought she had a new best friend. When they shared secrets, it hadn’t seemed contrived or fake. It was real.

So even if everything Jules told her was a lie, Willa couldn’t act like her murder was justified. When Willa found out her ex-boyfriend was a cheating scumbag, she told every socialite she knew that he had a micropenis. That had seemed justified punishment for lying.

The line her father had crossed... no one deserved that. And Jules... she didn’t seem afraid. She didn’t cry or beg for her life. She’d been strong. Strong in a way that Willa didn’t even know existed.

And now she was gone and Willa would never know the real Jules.

Music started, signaling the end credits of the movie that had been playing, but Willa hadn’t been able to pay attention. Ugh. What strange perditions'she’d found herself in. Couldn’t sleep. Couldn’t watch TV. Pining after literally the worst guy on the earth for her to be pining after.

She really wanted to leave for a walk or something, anything to get her blood flowing, but knew that at least for the night they needed to be extra vigilant. Part of her wasn’t worried. When James promised to watch over her, it was hard not to feel safe. She had a feeling he didn’t make a lot of promises he couldn’t keep.

She lay back on the bed and allowed herself to take in one deep breath, savoring the soft comforter beneath her and the scent of James around her. And with that sense of security filling her, she finally fell asleep.

When Willa’s eyes popped open, the entire world was shaking. She blinked in confusion as she shot up and stumbled away from the bed. She was still trying to differentiate reality from sleep when James pulled the door open. A second later, he had crossed over to her and ran his hands down her arms in a super quick motion that was over almost as soon as she realized it was happening. 

“Are you okay?” 

She nodded as she looked around, trying to figure out what was going on. “What happened?”

“There was an explosion at the property line.”

“They’re trying to blow us up?” she shouted. Maybe she was still asleep. This didn’t seem right.

“No. But they knew about the motion sensors. The shockwave from the blast they set off threw all the sensors off and about half the cameras are useless.”

Her eyes widened. “So now we’re sitting ducks?”

“No. You still have me and we have lots and lots of guns, okay?”

She nodded, but that didn’t make her feel any better. A few minutes ago, she hadn’t been fully convinced there was any need to worry at all. Now there was for sure some maniac out there, setting off explosions.

“I want you to stay here. I’m going to make sure no one gets in.”

She reached out and grabbed his arm, her hand not even close to closing around his bicep. Well, that was slightly comforting. “Stay here.”

“Defensive is good, but offensive is my strength. I want to get this sorted before anyone can even get eyes on you.”

That sounded good and all, but the very idea of him leaving her alone again sent a chill up her spine. But she forced herself to release her grip on him. “Just come back, okay?”

James was quiet as he looked down at her. She felt as if there was something he wanted to say to her, but no words came out. And there was a heck of a lot more she wanted to say to him, but it was nothing new. She wanted him to promise he wouldn’t leave her. To promise that he wouldn’t get hurt and that everything would work out. She wanted him to give her things she knew he couldn’t, so she didn’t bother to ask.

After a few long seconds ticking by, James clenched his jaw and left her alone again.

––––––––
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James rolled his shoulders and twisted his neck as he tried to shake off the strange feelings rushing through him. Dang, he hadn’t wanted to leave her. Every piece of his training told him that keeping both of them barricaded in that room was a bad idea, but with every step he took farther from Willa, he had to fight the urge to run back and push her behind him.

He would get back to her soon enough. All he had to do was take out some trash and they could go back to their strange equilibrium. He had his hip holster on, with a sidearm and two full extra magazines. He also had two pocketknives in the oversized pockets of his cargo pants. Before he walked outside, he grabbed a shotgun and put on a pair of night vision goggles. If the guys coming after them were professionals, they were going to have similar supplies. Even though the headgear was some of the best stuff on the market, it was bulky and was cursed inconvenient to fight in.

He could only wear it long enough to find who he needed to find, but it was almost impossible to aim with any accuracy with it. Which was why he chose the shotgun instead of the rifle. Thanks to the buckshot rounds, he didn’t need to aim super accurately to make a heck of an impact. The downside was that with the shotgun he needed to get closer than the rifle.

He’d have to make it work. Thanks to the cameras being down, he couldn’t know exactly where the guys were coming from, but he had home field advantage. He knew the terrain and he knew what he would do if he were invading. He hooked up a flash bomb to the front door so if someone came in, they would be blinded and he would be able to tell from wherever else he was on the property.

From there, he crawled out the back window so he could do a quick run-through of the perimeter, looking for any evidence of enemies approaching. If it were daylight, he’d be able to have this sorted in seconds, but he was limited by the darkness and the fact that he didn’t want to venture more than a few yards from the house.

If he needed to get to Willa, he wanted to be able to reach her in seconds.

He was just rounding the corner of the back of the house when he saw the first guy. He was crouching behind one of the sparse bushes. During the day, the thin coverage would’ve been useless, but at night, shadows tended to blend together. He didn’t have anything to muffle the sound of the shotgun, but he was going to have to take his chances at alerting everyone nearby to his presence. He brought up the shotgun, took the best aim possible and fired once, twice, three times. The intruder went down on the first shot, but buckshot wasn’t always immediately fatal and he needed whoever this was to never get back up again.

As soon as he finished with the third shot, he retreated to the corner of the house and crouched down. He wanted to check on the status of the man he’d just shot, but if he went out there, he’d be exposed. If there was more than one guy, which was practically a guarantee, hopefully the shots would draw them out and he could take care of them.

Except there wasn’t anyone who came up to check on the downed man. The wall next to James’s head exploded as a bullet slammed right next to him and a crack echoed through the night air.

James dropped to the ground, rolled away and got to running. Considering he was already exposed, he was going to give them a moving target. He paused for half a second, long enough to fire off a shot with the shotgun. He only had one shell left before he’d have to switch to the handgun, but while the guy was ducking, he’d have more time to regain cover.

He ran away from the house. He didn’t want to leave Willa, but he had the attention of these guys now. If there was going to be a firefight, he wanted it to happen as far from her as possible. She was in a bulletproof room, but he didn’t want to take any more chances than necessary.

He made it over the closest thing to a hill on the property and went flat. It was just enough coverage that the guy would have to get close to take a shot. And once he was close, James could take him out.

And as he sat and waited, only one thought went through his head. He hoped like mad that there were only two guys.
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Willa pushed back against the wall and slid to the ground as she waited for the next gunshot. Her fear that had bordered on unbearable before had now skyrocketed as the shots rang out.

She didn’t know what was happening or who was firing and the not knowing was driving her crazy. She had a lot of faith in James’s abilities, but he couldn’t fight off a bullet. She just had to hope he was the one doing the firing.

The silence stretched on as she waited for something, anything, to let her know what was going on. Dang it. If they got through this, she was hooking James up with a walkie-talkie, pager, cell phone, or anything that would allow her to keep in touch with him. This wait-and-see method just wasn’t going to work.

But before she could mentally debate with herself about whether pagers even existed anymore, a boom echoed through the house. Through the crack at the bottom of the door, she saw a bright flash. She frowned and pushed farther back against the wall. What was that? Another explosion? A gunshot? What would cause that much light?

Nothing good, she was guessing. She tried to contain her nerves as the silence once again set in, but then the silence was gone. It wasn’t a gunshot or explosion that terrified her this time. It was the slow and steady footsteps. Those creaking boards she was so familiar with now sent tremors of terror through her.

She’d only been here a day, but that was long enough to know that James never made any noise when he moved. Whoever was inside the house, it wasn’t James.

She knew that there was some hostile presence in the house, and unless James got there in the next few minutes, she was on her own. He told her this was the safest space in the house, but she had a feeling that door wouldn’t hold out forever.

Willa tried to push herself up, but her knees shook and she decided that maybe crawling would be better. She made her way to the closet where he’d kept the guns and pulled it open and pushed the clothes aside.

The selection of weapons was more than intimidating, but before she wimped out, the sound of someone twisting the door handle gave her added motivation to get out of her comfort zone. The door was locked, but who knew what tricks the mongrel had up his sleeve?

She pulled the smallest gun she saw. Smaller was more manageable, right? She wished she knew more about guns. She kept the barrel aimed away from her as she tried to figure out what to do. She saw something that looked like a safety and flicked it, but instead the clip fell out of the butt. With shaking hands, she picked up the clip and let out a sigh of relief when she saw there were bullets in it. She didn’t know the first thing about loading a weapon, so that was one thing she didn’t have to worry about. She pushed the clip back inside and settled the gun in her hand. She tried to get used to the weight of it and thought about what she knew about guns.

They hurt people; you point and shoot. That didn’t seem like nearly enough information. There was scratching on the other side of the door, and Willa wondered whether they were trying to pick the lock. Could they pick the lock? She was going to assume yes.

She looked around, trying to find anything else that could help her. Lights. She should turn off the lights. If he couldn’t see her, it would be harder to kill her, right?

She crawled over to the wall with the light switch, which, of course, was right next to the door. Right as she reached for the switch, she saw the deadbolt lock start to turn, being unlocked from the other side.

Incredible. Incredible. Incredible. She flicked the switch and scurried back to the far side of the room, aiming the gun right at the door. Let him come in. The second that door opened, she was going to show him.

The tough thoughts were belied by the gun shaking in her hands. James was still out there, she told herself. He was going to come in any moment and take out this guy.

And then the door was opening. She hesitated as a silhouette appeared in the doorway. For a split second, she hoped it was going to be James walking in. But it only took a moment for her to confirm it wasn’t him. The man scanned the room and she knew she couldn’t wait. She aimed the gun and took a shot.

The explosion in her hand threw her hands back and the gun tumbled to the ground. But the grunt of the man in front of her told her that she at least made contact. She thought that shooting someone would stop him, but the guy dove for her. Before she could reach the gun she’d dropped, his boot slammed into her ribs.

She moaned as an intense pain spread through her side. She still reached for the gun, but before she could even touch it, the man grabbed her by the neck and picked her up, slamming her against the wall.

Her aches and pains all seemed to float away as she struggled to breathe and the fight-or-flight reflex kicked in all the way. Except there was hardly anything to fight against. She clawed and punched the arm holding her against the wall, but she might as well have been fighting a steel statue for all the good it did.

Her toes just barely touched the ground but his grip wasn’t actually strangling her. She tried to figure out where she’d shot the guy. If she knew where he was injured, maybe she could get some sort of leverage to get him to let her go.

She couldn’t make out any of his features in the dark, and suddenly a light shone in her face. The flashlight had her closing her eyes to avoid the brightness and she felt even more vulnerable and helpless.

“Willa Belli,” muttered the guy. “This was supposed to go better for you.”

She didn’t want to know what he meant by that and she wasn’t going to give the jerk validation.

He seemed more than happy to tell her. “This was supposed to be a recovery if we found you. But if you happened to get caught in the crossfire, rubbish happens, right?”

With his hand around her neck, he used his free hand to hit a button on the radio attached to his shoulder. “I found her. She was injured fatally in the gunfire.” He clicked off the radio and there was silence. He radioed in again. “Alpha, Charlie, check in.”

Even though Willa was getting light-headed from lack of oxygen, she forced a smile. He couldn’t get in touch with his guys. That meant James was still out there. And if he was still alive, that meant he was coming.

The guy must’ve had the same conclusion. In one abrupt motion, he pulled her away from the wall and twisted her in front of his body. Before she could even think of a way to fight back, something sharp pointed into her stomach. She didn’t need to look down to know there was a knife right at the bottom of her ribcage. Oh goodness, she was going to die.

She didn’t know why it didn’t feel real until right now, but even if James came running in at this moment, she just didn’t see what chance she stood. He had one hand holding the knife, which pressed so fiercely into her side that she couldn’t even breathe too deeply or it would cut her. His other arm stretched over her shoulder and pointed a gun toward the door. He leaned in close, as though trying to maximize her effectiveness as a human shield. “I need you to scream for me,” he said into her ear.

She shuddered in disgust at his breath and squeezed her eyes shut. He wanted her to scream to lure James in and then he was going to shoot him. No. She wasn’t going to lure James to his death. She couldn’t do it.

The knife pushed harder, and a pained gasp escaped as she felt the sharp metal cut into the skin. She brought up the image of Jules. She’d been so brave and stoic. Willa knew she wasn’t brave, and all she could do was hope that James came to save her, but she could keep quiet. It was the least she could do.

“Scream,” demanded the man.

Willa bit the inside of her cheek and kept quiet even as the knife slipped in more. Oh goodness. Part of her, the rational part, knew that it was barely there, but it didn’t feel as if she was only slightly being stabbed. It felt as if it was a full-on stabbing.

But she wasn’t going to scream.

“For the last time, scream,” he bit out into her ear, his irritation hitting harder.

“Go to perdition,” she managed, working against every instinct to cry out and beg for help.

A gunshot erupted in the quiet room and Willa shuddered as the man leapt to the side, taking her with him. In his retreat, he had removed the knife from her side, and she fell away from where her attacker went and tried to figure out what had happened. No one had come through the door....

Before she truly got her bearings, James came around the bed, gun drawn, and kept on firing. Willa tried to crawl away, but the bed stopped her from moving any further.

All she could do was sit there as James stood over the attacker. Even though he’d been hit multiple times, the guy was coughing and moaning in pain. 

“Leave,” said James.

It took a second for Willa to realize that James was talking to her. “I....” Her throat didn’t want to work right. “Should I call the cops?”

James didn’t look away from the man on the floor. “No. Leave, Willa. I’ll be right out.”

She pushed herself up but she didn’t make it out. She couldn’t leave him. She didn’t want to. She needed to see what was going to happen.

She expected James to finish it with a gun, but he didn’t. He knelt down and in the darkness, it was hard to see exactly what was happening. But the coughing man was suddenly quiet and she could tell from the body positions that James was leaning over him, with a hand on his throat.

Willa stood there the entire time. She couldn’t leave. She couldn’t pretend she didn’t know what was happening. She couldn’t pretend she wasn’t involved in this.

The minutes stretched on, and James didn’t let go, even long after the man had stopped moving. Finally James stood and Willa felt as though she were frozen to the ground. What did she say to that? James had just killed a man for her. It was the second time she’d ever seen someone killed. Murdered? The lines were so blurred at the moment.

James walked over to the doorway and flipped on the lights. Setting a hand on her arm, he pulled her into the hall where she couldn’t see the body anymore. “Are you okay?” he asked in his normal tone, as though nothing had happened.

“I....” What was she supposed to say to that?

He didn’t wait for her answer. He knelt in front of her and pushed her hand away from where it was holding the knife wound at her side. She didn’t even realize she’d been holding it until he did that. He lifted the edge of her T-shirt to get a better look, and as her legs wobbled, she set a hand on his big shoulder to steady her. Was she weak from blood loss or was it the craziness of what had just happened?

“This doesn’t look too deep. I don’t think it will need stitches. I’ll grab some butterfly bandages and some antibiotics.”

Well, that probably meant it wasn’t blood loss. She stared down at him, which quickly turned to staring up at him as he stood and continued to look her over. He tilted her face back and moved her head to the left and right, as though looking for any other injuries.

“I think I’m okay,” she managed to get out, trying and failing to have the same calm that he did. She’d been stabbed. People like her just didn’t get stabbed. And they didn’t get saved by people like James Weston.

He nodded at her words, but he didn’t let go of her face. His long fingers reached the base of her neck while his thumb was right under her chin. She was still gasping for breath as she took a moment to study him. His face was smudged with dirt and she could see evidence of bruising on one side of his face. Whatever had kept him from her for so long, it hadn’t been enough to keep him down. She reached up to touch him, almost not believing he was real. He had come for her. She had been the damsel who was so sure she was going to die and then there he’d been.

She was fighting off the urge to kiss him when he crushed his mouth over hers. After everything that had just happened, making out with her personal killer was the worst idea in the world. But all the safeguards in her mind that were supposed to keep her from doing this had been fried in the franticness of the past few minutes.

The kiss was just as feral as James. He didn’t treat her as small or fragile or breakable. He was rough and hard and she held him closer, more than happy to take all of that roughness.

Because at the moment, even though she’d needed to be saved and had almost died, she didn’t feel fragile. She had survived. She fought. She didn’t scream.

She didn’t feel as if she and James were all that different for the moment. So when he backed her against the wall and pressed his body against hers, she didn’t notice any of the pain. All she could do was grab onto his shoulders, her fingers biting into the muscle, as she held him closer and kissed him back.

He held her head steady, bracing her for his kiss. Suddenly he broke away and his forehead rested against hers as they both caught their breath. Even as the reasons that never should’ve happened rushed her mind, all she wanted to do was pull him back in.

“Stay here.” James pushed away and went to the bathroom.

She wished he hadn’t left. The second he was gone, reality crushed back in. Namely, the physical pain of what had just happened. Her hand went back to her side. Putting pressure on her mini stab wound didn’t really do much for the pain, but it was almost an impulse.

He told her to stay there, but she was too antsy to sit still. She leaned in and looked into James’s bedroom. The side wall had slid open to reveal a hidden door. That was how James had snuck up on them. It was strange to have a hidden room, but nothing was really a surprise when it came to James Weston. From what she knew about the layout of the house, the hidden door led to the locked room they’d gotten into a fight over during that first night.

She stepped into the room and glanced over at the body. She wanted to feel bad about the deceased man, but she could still feel the way his palm had crushed her windpipe. Good riddance.

She got closer and kept waiting for him to pop up like the villain from a horror movie, but he seemed to be staying dead.

On the floor next to him was a cell phone that must’ve fallen out of a pocket. She knelt down and picked it up. There was no lock on it, so she started to snoop, looking for a better idea of what had happened. Had her father really sent someone to kill her? Was this the fear she was going to have to live with the rest of her life?

There were no calls in the history, but there were plenty of messages. Some recent, in the past few hours. And as she read more and more, it became obvious that she couldn’t stay here any longer.

Running wasn’t an option any more.

––––––––
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James wasn’t surprised when he didn’t see Willa in the hallway where he left her. The adrenaline was still pumping through his system and he wouldn’t be able to sit still for hours. But when he made the rounds through the house and still didn’t see her, he started to get concerned.

It had taken him longer than he expected to dig out his supply of antibiotics, but it wasn’t as though he’d been gone for hours. Just a few minutes. And she should know that even though the danger was mostly past, they were by no means in the clear.

He went through every room, one by one, but didn’t see her. Her clothes and bags were still in the room she’d been sleeping in, but there was no sign of her.

When he heard the engine start up, a shot of anger hit him. “No,” he said out loud as he ran to the front door. The remnants of the flash bomb were scattered on the floor. He ran over them until he reached the porch just in time to see the trail of dust his truck left as it disappeared over the desert.

“No,” he said again. His heart, which had barely calmed down, pounded away. She had left him. Jerk. He didn’t know why he was taken by surprise. After what she’d seen him do, it only made sense that she’d run.

But what didn’t make sense was his reaction. Because as he watched that truck disappear, he knew without a doubt that he was going to track her down.

He was going to get Willa back, come hell or high water and no matter who he had to kill.
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The pounding music should feel like home to Willa, but all she could think about was how wrong this was. She wasn’t supposed to be doing this. She wasn’t supposed to be this person.

Ignoring the lingering doubts, she slammed back her fifth shot of tequila and the bar patrons around her all let out shouts of joy at her feat. She screamed along with them as her head swam. The smile on her face was painful, but it was all part of the act. “Whooo!” she screamed at the top of her lungs, riling up the crowd even more. “I think everyone else here needs a drink!” And then the already riled-up group screamed once more as they started to argue over what the drink should be as the bartender gave her a subtle annoyed look. Just pour the drinks, buddy. You’ll thank me when you see your tip.

She glanced around her and looked for the telltale sign that the jig was up. She had been spending her little heart out, waiting for her credit card to get flagged. She had her story ready to go and she was going to sort this out. All she needed was for her father to find her.

It had been two days since she had left James. It killed her not to tell him, but she wasn’t naive enough to think that he would listen to her reasons. But she needed to do this. To face this head on.

She wasn’t a runner anymore. She was a survivor. She had been stabbed. There was something to be said for that.

Even though she had never spent all that much time in Vegas, thanks to her platinum American Express card, she had been getting the all-star treatment. It had taken her only an hour to find a doctor on the down low. She’d always known that the line between the rich and criminal world were blurred. There had always been easy access to drugs and the black market in her world. But now that she started to realize exactly how close her family was to that criminal world, it felt all the more strange as she got the pharmaceutical drugs handed to her in the middle of a five-star restaurant.

As the music changed to a new popular song that pumped through the club, she bounced to the beat. Her side hurt with every bounce, keeping her sober and focused. That could be a good or bad thing. What she wouldn’t give to let it all go and just relax and forget all her problems. But that wasn’t who she was any longer. She was going to get this right. For once in her life, she was going to do something right.

After three more dances and even more drinks, it finally happened. Three guys in suits pushed their way through the crowd toward her. Willa pretended she didn’t notice them and kept on dancing, but soon enough they were closing in. Even though the thoughts of her brush with death were fresh in her mind, she forced herself to play the annoyed party girl as they grabbed her arm.

“Willa Belli?” asked Goon #1.

She acted surprised and drunk—not too difficult considering her body was more tequila than blood currently. “I’m busy,” she said, making sure to slur her words.

The guys all exchanged an annoyed glance, which was good. She was supposed to be annoying. “It’s time to get you home, Ms. Belli,” said Goon #2. Or maybe #1. They kind of blended together. But the important part was that they didn’t think she was a threat. And as she stumbled over her own feet—which was less of an act than she was proud of—she assumed she wasn’t appearing very threatening. Two guys took an arm, half grabbing and half leading her out of the club.

Good. Everything was going as planned, and soon enough she’d be on a plane home and to face her father head on. She was just about to let her guard down when she saw him. James Weston was there. Staring at her. He stood in the shadows. No one else seemed aware of his presence, but he was all she could see. There were no goons; there was no tequila. No music, no dancers.

He was expressionless, but she could feel the anger just radiating off him. He didn’t move, but his gaze followed her as she was led out of the building. She didn’t want to draw attention to him, but she couldn’t look away until the very last second when she was being taken out of the building. He could’ve stopped the guys taking her but he didn’t. Did he know what she was doing? Did he understand that she couldn’t stay?

She had been half convinced that he wouldn’t care. She’d only been with him for a few days. He could’ve been happy when she ran. Good riddance to all the trouble she’d brought to his door.

But now that she saw him, she realized how wrong she’d been. The rest of the walk felt as though it were in slow motion. She thought that this was the end of the James Weston chapter in her life, but she was wrong. This was only the beginning.

[image: C:\Users\MALLORY\Pictures\Stolen Hearts\Chapter HeadingsTCT\c09.jpg]

Even though she was so high up there was almost no chance of making out any features of the people below, Willa still looked out the window and scanned the streets, looking for anyone that even remotely resembled James.

She’d been back in Chicago for a week, and even though there’d been no sign at all of her former protector, she couldn’t shake the feeling that he was there, about to pop out of the shadows and.... Well, she didn’t know what she expected him to do. Punish her for leaving. Drag her back out to the middle of the desert. Kiss her on the spot.

Okay, maybe the last one was more of her little fantasy. She’d assumed that her fascination with the man would fade with distance, but if anything, it had just gotten stronger over the past week. Maybe that was why she kept on expecting him to pop out at any given moment.

The door to the conference room opened. Willa jerked around as though she’d been caught snooping. But she knew for certain this paranoia was justified, because the person walking into the room had been the one person she’d hoped to never see again. Her father.

Jadon Belli was an imposing figure. His hair had gone prematurely gray years ago and now was a dignified white in his mid-fifties. He wasn’t a fan of the gym, but he tended to get hyper focused on his work, so it was common for him to forget to eat and that kept his figure slim enough to still look good in suits.

His intimidation factor didn’t come from size or pure menace, like James. It came from the fact that he was oozing money and wasn’t afraid to use the power that riches brought him. Something she’d inherited from him.

However, ever since she’d seen him murder Jules right in front of her, he’d become imposing in a completely different way.

He unbuttoned his gray suit jacket in a quick, practiced movement. Something he often did around her because they had an informal father-daughter relationship. At least they used to.

She remained standing as Jadon excused the entourage that would normally follow him around. A lot of the faces revolved, but Willa caught a glimpse of his assistant and a beefy guy in a suit. Willa immediately thought of James. Was Jadon traveling with protection? How many of these guys had she seen in the past and assumed it was just a security guy?

What if it was some shady associate of her father’s? A partner in whatever crime they were involved in? Well, it was about time she found out the truth about her father.

Jadon pulled out a chair at the eight-person conference table and took a seat. She followed suit. She had dressed for the occasion in a knee-length gray pencil skirt and a loose black sleeveless silk blouse. Because she knew more than most that if you wanted people to take you seriously, including family, you needed to dress seriously.

“Willa,” said Jadon simply.

“Hi, Daddy.” The familiar term of endearment felt like poison on her tongue, but she wasn’t just here as a daughter. She was here to get to the bottom of this, and to do that, he’d need to think that she wasn’t absolutely terrified of him.

Jadon looked across the table at her and she knew he was trying to get a read on her mood. She wanted him to think that she was the same girl he knew from two weeks ago, so she played up guilt for running off. But Willa also knew that the old her didn’t do guilt. She did anger, manipulation, and utter indifference.

So Willa drummed her fingers on the table and played up the annoyance. “I haven’t been able to leave my place for the past week.” She added an edge of anger to her tone. It wasn’t all that hard to do. It wasn’t as if she had a super open relationship with her father before.

“I was worried about you,” he said.

“Worried about me or worried about who I was talking to?” There it was. She was going to throw the elephant in the room, right out in the open. No use pretending it didn’t happen.

He narrowed his eyes and she knew he was still looking for any sign of betrayal from her. “I’m sorry you had to see that. I know you and Agent Charleston were close.”

Agent Charleston. He’d chosen his words carefully. Openly acknowledging what had happened while reinforcing why he thought he was justified. Willa steeled her nerves before she continued. “If Agent Charleston was truly a friend, she wouldn’t have lied about who she was.”

The barest hint of a smile touched his eyes and she knew she’d played him just right. But she wasn’t out of the woods yet. “I was worried when you took off.”

This would be the tricky part. Because before she left, she hadn’t been as calm and collected about the whole murder thing. She had even come to his office to confront him and demand explanations about why he was being investigated by the feds in the first place. An argument that led to her throwing a coffee mug at his face in the middle of his office. Maybe not her proudest moment, but she’d panicked.

“I was....” She winced. She’d practiced this story in her head so many times. She needed to get the facts right and she needed to do it perfectly the first time. “Daddy, I was scared.” She rubbed at the corner of her eyes as though tears were welling up. “I’d never seen you like that before and I really believed Jules, er, Agent Charleston and I were friends. I needed to go. I needed clarity.”

“And who did you talk to when you left?”

She gasped in mock shock as she looked him right in the eye. “What kind of question is that, Daddy? Why would I talk to anyone? We’re family. I just wanted to leave. So I hopped in Ashley’s car and we went right to Vegas.”

“Ashley?”

Willa waved a dismissive hand. “Her family is in real estate or oil or something. I don’t know her that well. I just wanted to get out and I knew that if I used my cards or anything, you were going to find me and I needed time alone.”

“But you did use your cards.”

“Yeah. After Ashley hopped on a private jet with some whale she met at the casino and abandoned me. Serves me right for traveling with someone I barely know. But it’s okay now. I’m ready to come back home.”

“Really?”

Willa fiddled with her nails in desperate need of a manicure. “Daddy, you scared me. But I think I understand it. We’re family. You were protecting me in a way that only someone who truly loved me could.” He was staring intently at her still so she made sure the next words really had impact. “Daddy, I need you to know that I have your back too.”

He nodded and leaned back in his chair. She knew it would take more than a pretty speech and made-up story that was nearly impossible to fact check, but it was a start. “Well, I’m happy to have you here, sweetie.”

“I’m glad to be back.”

“And we can go back to how things were... before?”

She had to hide her surprise. How could he possibly expect her to pretend nothing had happened? To act as if he was her doting father and she was the spoiled child and she hadn’t seen the blood stains on that overpriced Persian carpet? “I can’t accept that.” She could see her father stiffen, so she continued before he freaked out. “I mean, you’ve been keeping things from me, Daddy. I know that Jules was lying to me, but you were too. It might take time, but I want you to be able to open up to me. I’m going to love you no matter what, but I want to be a part of your life. Your real life.” She hadn’t planned to tell him this so quick. She had planned to be slow and steady to get to his criminal secrets. But her mouth once again moved faster than her mind.

Because she couldn’t just disappear for days and then come back and ask him to tell her all the crimes he’d committed. She might as well have a neon sign above her head screaming I’m going to report you to the cops. She needed to get this back on track. “I just keep thinking about what happened with Mom, you know?”

“Honey, you know I would never do that to you.”

Whew. The Mom card seemed to have worked. She didn’t play it often, partly because the woman who gave birth to her wasn’t her favorite subject in the world. But luckily Jadon seemed to hate any mention of Susan as much as Willa did. And if there was anything that bonded two people, it was the mutual hatred of a third. “I know. I do. I just.... All these thoughts go through my head and sometimes it’s hard to sort through what’s a gut reaction and logical.”

“Get back to your normal routine. Hang out with your friends. I’ll see what I can do about giving you a... behind-the-scenes look at the company.”

Willa gave him a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Thank you, Daddy. I appreciate it. Does this mean your guard dogs will back off now?” In truth, the men sitting outside her apartment building for the past week while her father had been doing business overseas hadn’t been much of a bother. It allowed her to stay inside and mope instead of pretending to be happy and carefree like she had in Vegas. But old Willa would hate being confined to her apartment and being deprived of freedom and privacy for so long.

Jadon’s jaw tightened and she knew he was about to give her bad news. If he wanted to spy on her, let him. Once she gained his confidence again, she’d be able to get all the dirt she needed to bring him down. He’d never see her betrayal coming.

“Honey, I want you to know that I trust you. I do.” She didn’t believe him for a second, but she let him continue. “But things have changed. The feds aren’t the only people involved. There’s this band of vagrants who have started a vendetta against us. I want to make sure you are protected.”

“I’ve had a security detail before,” she pointed out.

“Good. Just think of it like that. A bit of extra security. You won’t even know he’s there. And he’s got some of the best references in the business and will be a complete professional.”

She couldn’t wait to see the slice of beef with as much personality as a slice of cardboard. She projected wearing out the security detail within a week. “Whatever you think is best, Daddy.”

“Good.” He leaned over the table and hit the intercom button. “Can you send in the new point man?”

Willa once again fiddled with her nails as she looked at the door. The person who walked through the door was officially going to be her first job. If she made one wrong move, they were going to report it right back to her father. But if she could fool Jadon, she was sure whatever patsy walked through that door would be easy enough.

So when James Weston walked inside the conference room and stood next to her father, the shock was enough to have Willa jumping right out of her chair and falling on her rear.
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Looking back, Willa knew exactly what had gone wrong. She’d jumped out of pure shock of seeing James Weston there, but then she’d forgotten that her legs had been crossed under the table and they’d gotten tangled thanks to the tight skirt that didn’t allow a lot of movement. From there, the only place to go was the floor, which was exactly where she stayed as James made his way around the table and held a hand out to her.

“Allow me, Ms. Belli,” he said in a perfectly polite voice.

She had a good three seconds to get her shock, awe, fear, and annoyance under control before she stood. She didn’t have to fake the embarrassment that flushed her neck and cheek. “I’m sorry about that.” She smoothed her skirt, pointedly ignoring the outstretched hand. “I guess I’m not totally recovered from last night,” she said offhandedly. Because the only possible explanation for her strange reaction to James had to be that she was on something, right?

Jadon also stood as he looked at her as if she was the consummate disappointment she probably was to him. As long as he didn’t know the real reason she was so freaked out, let him think whatever he wanted. “I have a full day scheduled. We can do a late dinner,” he offered.

She nodded. “That would be great. Have a nice day, Daddy.” As she said the term of endearment right next to James, she could feel the hairs on the back of her neck stand up. She wanted to stay cool and collected, but she had to glance over to James to see whether he was judging her. But he was just as stoic and cardboard as every other disposable security detail she’d ever had. Which was somehow more scary. It made her feel as if it was just a matter of time before whatever storm was brewing came to the surface.

Jadon held the door open for them and motioned for Willa to leave. She gave him one more polite good-bye and made her way to the elevator, all too aware of James’s presence behind her. She thought it was bad while they stood there under the watchful eye of her father, but that was nothing compared to the elevator ride down.

Fifty floors of being alone in the enclosed space with James. She knew there were cameras in the elevators, so she couldn’t ask him any of the burning questions that were tossing around her mind. All she could do was stand there and try to remind herself to breathe. All of her questions would be answered soon enough. She just needed to get out—

The elevator doors opened and Willa bolted out like lightning. Nope. She couldn’t pretend this was normal. If she didn’t get outside right now, she was going to end up throwing up all over the lobby of her father’s building. And that would probably raise attention.

She couldn’t look at any of the blurring, spinning scenery around her as she ran for the door of the building. All she could do was stare at the sunlight streaming in through the glass spinning doors.

When she was outside finally, she was gasping for breath, but it felt as though she were in a vacuum and nothing was going in. Something touched her back and she jumped, the action not working with the whole not being able to breathe thing.

But James kept on rubbing her back as he took her arm with his other hand and led her toward the side of the building so they were out of the way from the pedestrians on the sidewalk who seemed to be ignoring her little panic attack.

“Willa, look at me,” said James.

Look at him? He was half the reason for this. She needed to be looking anywhere but at him. “What....” She gasped for air before she could get any more words out. “Why?” Not a lot of words.

“Just relax. I’m here.”

She really wished he’d stop telling her to relax. But even as she thought it, his hands rubbing gentle circles into her back seemed to be getting the job done. As she took a deep inhale, she finally felt the oxygen fill her body. She took another breath and another before she finally worked up the nerve to look up at him.

He had shaved. That was the first thing she noticed. He still had a well-trimmed goatee, but the rough stubble that had covered his entire jaw was now gone. She debated touching the fresh shaved skin but decided that would be weird. Maybe not as weird as everything she’d done in the last few minutes, but there had to be a line drawn somewhere.

And as many questions as she wanted to ask, they were still right outside her father’s building. So questions would have to wait. Now that she had some control of herself again, she stepped away from James and rolled her shoulders as though shaking off his touch. “I think I’d like to walk.” She started down the sidewalk.

She didn’t have to look to know he was at her side. Not behind her like he had been before. Her high-heeled pumps weren’t made for distance walking, but right now, it didn’t matter. Because the only place in the city she knew for sure that her father didn’t have bugged was the city sidewalks.

Once they were a block away, she finally let go of everything. “What are you doing here, James? Are you trying to die? Are you trying to get me killed? And how did you end up working for my dad? I know you weren’t working for him before. If he knew what I was trying to do, I’d probably be dead already. So someone had to get you a job here, right? What is your end game? You need to leave because if you are around, I’m going to keep on doing stupid stuff that’s going to get me caught. What are you doing here, James?”

They were still walking during her entire tirade and James, ever the silent one, wasn’t in any rush to answer her questions. “You talk a lot.”

“Yep. And did you know the sun rises in the east and sets in the west?”

He raised his brow as a silent touché. “Nothing changed. I’m still trying to get your father to give up the location of someone I’m looking for. The only thing that complicated matters was you taking off. With my truck.”

“I left the keys in it,” she said weakly.

“And my cover as your personal bodyguard will give me a good reason to get close to your father.”

He didn’t mention anything about staying close to her. Some part of her had thought he’d come to track her down and drag her back with him. Or maybe some part of her wanted that? Who knew what her jumbled mind was going for these days?

But it wasn’t all in her head. Maybe back when she was at his place in the Arizona desert, it was easy to think her inconvenient feelings were one-sided, but they’d kissed. And it hadn’t been just her doing the kissing. He’d been just as into it as she’d been. And those few seconds she’d seen him in Vegas....

“So now what? Where are you going to go?”

He frowned. “I’m going home with you.”

“No you’re not.”

“My cover is as your security detail. That means I go home with you.”

“Then....” Willa tried to think of something to say to end up not spending any time secluded with James, but nothing really came to her. If he wanted to get close to Jadon, she really was the best way in, especially considering she was on his side. But that didn’t make her feel better about it. Because Willa sucked with words, she just burst out with the truth. “James, he’ll kill you.”

The corner of his mouth lifted. “I’m not that easy to kill, hun.”

Wasn’t that the truth? If it were anyone else, she wouldn’t be worried. She’d seen firsthand how dangerous James could be. But Jadon wasn’t just anyone. The kind of money in this family was dangerous. Dangerous in a way she’d never realized before.

“Tell you what,” said James. “We go to your apartment, regroup, and you’ll get used to the idea.”

Willa chewed at her bottom lip. It really didn’t matter what she said. She couldn’t abandon James now that he was here. Jadon would be too suspicious about her hesitation to let him watch her, especially after her embarrassing reaction to seeing him. And she had a feeling that even if James did agree to leave her alone, he wouldn’t drop his agenda against her father. So if she didn’t want him to die, he was going to be spending a lot more time with her. Willa let out a groan and rubbed at her temples. “Fine. Let’s go home.”

––––––––
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––––––––

Willa was still rubbing her forehead when the cab dropped them off in front of her building. Everything about this was wrong. The fact that James was here was wrong. The fact that he was wearing a full suit, even a tie, was wrong. The fact that they were about to stop at her apartment was wrong.

Really, after everything that had happened recently, she should be used to things feeling wrong, but nope. She wasn’t even close to being okay with this.

She paid the cab driver and gave him a generous tip as she led the way into her building. She almost went to introduce James to the doorman so he would be able to get in and out without issue, but then remembered that she’d never done that with security detail in the past. Normally her father took care of it.

Right after they reached the elevator and she hit the up arrow, she started to have reservations. “Maybe we should go somewhere else. He could be listen—” The elevator doors opened and instead of moving away from the elevator, James set a hand at the small of her back and led her inside. Apparently he was scrapping that idea.

As soon as they were inside the elevator, Willa stepped away from James. “I think we need boundaries,” she said.

He stared straight ahead, but the elevator doors were basically an oversized golden mirror, so she couldn’t tell whether he was looking at her.

“Because the little incident that happened was just a one-time thing. Considering that you’re here for work, I think we can both agree that it would be best for each of us if that didn’t happen again.” He didn’t say anything. “I think distractions are dangerous and since I obviously barely have any idea of what I’m doing to begin with, I need all the help I can get.”

The doors opened right to her luxury apartment and James set an arm in front of the doors as though to hold them open for her.

She stepped inside and turned around to face him. “James. I know you’re not big on talking, but I’m trying to work with you here and you’re not really giving me much to go with.”

He left the elevator and the doors slid shut behind him, sealing them in together. He stood right past the threshold as he pulled off his jacket and hung it up on one of the hooks right next to the elevator. Each movement was precise and measured, and if he didn’t answer her questions in the next second, she was going to tell him exactly where he could shove that jacket.

“You left me,” he said softly.

She blinked a few times and stepped back. “I....” Dang it. Words. She never lost words.

He moved closer and she retreated even more. 

“James, there was—” Her back hit the wall that separated the foyer from the kitchen and her throat went dry. “He was going to keep on sending guys and they never would’ve stopped and there was nothing I could do holed up in the desert. I don’t know how Jadon found me, but he did and I had to decide if I was willing to have you keep killing for me or I could work on my own mess and I knew that if I told you, you’d never let me go and—”

James set his palms flat on the wall on either side of her, effectively caging her in. Willa’s heart leapt into her throat. She wasn’t afraid of him. She was a hundred percent sure that James would never hurt her. Not through any logic obviously, but it was something she just knew. An instinct.

But that didn’t change the fact that he stood over her, radiating fury and rage. She finally forced herself to look up and meet his eyes. Lust. Big time lust.

Oh boy. 

“You left me,” he said again.

“I was trying to protect you,” she said in a barely there voice.

His arms bent, bringing him closer to her. “I protect you. Understand?”

His golden eyes bore into hers and she couldn’t say anything. Because she couldn’t give him the answer he wanted and she had no idea whether that would push him over the edge. Over the edge of what? What would he do if she said no? Kiss her? Was that a bad thing? Her lips were suddenly dry as though her body was begging for that kiss. All she had to do was—

The elevator doors opened and Willa squeezed her eyes shut. Which was probably the exact opposite thing James would’ve done when something unexpected happened but she couldn’t help what her instincts were telling her at the moment.

When she opened her eyes again, James had turned from her and faced the door, but he didn’t have the defensive or angry posture she expected. When Willa craned her neck to see the uninvited guest to her apartment, she understood why he wasn’t more upset. The newcomer was a young woman, probably the same age as Willa, and not a lot taller. The woman had long blonde hair thrown up in a ponytail and was casually dressed in tight jeans and a T-shirt. Willa had an eye for fabric, though, and she knew for certain from the cut of that shirt that it wasn’t a random purchase off a rack. That was designer.

“Who are you?” asked Willa.

The woman smiled. “Oh, are you two done? Because I can always let you finish and I can come back later.”

Willa could feel the blood rushing her cheeks. She crossed her arms over her chest as she tried to keep her composure. “What I do and who I do it with in my own apartment isn’t any of your business. Now tell me who you are or I’m going to call security.”

The blonde tilted her head and regarded Willa. It was really frustrating to be sized up by an utter stranger. It was impossible to not feel at a disadvantage. Luckily the mystery was solved soon.

“This is Toni Murray,” said James.

That was a name she knew. “You’re Melody’s sister!” said Willa as it clicked. “The computer hacker.”

Toni winced. “Hack is a dirty word. I don’t hack computers. I seduce them. Cajole them. Romance them.”

Willa glanced over to James and he gave her a little shrug. He didn’t seem to know exactly what to do with Toni either.

“Did you seduce my elevator into letting you up?” she asked.

Toni smiled, but changed the subject instead of answering. “Since Weston is on duty with you and you’re an integral part of this plan, I figured it would be best if we were all working together. I am renting out the penthouse below you for a little bit.”

Melody’s sister was now her downstairs neighbor? Sure, why not? “What happened to Mrs. Willis?”

“Mrs. Willis won a free luxury cruise. Apparently even rich people love freebies. She’ll be out of our hair for a while.” Toni turned her attention to James. “Did everything go okay at orientation?”

“Wasn’t eventful. You gave them all my real information.”

Toni snorted. “Why make up a mercenary when I have a real live one who fits the bill? I just hid all your associations with a certain family of con women.”

Family of con women... Melody, Toni, and their oldest sister Jennifer. “Oh my goodness....” She turned to James. “They’re who Jadon hired you to protect me from?” Her father had said it wasn’t just the feds, but there was a family of vagrants after them.

“What?” asked James.

“Your dad said that?” said Toni.

Well, at least there was one thing she knew. “Yes. Before I knew James was here, I was trying to talk Jadon out of the security. He said there was a criminal family after him. I thought it was just an excuse to have someone spy on me, but I couldn’t put up a huge fight without seeming suspicious.”

“That could be a problem.” Toni’s brow creased. Willa could practically see her running through thousands of different scenarios. “Hold up,” said Toni suddenly. “You didn’t know James was coming here?”

Willa sighed. She was too sober for this conversation. So she just turned and walked farther into her apartment and left James and Toni to follow her. The penthouse apartment was on the top level of the building and overlooked the river. Although the kitchen was slightly closed off, the rest of the apartment was open, with fresh white walls and a light hardwood floor that complemented the natural light that came in through all the windows. Even though Willa could really go for a glass—or six—of wine at the moment, she decided to play it safe and took some water out of her fridge. She set two extra bottles on the island that divided the kitchen from the rest of the living space.

Toni took a seat on one of the barstools on the other side of the island and James moved to stand next to Willa. Toni’s gaze bounced between the two of them. She shook her head as she twisted off the cap. “So, Willa, if you didn’t know Weston was coming here, what exactly happened today?”

“Well.... He walked in the room and I literally fell off my chair in surprise.”

Toni smirked and rolled her eyes. “I can’t believe you, Weston. You should know better.”

“You have something you want to tell me?” he asked in a low, gruff voice.

“Hey guys,” said Willa, trying to defuse the situation.

But Toni apparently wasn’t in the mood to back down. “Yeah. I want to tell you that the guy we’re after killed my mother. I can’t afford to have you running around with your little girlfriend,” she turned to Willa quickly, “no offense,” she turned back to James, “and taking your eye off the ball.”

“You want me to stay focused on the prize? Where is Hart, Toni? Is he going to be sleeping in the spare bedroom at your borrowed place or is he going to be safely tucked away at a hotel?”

Willa had no idea what just happened, but Toni immediately shut up. After taking a deep drink from the water bottle, she set it back on the counter and fished out a piece of paper from her pocket and slid it over. “This is my contact info. Don’t lose it. If it gets compromised, I can just change it. I isolated the signal from the bugs and gave them a replacement feed that is transferring to whoever is on the other end. I’ll switch it up to make it believable. Maybe transmit one of those Real Housewives shows or something.”

Great. Toni hacked my DVR.

“In the meantime, please try to remember that you’re not on vacation, Weston. And Willa, if you’re in the mood for tall, beefcake, and handsome, I will find someone else for you. Someone who is much less distracted.”

James narrowed his eyes at her and Willa immediately averted her gaze away from him. This was a topic she was not discussing with Toni. As Toni started for the elevator, Willa followed and asked, “Are Melody and Adam coming?”

“Adam,” said Toni slowly, as though tasting the word and not being very happy about the taste. She snapped out of it and hit the down arrow on the elevator. “Melody isn’t America’s most wanted any more, but she’s still too hot to be in such a big city. Her face would be recognized in a heartbeat. Weston is our freshest face, so he’s a good asset. Jennifer and Austin will be here soon and between the two of them, we’ll pretty much own the city.”

“So what do you need me for? What is my role in this?”

“You’ve already done your part. You told us that Jadon Belli knows we’re coming after him. So for the time being, keep your eyes and ears open. Weston will be doing the same. I’m still sorting some things out, so I’ll be in touch.”

By then, the elevator had reached the apartment and Toni was getting on. Funny, Willa had been upset about the strange woman’s appearance, but she didn’t want her to leave. Because now she was once again alone with James, and now that he’d made his intentions more than clear, she was going to have to be diligent every second he was close.

Mostly because her own self-control wasn’t to be trusted.

“What did you say to her?”

“Pointed out that she’s being a hypocrite.” James undid the buttons at his wrists and rolled up his sleeves. 

Toni being here had ended up being a good thing. James had caught her by surprise twice today. Once when he walked into that conference room and again when he’d made the intensity of his feelings all too well known. Well, she wasn’t going to be taken by surprise again. 

“I have to get some things ready before I go out for dinner tonight with Jadon. There’s the television that I’m sure you can figure out and this building also has a fully equipped gym and recreation center if you want to get away for a few minutes.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” said James.

Of course he wasn’t. “That’s fine. But I need some time alone, so until then, please make yourself at home.”
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He and Willa had very different definitions of alone time. James had been waiting for her to come out of her room for a good hour before he realized that she had no intentions of facing him again.

Understandable. He’d come on strong. He hadn’t meant to scare her, but he’d bottled everything up for too long. From the second he saw her when he first walked into that conference room, he knew it was only a matter of time before everything came back to the surface. The fact that he’d kept himself together until they reached her apartment was a miracle. And if Toni hadn’t shown up? He had to bite his lip as he thought about what he could be doing to Willa right at this moment.

And she would’ve let him. He could see that she wanted him with every not-so-subtle glance she gave him. The knowledge that she wanted him too just made it harder. Literally.

James had to adjust himself as he stood and took out his phone to run through any messages. His new “boss,” Ike, was in frequent contact to make sure his coverage of Willa was going well. Then he had to take out his other phone to see whether Toni was trying to get in contact with him.

There was no news from Toni, but he had a feeling Hart had arrived by now and figured he should check it out. Something to keep him from knocking down Willa’s door. He could at least go a few hours pretending he was a civilized human.

However, before he left, he’d have to tell Willa he was leaving. And that would involve going to her door and not kicking it down. Because that would be bad. Very bad. Maybe if he told himself enough, he’d believe it.

He knocked gently. “Willa?” he called. No answer. If she didn’t give him anything, he really wouldn’t have any choice but to knock down the door.... “Willa, if you’re not there, I’m going to open this door one way or another.”

“What?” she called. Her voice was quiet, but she wasn’t yelling. She was right on the other side of the door. James pressed his palm flat against the wood and once again ran through the reasons he didn’t need this kind of distraction right now.

Once he had himself reasonably under control, he said, “I’m going downstairs to talk to Toni. Don’t go anywhere without me.” When she hesitated to answer, he added, “I need your help. I can’t have you ditching me again.”

“I’ll be here,” she said.

That would have to be good enough. He went back to the elevator and entered in the code that would give him access to the lower level. The doors opened to an apartment very similar to Willa’s, but slightly smaller. From the look of the main hallway, this unit also had two bedrooms, but didn’t have an extra den and the balcony space was a bit smaller. He wasn’t an expert on real estate, but for that kind of view, space, and high-end finishes, he knew Willa was paying top dollar. Or at least her father was.

It was strange to reconcile what he knew logically about Willa with what he knew from experience. She wasn’t the first heiress he’d dealt with. And it wasn’t as if they were all spoiled, vapid people who drove him crazy. But they sure weren’t people he’d ever connected with on any level at all. Keeping his distance had never been a challenge. Heck, keeping himself detached from his jobs was practically his specialty.

So why was it different with Willa? Was it because she’d been in his home? A place he didn’t even take the women he slept with to? Or was it because she wasn’t just a protection job, but someone who had sought him out while trying to do the right thing?

And as pissed as he was that she tried to run from him, a sick part of him just liked her more for it. Because he knew she had run right back to the person who she was most terrified of. He thought when she had run, it had been out of fear of him. Considering she’d just seen him kill someone with his bare hands, it was understandable.

But she hadn’t just run. She’d gone right back to her father. Any thought of her going back to her old way of life had been alleviated once he saw how angry she was at his sudden appearance. And not angry because she thought he would get her in trouble. Angry because she was worried about him. Which was kind of adorable.

His mouth turned up as he came into the living room where Scott Hart sat awkwardly on the couch to type on his laptop, which was set up on the low coffee table. Toni was nowhere in sight.

“What are you smiling about?” Scott typed something into the laptop before he sat back.

James immediately went back to his normal blank expression and didn’t answer. “I hadn’t heard anything from down here and wanted to see what was happening.”

Scott waved a frustrated hand in the air. “Idiot if I know. Toni has the most complex system known to man and she’s been setting it all up in the back.”

At that moment, a loud curse echoed through the apartment.

“Don’t offer to help,” said Scott. “That just pisses her off more.”

“Noted.” James debated sitting down but decided against it. “Any news on the hunt for Sterling?”

“Lots of news. But every time we find him, or think we find him, he’s gone by the time we follow the breadcrumb. I think Melody was right when she wanted to look into Belli. Every time Toni or I get a new lead, it circles around him. And from what she can tell, he’s been taking out large amounts of money once a month but we can’t trace where it’s going. He has to be funneling it to Sterling somehow, but until we figure out the how, we’re kind of at a loss.” Hart ran a hand over his head and rubbed his temples. “What about you? Sorry you got stuck with the daughter on this one, but it just worked.”

If only Hart knew James would’ve raised if they tried to keep him away from Willa. “It made sense. She’s having dinner with Belli tonight. Anything we need to be doing?”

“Dinner?” said Toni.

James looked over his shoulder to see Toni walking to the kitchen, where she filled the empty glass in her hand with tap water. She wore the same clothes as earlier, but her hair was falling out of her ponytail and there was just a hint of sweat at the top of her brow. He didn’t want to think about how complex the setup she was working on was.

“I don’t know the name of the restaurant yet, but I can get it. I don’t think I’ll be close enough to hear anything, though.”

“I don’t need you to hear anything. Think you can get a hold of his phone?”

James didn’t have to think twice about it. “Not a chance. I mean, I could, but not without him knowing.”

Toni nodded but didn’t seem surprised. “Figured. Then I’m going to need Willa to do it.”

“Willa isn’t stealing her father’s phone.”

“I thought she wanted to help.”

“She wants to help but she also has no idea what she’s doing. She’s a debutante, not a thief. If we need the phone, I’ll figure out how to get it.”

She raised a brow. “That’s a quick switch from not a chance to I’ll figure it out.”

“I’m a flexible guy.”

Hart must’ve sensed the tension and he got off the couch and came closer. “What’s the problem? Why do we need Belli’s phone?”

“We don’t need it forever,” said Toni. “We just need to borrow it. If I can get a cloning program installed, then we’ll be able to track all of Belli’s incoming and outgoing calls, texts, and even turn on the mic whenever we want to listen into his conversations.”

Hart’s face scrunched up as if he’d just smelled something sour. “I worked a stalking case once with a cloned phone. That’s nasty stuff.”

Toni shrugged it off. “Don’t look at me with those judgey little eyes. Jadon Belli is a nasty guy. The more I dig into his revenue streams, the more convinced I am I want him rotting at the bottom of Lake Michigan.”

“If it gets us closer to Sterling, let’s get it done,” said Hart. The words seemed to leave a bad taste in his mouth. James knew that Hart used to be a cop, but he figured he’d be more used to the more uncomfortable details of what they’d all been working on lately. Usually when you spent enough time around morally compromised people, it tended to rub off.

And the righteous ones like Hart tended to fall the farthest off their moral high ground.

“Let me know what I need to do.”

Toni eyed James. “I’m going to write it down. And you’re going to give it to Willa.”

“Willa isn’t a professional.”

“Willa is the mark’s daughter. There’s literally no one else better to do this. Just because he trusts you with his daughter’s life doesn’t mean he’s going to trust you with things that are really important to him. Like his phone.”

“How did you managed to get him inside so fast?” asked Hart.

“Oldest trick in the book,” said Toni. “If you want to get someone into the inner circle, you need to discredit everyone else who is there.”

“We should be happy there’s any security left after the work-up that Toni did,” muttered James.

“All those guys were scum anyway. I barely had to fabricate anything to make it look like they were trying to get their boss fired.”

“You did too much,” said James, trying to walk the line between gentle warning and annoyance.

“It got the job done, didn’t it?”

Hard to argue with the results. But James knew the security world better than Toni. “Belli was unsettled to begin with. With the issues in his own security force, I want you to be on the lookout for new guys. They might start outsourcing.”

Hart frowned. “What kind of outsourcing?”

“The bad kind. It could be a whole team of guys just like me.”

“Just like you, as in qualified? Or just like you, as in you’ve worked together and they’d know you?”

“That really depends on the guys,” said James.

“Well, that’s a bridge we’re going to have to cross when we get there, isn’t it. For now, focus on the phone. All you have to do is download an app. I’ll tell you exactly how to find it and where to get it. Once it’s on Belli’s phone, we can use it to get almost everything on him.”

“So we’re going to have to unlock it too,” said James.

Toni clicked her tongue as a way to agree with him. “And you want to know who would be most qualified to know the password to Belli’s phone?” 

All James could muster out was an annoyed growl.

––––––––
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Willa stared at her closet and then at the clock on her cell phone once more. She had officially been standing in her bra and panties for twenty minutes. She was going to have to pick out an outfit eventually, but she wasn’t even close to figuring out what to wear.

What did she want this outfit to say? Devoted daughter. Spy. Sexy? No, she shouldn’t want to dress sexy for James. But she did. But just because she wanted to didn’t mean it was a good idea. But she did normally dress sexy, so if she covered up too much, that might be suspicious too.

Dang it. She winced at her own indecision. It was a dinner. Grab a dress and get it over with. Willa closed her eyes; she reached out and pulled a hanger off. When she opened her eyes, she saw the short sparkly mini dress and immediately vetoed it. The next one she grabbed was black with a very subtle print of white flowers. But the attention wasn’t supposed to be on the print. The dress was exceptionally short, but with long sleeves and a modest neckline, all attention was supposed to go to the legs. Good enough. She slid it on and then pulled on some matching black ankle boots. After she gave herself a once-over in the mirror, fluffing her hair so it appeared thicker and making sure her nude lipstick was in place, she went to her bedroom door. She’d managed to avoid James all day, but she knew she couldn’t stay away from him forever.

Was this how it was going to be? Whenever home, she was going to retreat into her bedroom and stay there until she needed to leave again?

She would have to find some way to make this work. How, she had no idea, but staying in her room and hiding wasn’t going to be sustainable. The new her was strong enough to work with James and not jump his bones the first chance she had. Probably. Maybe.

When she opened the door, she didn’t see him standing outside waiting for her, which was a plus. She half wondered whether he had been there all day, just waiting to pounce. She passed the open door to the second bedroom, but he wasn’t there and the den was empty too. Which meant he had to be in the living room. When she reached the living room, she saw his feet, in black socks, sticking off the side of her couch. He was a tad too big to fit comfortably. She smiled as she rounded the corner to see him sprawled out with one arm behind his head and his eyes closed. She’d never seen him sleeping before.

He had that rather angelic quality most creatures had when unconscious, but it was impossible to forget exactly what he was capable of. Maybe it was because he was much too big for the sofa. Maybe it was because the way his arm was bent, his bicep pushed against the soft material of his black button-down shirt.

She was still admiring the view when his gruff voice said, “I’d get up, but I think you’re enjoying yourself too much.”

Willa stiffened. “You’re awake. Of course you’re awake. Robots don’t sleep.”

His eyes opened and he sat up. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

When he stood, Willa took a step back. He met her eyes and she knew they were both replaying the scene earlier when he’d pinned her against the wall. She turned away and blinked a few times to clear her mind. “We don’t have a lot of time to waste.” She grabbed a water bottle, something she carried with her out of habit, and took a painkiller because she already knew this was going to be a headache-inducing evening.

“What was that?” asked James, who had crossed over to the island.

She took out the bottle and handed it over. “Something for headaches. Want one?”

He shook his head and set it down.

“You thought I was taking something heavier than over-the-counter, didn’t you?”

“It’s not unheard of for someone in your...circles.”

Oh, that was something she knew all too well. Willa leaned against her side of the island. “Sometimes I forget just how little we know about each other.”

“Here I thought you thought the mysterious thing was sexy.”

If only he knew how true that was. “My mother had a big issue with prescription drugs. Ended up OD’ing a bunch of times.”

James didn’t change his expression. No pity or remorse about her past. Just a slow nod. “Is she still around?”

“Still alive and ticking, but not around. It was a messy divorce with her and my father, so her problems got even worse. He offered her an option. She could have full custody of me or a massive one-time payment.” She didn’t say what Susan Belli chose. She didn’t have to.

“She chose wrong,” said James.

Willa shrugged. She tended to think the same, but other times.... “I don’t know. Am I really a great catch? I’m selfish. Hedonistic. Lazy. You know I’ve never had a job? Ever? Who does that?”

“Someone who doesn’t need to work,” said James plainly.

She didn’t know why she was telling him this. Was she trying to talk him out of liking her? Maybe she just wanted him to understand what he was getting. “I went to university for a few years too. I had all As in boarding school. Did decent in college too.”

“But you didn’t stay.”

That still stung. “I failed a test. It was stupid, but I had partied the night before. One failure wasn’t a deal breaker. I could’ve survived. But the professor came to me after class and told me he could make the F disappear if I helped finance his upcoming trip to the Caribbean.”

James’s stone eyes studied her as she continued. “And I don’t play like that. I wasn’t exactly a good girl, but I didn’t need to lie, cheat, and steal to get what I wanted. And I told him exactly where he could go shove it. That’s when he told me that no matter how good my grades were, it was the massive donation my father made to the university my senior year that got me in. So I left. What’s the point? I don’t need school to get a job. I just tell someone my name and who I know and I’ll get hired. And it doesn’t matter how I do at that job. They’ll keep me on just to get to know my father, right?”

She motioned around at the apartment. “So now I just live off him. He doesn’t seem to mind. And I guess since I now know that he’s getting his money by being a dirty rotten jerk, I understand why. It’s not like he’s working hard for it.” She rolled her eyes and tried not to think about the mess her life was in at the moment. “But no, I don’t take prescription drugs for anything other than exactly what they’re prescribed for. Thanks to my personal history and tendency to overdo things,” she forced herself not to look at James as she mentioned her tenuous self-control, “I stay away from those.”

“That’s smart.”

She gave him a fake smile as she tried to get back in the mindset she needed for tonight. “I’m a very smart person.” She left the kitchen to collect her purse and made a quick call to have a car come and pick them up. When she came back, James was sliding on his jacket and buttoned it to hide the shoulder holster he’d also put on. She tilted her head to admire the view. Why were guns sexy? Had she always found guns sexy? Or was it just a James thing? Hell if she knew why her brain liked to go all haywire around him.

“Ready?” she asked.

He nodded and he hit the down arrow. “I, um, I need to tell you something.”

Well, that was never good. “Everything okay?” 

“Toni wants you to do something.”

“I can do things. What does she need?”

“Can you get access to your father’s cell phone? You’d need two, maybe three minutes, with it and we’d have to know the password.”

“Doesn’t seem too hard.”

“And if you don’t want to, you don’t have to.”

“I should be able to—”

“And if you think it’s too risky, you don’t have to.”

She pursed her lips as she started to understand. “You don’t want me to?”

“I don’t want you to get caught.”

It was tempting to be insulted by that, but she had to admit that she wasn’t exactly qualified to be doing this. “I know how to be careful.”

“If you knew how to be careful, you wouldn’t be here with me right now.”

She didn’t know whether she should laugh or roll her eyes at that. “You’re not all bad, James. I think ending up with you might be on my list of smarter decisions.” She glanced at him out of the corner of her eyes and tried to see whether the compliment got to him, but he was just as stoic as always. 

“Agree to disagree.”

All she could do was shrug. “Agree to disagree.”
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The waiter set the seared tuna dish down in front of Willa and the medium-rare premium cut of steak in front of Jadon. Willa said a quick thanks, which she had to immediately repeat as the waiter filled up her wine glass. The dinner so far had been rather uneventful. Nothing like the awkwardness of the conference room interview earlier that morning.

As put off as she’d been by James and Toni showing up, it gave her a fair bit of comfort. She no longer felt as if she needed to worm her way into Jadon’s inner circle. Now all she had to worry about was getting to his phone. She was sure she could eventually, but she had her doubts about getting to it tonight.

Jadon would probably go to the bathroom eventually, but he’d also probably take his phone with him. Maybe she could arrange a spilled glass of wine or something so unexpected that he’d forget to bring the phone with him?

“How is the new guy working out?”

Willa stopped with a piece of tuna midway to her mouth. “New guy?”

“I hate to stick you with someone you don’t know, but the entire controls department is in an upheaval right now, especially since Forbes is gone.”

A piece of the tuna went down the wrong hole. Willa started to cough and cleared her throat. “I keep forgetting he got arrested,” she lied. After she’d gone to him and begged him for help in dealing with the horror of her father, she couldn’t be happier he was out of the picture. Matt Forbes was the one who had taught her that Jadon wasn’t the only corrupted one around her. Her entire life in Chicago was inundated with people who could kill at the blink of an eye. In Matt Forbes’s case, he tried to kill her in the blink of an eye when he realized she wasn’t loyal to Jadon.

If it weren’t for Melody and Adam, she never would’ve survived that day.

“Forbes made his own bed.” Jadon cut into his steak and took a bite. 

She supposed she couldn’t judge her father too harshly considering she wasn’t feeling all that much empathy right now.

She was still trying to figure out how to isolate her father from his phone when she noticed a bit of commotion from the front of the restaurant. Of course, when she looked up front, she happened to meet James’s gaze. He was dutifully standing by the front door and keeping an eye on her from a distance. Knowing he was there was alternately a comfort and kept her on edge. But he wasn’t what drew her attention.

A man was speaking harshly to the hostess. Willa couldn’t hear what he was saying but considering she knew exactly who it was, she could guess. “Your lapdog is here,” she muttered before she took another bite of the perfectly cooked tuna. Stan White was her father’s right-hand man. Willa had never been able to stand him because he was such an obvious fly a kite, but Jadon happened to like that aspect about Stan.

Jadon turned around. “Why don’t you stay here, honey? I’ll be right back.”

She glanced at James, who gave a subtle shake of his head. But this was a distraction she could take advantage of. “You go on.” She waved her fork. “I will just stay here and enjoy this tuna by myself,” she said, adding a hint of a guilt trip. Except when she swung her fork with the last word, she hit the wine glass and sent it falling. The dark-red contents flowed right for Jadon.

He stumbled back as she shot up, moving her napkin to catch the flow before it got to Jadon while covering his phone. “Just go,” she snapped as though it was his fault the wine went falling. “I’ll sort this out.”

“I can—”

“No!” She looked up and signaled for the waiter to come over. “This is so embarrassing,” she muttered. “Just go. You’re drawing more attention to us.”

He didn’t protest any more as he got up and walked toward Stan. She moved her body to block the view of his phone and she thought about the instructions James had given her in the car on the way over. All she had to do was go to a website and download an app. Somehow this was all they needed to clone the phone.

Willa had no idea how any of this worked, but she did believe that Toni knew what she was talking about. Getting into the phone was easy. Jadon was a phone addict, so he liked to check it every few minutes, which had given her hundreds of opportunities to sneak a peek at his pass code. So she went to the website, which was tonihateseverything.com. Once she was there, the only thing visible was the button to download the app. Boom. That was surprisingly easy.

Except it wasn’t instantly downloading. It slowly ticked up from one percent to twenty percent. That was when the waiter came over and quickly started to dab at the tablecloth and cleaning anything possible. Willa was forced to turn on the home page and she put the napkin over the screen as she stepped aside. If her father saw her with his phone, she had no idea what he would do. Maybe she’d gone too fast. Maybe she should’ve waited until she had more time. What harm would another day or two cause?

But before she could worry any longer, Jadon and Stan came back to the table and she had to hope that the download was finished and any evidence of what happened was gone. Toni’s instructions hadn’t said anything about clearing any screens. All it said was hit the download link and return phone.

Luckily her fear easily translated to annoyance, and annoyance was her go-to when Stan White was around. She didn’t even fake a smile as he pulled a chair over to their table. “Stanny,” she said, using the name she was well aware he didn’t like. “How nice of you to interrupt my private dinner with my father.”

The forced smile Stan gave her was practically screaming obscenities. “Willa. I trust you had a nice time on your spontaneous vacation.”

She set her fork on her plate. It was a shame to waste such a nice cut of fish, but between the phone thing and Stan, she didn’t think she could stomach another bite. Before she could think of any snarky response to Stan’s dig at her failed attempt to run away, she saw Jadon looking at his phone. The waiter had been proactive enough to refill the wine she’d spilled and she took a drink so it wouldn’t be noticeable that she was staring as he put in his code and the screen lit up. She held her breath, but the download screen was gone. It was just his home screen.

“Sorry about this,” said Jadon. “It looks like I might have to go back to the office to handle a few meetings.”

Thank goodness. She’d gotten the phone cloned and now she didn’t have to suffer through the rest of this dinner. This was all working out. “I guess I’ll just hang out with Stan then,” she said petulantly.

“Oh, you don’t have to stay.” Jadon waved his credit card at the waiter, who immediately came over to ring up the expensive meal. “I hear there’s some hot new club that your friends Stephanie and AJ have been going to.”

Well, that was concerning—and not just the fact that her father had just used the words hot new club. “I didn’t know you knew about Stephanie and AJ.” Her life was a consistent rotating door of friends, but Stephanie and AJ had been a pretty firm presence in her life recently. She hadn’t mentioned them to Jadon for some reason. Maybe because they never came up. Maybe because some part of her subconscious wanted to protect them from a man she didn’t even know was dangerous.

Either way, he seemed to know about the twins now.

“In my line of work, it’s nice to know things. I’m sure Stan will give you a ride.”

Just when she thought her dad was on her side, he had to throw a bombshell like that at her. “I’m sure Stan has better things to do.” From the annoyed look on Stan’s face, he definitely had better things to do.

“Nonsense,” said Jadon. “Besides, this will give him a chance to show off his brand-new Maserati he hasn’t been able to shut up about.”

Being alone with Stan and having to listen to him talk about his new car? That was a hard pass. “Really, Daddy, I’ve got that security guy tagging along. I think all of us in a car will be cramped. I’ll just call a car.”

Jadon shook his head, as though he was just remembering something. “I’m sending him home. I know we’re shorthanded, but the guy does need some time to himself.”

Willa’s eyes immediately widened, but then she recovered and went back to normal. “I thought the security was for my protection. Do I not need protection anymore?”

“Of course you do, sweetie. I’ll have Ike send someone to meet you at the club.” At that moment, the waiter brought the check back and after a quick signature, Jadon stood. “I’m sorry again.” He turned to Stan. “Are you sure this is the group that Sterling recommended?”

Willa’s ears were suddenly at full attention. “Who’s Sterling?” It was forward, but her father was about to leave, so she might as well go for it.

Jadon waved a dismissive hand. 

Apparently she wasn’t getting any answers tonight. She took another sip of her wine and looked across the restaurant at James. She wondered what he would do when Jadon told him he could go home. Would he be able to talk his way out of it? Or would he go back to regroup with Toni and the other guy, Scott Hart?

But as she braced herself for the blowout when Jadon approached James, it was rather anticlimactic. James nodded as if it was no big deal before he turned and left the restaurant. Which meant she was now alone with Stan.

Maybe she was overreacting. Maybe Stan wouldn’t be that bad. “I don’t know what Daddy was thinking. You don’t have to take me anywhere. Go home and enjoy the night,” she said, trying to sound friendly.

“Delilah will get you where you need to go.” Stan stood. “Let’s go.”

The car had a name. Come on, Stan. Work with me. Stan White was a bit older than her father, probably in his early sixties, but he desperately hung onto his youth. Between his fake tan and obviously dyed hair, he was practically screaming midlife crisis.

He’d worked with her father for as long as she could remember and that’s about as far as their mutual dislike stretched. It was hard to tell who started it, but she was willing to bet it was him.

They both stood outside awkwardly as they waited for the valet to bring “Delilah” around. “You didn’t really think you could get away from this, did you?”

Willa crossed her arms over her chest and tried to figure out where this was going. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Oh, I think you do. That little episode with that fed a few weeks back. You should consider yourself lucky that you’re not the one who ended up dead on that floor. Being used like that by an agent. Stupid move, Willa.”

A chill worked its way down her spine. She glanced over her shoulders to see whether anyone heard what he was admitting to, but they were in the perfect spot for him. He could say whatever he wanted without being overheard, but if she tried to punch him in the face, plenty of people would see. There was a chance this was a test. Stan could be seeing how much she was affected by the murder.

So she played the devoted daughter. “Daddy would never hurt me. He knows I never would’ve brought that woman over if I’d known who she was.”

Stan laughed and rubbed at his nose. “Oh, honey. You’re so lucky you have someone like that looking out for you. If it weren’t for him, you’d never make it in this world.”

Just then, a shiny red convertible Maserati pulled up and the valet put it in park.

She didn’t care what role she was trying to play. She wasn’t about to let Stan White talk to her like this. “I think you’d be surprised what I’m capable of.”

He scoffed. “I doubt that. Let’s face it. If you want to make it, you have to have balls.” He looked down his nose at her and added, “Literally and figuratively. Now hop on in and let’s get this over with.”

“At least my face doesn’t look like a pair of balls that was left out to wither in the sun.” She turned on her heel and walked down the street. If she had to get into that stupid expensive car that probably got Stan laid way more than the jerk deserved, she was probably going to claw the man’s eyes out. And considering that the violence really didn’t seem like that bad of an idea at the moment, the walk was necessary.

Where was James? She debated calling him to come and get her but thought better of it. As pissed off as she was, she didn’t feel physically threatened by Stan. He was just trying to show her who was boss. If James had left, he probably had somewhere better to be and she didn’t want to get in the way.

So she’d do what was expected. She’d go to a club and act like her former self. Maybe by the time she got there, she’d forget what a dipstick Stan was.

A girl could hope.

––––––––
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Willa decided against going home. If Jadon was expecting her to go out, he would have sent the security detail who was taking over for James to the club Stan was supposed to drive her to. And considering she was trying to convince him that she was okay with his shadier extracurricular activities, she should be trying to act normal.

And clubbing and partying was normal to her. This new club, Sininen, seemed to be the hot new thing. Whoever Jadon’s “cool” sources were, they hadn’t been wrong. Sininen meant “blue” in Finnish, according to the quick Google search she’d done, and the club was wholeheartedly following that theme. The faded azure lighting gave a dark vibe to the crowded room. Even though there had been a long line of clubgoers outside waiting to get in, the bouncer had recognized Willa. The bouncer crowd was surprisingly small and she’d seen him at her fair share of clubs and bars before.

Even though she didn’t believe in bribing the men at the door, she did appreciate the good service and slipped him a fifty after he opened the rope. Okay, maybe it was a bribe. She wasn’t a hundred percent good now that she was working against Jadon. Just better than before. Maybe.

She scanned the room as she stepped farther in. It was dim enough that it was hard to make out anything in a lot of detail. She was sure that once people started to drink or take whatever designer drug was trending at the moment, things would be even harder to make out. Seemed like fun. Unfortunately, she couldn’t really afford to party right now.

She kept on looking for Stephanie or AJ and, she admitted to herself, James. Her dress wasn’t really made for clubbing, but it didn’t make her stand out either. Even with the short skirt, the club was so warm it made her wish she was wearing a lot less clothing.

That was the point, she supposed. People could get all naked and rub against each other until they forgot their problems. There was only one person she wanted to rub against currently, and he was nowhere to be found. She knew she could call him if she really wanted him around, but considering how frustrated she was at the moment, she figured some time to clear her head would be best.

Just then, she saw a familiar blonde at the bar and she cut her way through the crowd. Sininen was set up to encourage dancing, with a DJ in the front and myriad blue lasers shining into the crowd and bouncing along the walls. The border of the dance floor was a series of scalloped couches and low tables. Each of the couches came complete with a sheer curtain that could be wrapped around the couch to give the illusion of privacy. Stephanie was just about to those couches when Willa caught up with her. It was so loud, Willa didn’t bother saying her name and tapped her on the shoulder instead.

Stephanie whipped around and her eyes widened in joy when she saw Willa. “Girl! Where have you been?” With the arm not holding a drink, Stephanie leaned in for a hug.

Willa returned the hug and found herself genuinely smiling at the touch of a friend. She thought about honestly answering for a second before she realized how much trouble that would throw at Stephanie’s feet. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you. Where’s AJ?”

Stephanie shrugged. “Somewhere around here. The second he walked in, the vultures were swarming. I swear, I don’t know what he does to make these girls so crazy.”

Willa raised a brow. She couldn’t put her finger on exactly what made Stephanie’s twin brother so attractive to the opposite sex, but she couldn’t deny that the guy was gorgeous. Even worse than that, he knew he was gorgeous, and that was a dangerous thing. Both of the twins had light, airy, blonde hair. Where Stephanie was tall and model-thin, AJ was strong and lean, like a swimmer or runner. When he wore a suit, he wore it perfectly. Even though he was a blond, it didn’t diminish the little bit of dangerous edge he had. When Willa had first started hanging out with the two of them, he’d asked her out. She had been tempted and even asked Stephanie whether it was okay. And even though Steph had said she was fine with it, there was the barest hesitation in the answer. And in that hesitation, Willa realized she really didn’t care whether Stephanie didn’t want her dating AJ.

And why bother risking friendships when she really didn’t care either way? She wanted to go out with AJ for the same reason AJ wanted to go out with her. Boredom. So Willa had politely turned him down and he’d moved on to the next attractive woman. Stephanie was a lot more choosy with her relationships. She talked a good game, but Willa never saw her go home with any guys. She never even saw her go on dates.

As nice as it was to be young, pretty, and rich, somehow it didn’t make finding quality men any easier. If anything, it just brought out the crazy and greedy ones in droves.

“Is Jules with you?” asked Stephanie.

Willa hoped that the dim lighting of the club would keep Stephanie from seeing how pale she got at the question. “I haven’t seen her lately,” she said dismissively while averting her gaze to the ground.

Stephanie moved on quick enough. “Your bodyguard is here,” she said, abruptly pulling Willa out of her thoughts.

Willa looked around, looking for any sign of James. “He’s here? Where?”

Stephanie put a hand on Willa’s shoulder, turned her until she looked in the back corner, and pointed to the guy who was looking obviously uncomfortable in the crowd. The guy who was definitely not James.

“Oh,” said Willa dejectedly.

Stephanie noticed. “Expecting someone else?”

Willa shrugged it off. “Nope.”

“So what’s with the guard duty? Did you piss someone off? Is that why you’ve been MIA? I called you like ten times.”

“I’ve had the week from hell.” Willa dodged the question. “What’s going on with you? What have I missed? Tell me everything.”

She knew Stephanie was smart enough to know when her questions were being evaded, but she rolled with it as she led Willa back to the table. “You know how it is. Boring. Bert has been calling me nonstop. I think I need to leave the state to make him realize I’m not interested.”

Willa scrunched her face. “Bert? Come on. He knows you’re like a million miles out of his league.”

“Right? I swear, he sleeps with one supermodel and all the sudden he thinks he’s a Casanova. The dude is still married and twenty years older, but he thinks I’m going to fall at his feet because he has money? I bet you my bank account is twice the size as his.”

Like Willa, Stephanie and AJ were also trust fund babies. Their parents were a tad more functional than Willa’s—they were at least still together. Though they had taken on the royal method of raising children and the twins hadn’t really had parents. More of a series of nannies and boarding schools. They had never wanted for anything, but now that they were older, their parents suddenly wanted to be friends and business partners.

It was an issue that few people would understand. Another reason Willa just seemed to get along with them.

“Hey beautiful,” said a deep voice from behind her.

Willa turned to see AJ behind her. He wore a black v-neck T-shirt and black slacks, each of which were perfectly fitted to his slim frame. They were loose but just tight enough to reveal the muscle underneath. Willa smiled at him and leaned in for a quick, friendly hug.

“Hey yourself,” she said. “I heard you already have a fan club here.”

He held a hand over his heart. “Me? You know I’m just saving myself for my true love.”

Willa cocked her head and pursed her lips. “Umm hmm,” she said skeptically. “You’re a true paragon of virtue.”

“Well, as you know, my sister is in the most epic of epic dry spells. It’s only fair that I have enough sex for the both of us.”

“Well, when you say it like that, it’s completely logical.”

“I’m a very logical person.” AJ winked.

Stephanie shoved him playfully. “Don’t blame your whorishness on me. That’s on you.”

“Tough crowd tonight,” said AJ. “I know what will make this better. Drinks!”

“Steph just got—”

“That’s a great idea,” said Stephanie. “Go get drinks. Far away.”

“The lady orders, I follow.” AJ made his way back to the bar.

Willa frowned. “Is everything okay between you two?”

Stephanie shook her head but didn’t go into detail. “You want to tell me where you’ve been this week?”

Okay, so that was just going to be something they don’t talk about.

“Let’s go dance,” said Stephanie. “I’m stressed. You’re stressed. This is the most overrated DJ in town. We can fake having a good time until it actually happens.”

It was as if Stephanie were inside her mind. “Let’s fake it ’til we make it,” said Willa as they made their way out to the dance floor. Like always, there were a few guys who tried to edge into the dance, but Stephanie and Willa were quick to box out any unwelcome invaders. Although eventually Stephanie did end up latching on to one of the more attractive men on the floor. It was a cycle. She’d dance with a guy who was absolutely lickable, but once they got off the dance floor and started talking, Stephanie would try to ditch him as soon as possible. She was notoriously picky with men.

Once Stephanie abandoned her, AJ showed up. Dancing with him was always fun. Because they were on strictly platonic terms, he kept a safe distance and would lean in every few minutes to say a quick joke or offhanded comment. It was so nice to be here. For a few minutes there was no murder. No crazy father. No James waiting for her. She could be carefree for just a little bit and let her worries fall away.

She put her hands over her head and swayed her hips to the beat, but the hairs on the back of her neck stood up. When she opened her eyes, she looked for anything out of the ordinary, but nothing stood out. AJ was still there right next to her; Stephanie was a few yards away. The bodyguard had eyes on her, but he’d been monitoring her for a while now. But something was different. She turned in a circle until she saw it. The back wall, the shadows. Someone was there. Someone watching her. Then a form emerged from the shadow. She couldn’t see the face, but she didn’t need to. James. Of course he was there. Had he been there the entire time? Had he followed her there?

She had a feeling the answer was yes. And if he didn’t want her to know he was there, he never would’ve revealed himself. Her guardian angel. Her personal demon. Who knew at this point?

A hand fell on her shoulder and she jumped around to see AJ looking at her with a confused expression in place. “You okay?” 

She remembered that the new security detail was there and she couldn’t go running over to James. So she forced herself to nod as she went back to dancing. She tried to forget that James was there, but that was like forgetting that she was at a dance club. The knowledge of his presence was just as loud to her as the music blaring in the room.

And when she started to dance again, she remembered the first time he’d seen her dance. The first time she’d realized there was something between them. The way his eyes hardened as he’d watched her body move. Was he watching her the same way now? Or was this just another day on the job to him?

She thought back to the way he’d pinned her against the wall earlier that day. No, there was nothing about this that was platonic to him. From that moment on, with every dip and sway of her hips, she knew without a doubt that James’s gaze was glued to her every move.
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The elevator to her apartment opened and Willa cautiously stepped inside. She didn’t think James would be there. If he was following her, he wouldn’t beat her home without her or the new security detail noticing. She’d left the new bodyguard downstairs in the recreation room. She didn’t need him hanging around while Toni or James made an unexpected appearance.

Even though she logically knew that James wasn’t around, she still walked cautiously inside. She slipped the boots off her sore feet and listened for any sign of an unexpected guest, but her apartment was dark and empty, the dim glow from the lights of the city the only illumination in the apartment.

Willa sighed. Had she been hoping that James would be there waiting for her? Maybe. She’d felt his eyes on her all night. So maybe she’d willed the cab she took home to drive faster. Maybe she’d held her breath on the elevator, just waiting to see what would be in store for her once those doors opened.

But this wasn’t some strange, extended fantasy. This was real life. James was a professional and, like Toni said, he couldn’t afford distractions. Willa padded over to the white sofa and sat down, folding her legs under her. She was tired from all the dancing. Tired from the emotional rollercoaster of the past few days. But she was still wired. Waiting for something she didn’t even know....

But then it happened. The elevator doors opened and she heard the familiar footsteps of a strong, confident man who took every step with purpose. She didn’t get off the couch to verify it was James. She already knew. She heard the rustle of clothes and knew he was tugging at his jacket and hanging it on the hooks in the entryway. She then heard a few clips snapping and knew he was taking off the shoulder holster. A second later, she heard the clacking of metal and leather on granite and knew he’d set it on the kitchen island behind her. She bit her lip as she heard him approaching her. Instead of walking to the front of the couch, he stopped right behind her. 

She tilted her head back to look up at him. “You left.” 

“I was close.”

That didn’t make her feel better. She didn’t want him watching her from the shadows. She wanted him next to her. But she couldn’t really say that. He had better things to do than babysit her. She was supposed to be helping him, not giving him more work. But even though she knew she shouldn’t be clingy, when she looked up at him, she couldn’t help the mixture of betrayal and need that shone in her eyes.

His expression was blank, as usual, and for a moment she thought she was being stupid. But right before she was about to get off the couch to go sulk alone, he reached out to touch her. Her eyes drifted shut as his fingers traced her jaw from right behind her ear to the tip of her chin; his fingers ran along her neck and sent goose bumps along her skin. She took a nervous gulp and her eyes opened. He was studying her so intently and she wished like mad she could read minds. Some days he was a robot and some days he was a caveman. She never knew what she was going to get.

But at the moment, she was all for him dragging her back to his cave. His fingers moved back up her throat and ran along her lips and she knew she wasn’t the only one affected. She tilted her head just enough for the tip of his pointer finger to slip between her lips and gave him a little bite before soothing it with her tongue.

“You shouldn’t have done that,” he said in a low, almost inaudible voice.

“I’m a rebel,” she whispered, meeting his eyes with hers and daring him to do something about it.

“Get up.” 

She almost gave a witty retort but found her legs unfolding as she stood, immediately obeying his command. And when he reached a hand out to her, she met it and followed him around the couch before he led her to her bedroom. Each step seemed to blur. All she could see was his broad, strong back. She thought he was going to take her right to the bed, but he stopped once she was just a foot inside the room and he kicked the door shut. She wanted to ask what he was doing, but no words came out. And then he was moving her to face the door with both of her palms flat on the polished wood. She couldn’t see what he was doing and felt strangely vulnerable in this position. He hadn’t bound her in any way, but she might as well be tied to the ceiling because she knew there was no way she was moving from this spot.

When he did touch her, it wasn’t just with a fingertip like on the couch. He moved until his entire body was pressed against her back. He was so much bigger than her it was as though she were covered by a massive, sexy blanket. His erection pushed into her lower back and his chin was toward the top of her head. She almost fought the urge to lean back against him, but considering their present situation, the time for fighting had passed.

So she let her body mold against his and savored the sensation. He bent his head next to hers and she could feel his warm breath on her neck. His breaths came fast and it turned her on like crazy to know that she could do that to him. James seemed so impossible to penetrate sometimes. The fact that she’d wormed her way under his skin somehow made her feel powerful, even as he was totally dominating her.

His hands started to do a slow exploration of her body. He started simply as he ran his big palms along her sides from right under her arms, over her hips and to her thighs where her dress stopped. Then he started his way back up; the material caught on his hands but slid free before it could go over her hips. It made her feel too naked and too clothed at the same time. He could have access to her so easily if he really wanted. When his hands came up, he followed the dip of her waist and this time ran his hands over her breasts.

She gasped at the sensation and pushed herself farther back against him. His head was still next to hers. He turned in to her and pressed a kiss to her neck before he ran his teeth along the sensitive skin. The mix of hard and soft was erotic as she rubbed herself against him, standing on her tiptoes so her hips could meet his cock. The foreplay was great and all, but right now she wouldn’t mind if they just skipped to the grand finale. But James didn’t seem to be in any hurry. One of his hands slid the top of her dress down and slid into her bra to cup her breast as the other skimmed lower and then ran along the top of her thigh as he reached the edge of her panties.

Her head fell forward against the cold wood as he kissed at her neck and edged his fingers into her panties and along her wet folds. Good grief, this was a triple assault. Figures he wouldn’t play fair. “James,” she breathed as he slid two fingers deep inside.

She was already on her toes but she pushed up as high as she could at the invasion and bit her lip to keep herself from making any more noise than she already was.

“You are so wet for me,” he said into her ear, speaking so close she could feel his lips brushing against the sensitive lobe. “Were you this wet earlier? Dancing for me.”

Her eyes popped open at the question. “I....” There was really no right answer.

“I know you saw me. And you had the nerve to dance with another man in front of me.”

AJ? AJ barely counted. But then his thumb was brushing against her clit and she wasn’t really capable of defending herself. “For you,” she managed out. “All for you.”

“Dang right.” His fingers worked her over. On her breast and between her legs before he leaned her head back to cover her mouth with his.

Willa closed her eyes and let him take over her body. On one hand, she never wanted these sensations to end, but on the other he kept stroking the flames higher and higher, making her feel as if she needed something... anything... just the tiniest push to get her over....

He pushed another finger inside and that was all she needed before she fell apart. Her hands balled into fists against the door and she would’ve fallen over after her legs gave out if he hadn’t caught her.

She caught her breath for a few moments before she couldn’t take it any longer. She didn’t care whether he’d just given her the orgasm of a lifetime. She wanted more. She pushed his hands away from her as she twisted around, and fisting her fingers into his shirt, she pulled him in for a kiss.

Granted, she knew he didn’t have to do a blasted thing, but he kissed her back. This time when he pushed her against the door, she wasn’t just going to wait for him to use her. She reached down and, hooking a finger in the waistband of her panties, she pushed them over her hips and let them fall to the ground. Even though James had been kissing her deeply and thoroughly the entire time, he growled at the motion, somehow aware of everything she was doing. He settled two hands on her rear as he lifted her against the door until she could wrap her legs around his waist. Even though she was ready and waiting, he still happened to be wearing way too many clothes. But at the moment, she was kissing him too much to help with the undressing. Kissing and touching. Touching any part she could. She ran her hands over his broad shoulders and the bulging muscles of his arms. Every inch of him felt fantastic, and she needed to take every chance she could to revel in the fact that she had all this strength to herself. A moment of clarity cut through the haze. She pulled her mouth away from his and met his eyes. Thanks to him holding her up, they were almost eye level, which was a strange change. “I’m on birth control,” she managed out.

“I know.”

She blinked a few times. “That’s a strange thing to say.”

“I’m clean.” He kissed her briefly. “You’re clean.” He kissed her again.

“You’ve been planning this?”

“I’ve been fighting this,” he clarified.

Well, that made two of them. 

He kissed her once more, this time pulling her away from the door, and with her arms and legs still wrapped around him, he carried her to the bed. Once he was in front of the king-size mattress, he let her go and she slid down his body. Every inch of him was hard and, she wanted him naked. She reached for his buttons, but he caught her hand in his to stop her. “You first. Take off your dress.”

He said it in that low, growly tone that was impossible to ignore. So she didn’t. She reached down for the hem of her dress, and in one quick motion, she had it over her head and onto the floor. Then she reached behind her; the motion pushed her breasts up and out as she unhooked her bra. And then she stood there, naked as the day she was born, turned on, in front of the fully dressed, sexiest man she’d ever met.

He started with the buttons on his sleeves and then moved to his collar and worked his way down. The entire time, his eyes were glued to her, taking in every inch of her exposed skin. As he pulled off the shirt, her mouth went dry. She wanted to reach out and touch him, but some invisible force kept her in place. Waiting for his permission to move. Waiting to see what he was going to do next.

When the shirt fell to the ground, he came over to her, and with one hand at the base of her neck, he pulled her in for a kiss. Willa went wild as they both explored all the newly exposed skin. But even as she ran her fingers along the ridges and planes of his stomach, she went right for his belt buckle. She wished she could undress him smoothly, but she wasn’t really an expert in undressing guys. After a few fumbles, the belt was loose and from there the rest came undone easily. And then she pushed his pants over his hips and they fell to the ground. When he kissed her now, it was absolutely carnal. He fisted his hand in her hair to hold her in place, and his tongue ran along her in a primal rhythm that mimicked what she hoped he'd do with other parts of his body. Now that his cock was free, it felt huge against her stomach. At this point, she was so ready for him, the size didn’t even worry her. The only thing that scared her was not getting him inside her now.

James pushed her back against the bed and she managed to crawl a few inches toward the middle before he followed her down. Although he’d been going slowly and methodically with every touch before, as soon as he hit the bed, things seemed to change. He hooked a hand under her knee as he spread her wide for him, and in half a second, he was positioning himself at her entrance.

She was just bracing her hands on his shoulders when he slid in with one long—emphasis on the long—stroke.

Her free leg wrapped tightly around his hip as she adjusted to his size. She bit her bottom lip as she waited for him to move. She turned her head toward him, and her nose ran along his neck until her head touched the bed and she looked up at him. He looked down at her with so much heat and intensity that she was struck with how strange it was to have all of this man in her arms. Her feral caveman. Her emotionless robot didn’t seem so emotionless at the moment.

She leaned forward to brush her lips ever so softly against his, and that’s when he withdrew a few inches before he slammed back in. The friction made her wince.

“Are you okay?” he asked, mistaking the action for pain.

She nodded in a jerky movement as she rocked her hips up, encouraging him to keep going. “Don’t stop,” she breathed.

And he didn’t. He started to move faster and faster. Willa gripped his back, holding on tighter, but then he’d released her leg to run his hands along her upper arms, stroking out until he could hold her hands above her head. And this time when he moved, he didn’t stop.

She let him hold her down and use her body the same way she was using his. For those few minutes, she didn’t feel as if she was heiress to a criminal empire, and the man in her arms didn’t feel like some shady figure who should terrify instead of entice her. All she felt was him.

And when she came, he caught her scream in his kiss. He only let her hands go when his own orgasm hit. She held him tight and tucked her forehead into the crook of his shoulder as he shuddered on top of her.

Then all that was left to do was contemplate how her life would never be the same again.

––––––––
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James had never been good with regrets. Not that he didn’t make mistakes. He’d made plenty of those in his time. But when it came time to look back and think about what he wished could have been changed, not much came to mind.

So as Willa stretched out next to him, her naked skin just touching him, it was hard to feel bad about what just happened, considering how much of a massive mistake it was that he was even here.

She let out a soft moan as she adjusted herself once more and his stupid cock had to go and get hard again. He should get used to that. That was just what his life was going to be like now. Willa was nearby? Instant erection. Screw self-control. Screw discipline. From now on, this was it.

“You’re not sleeping.” She rolled over to rest her head on her hands and look at him. It was mostly dark in her bedroom, but the lights of the city gave the room a soft glow. Even though he couldn’t make out every detail of her, he was always aware on some level of what she was doing.

“I’m protecting you.”

She let out a little scoff as she reached out to set a hand on his chest. “Even fearless protectors need sleep. But I guess you’re not the type to talk about problems.”

“Talking doesn’t solve my kind of problems.”

“I talk a lot.” She traced patterns against his skin. The touch should be annoying him, but it was strangely endearing.

“I’ve noticed.” He adjusted his arm and opened it up for Willa to use his bicep as a pillow and he pulled her in closer.

“My mouth just goes faster than my mind sometimes. But if I spit out enough nonsense, the brain eventually catches up. Usually.”

He smiled as he thought of the rambling tangents Willa would go on when she was nervous. “I like your mouth.”

She laughed. “And you haven’t even seen all it can do.”

His cock sprang to alert. Down, boy.... “I didn’t realize that was on the table.”

She lifted her head just an inch to get a better look at him through the dark. “Come on, James. I don’t know how to say this in a way that doesn’t sound slutty, so I’m just going to spit it out. Everything is on the table with you.”

Wow. But as happy as he was about just all the things he could do to her, he couldn’t help thinking.... “Why?”

“You’re not protecting me forever. Might as well take advantage while we can.”

He would’ve expected someone like her to be clingy or needy. Not so... accepting. Which should be a good thing. This was the best possible way for this to play out. A beautiful woman who was more than willing to pass the time with him in bed and part ways once their business was done.

Maybe he was just overthinking it. It had been a long day and he couldn’t think straight when he was around her sometimes. Now that he was working her out of his system, this would all work itself out.

“So if you like me talking, that means I can ask you questions, right?”

Well, this was a can of worms he didn’t want to open. “What did you want to know?”

“Umm... everything.”

“Well, my name is James Weston.”

“You’re hilarious. Tell me about your family. You know everything about my dysfunctions. It’s only fair.”

“You don’t want to hear about them.” And he really didn’t want to talk about it either.

She drummed her fingers on his chest. “Come on. Fair’s fair.”

“It’s nothing new. Dad was a deadbeat. Mom was nice enough but could never stand up to him. I took off when I was eighteen and never looked back. I served overseas for a while. I started in the Marines and eventually was recruited into a black cell group which I’m not going to say anything else about. And I never went back home.”

“You aren’t curious about what they’re up to?”

“I know. My dad is six feet underground thanks to a drunk driving accident—he was the drunk. Mom remarried a meek banker and my little sister is a marketing major at a state university.”

She stiffened in his arms and he could feel the hint of disapproval. He already knew what she wanted to say, but he didn’t need to defend himself. When he left, everything was a mess. He’d faced years of guilt for abandoning his mother and sister, but when he came back, they’d worked everything out. Everyone was better off without him.

But Willa didn’t dig for any more personal details. Instead, she asked, “So what are you?”

“Human.”

“Smart aleck. But seriously, what is your job title? Fixer? Mercenary? Assassin?”

“There isn’t really a name for what I am.”

“But in your head you call yourself something, right?”

“I think mercenary is the most accurate term.”

“And have you killed people for money?”

“Willa,” he said in a warning tone.

“I won’t judge you. I’ve already seen you kill someone.”

That was definitely something he didn’t want coming up in conversation. “I don’t want to talk about this.”

“James, I want you to know that—” 

James got up and in one quick motion covered her mouth with his. He couldn’t give Willa answers right now, but he could give her one heck of a distraction. “You remember when you said I could do whatever I wanted with your mouth?” he asked between kisses down her neck and in the valley between her breasts.

She curled her fingers in his hair as she rubbed herself against him. “Umm hmm,” she murmured.

“It’s about time I show you what I can do with mine.”
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Willa looked around her kitchen. Cinnamon. She knew there was cinnamon in there somewhere. She had been through the entire pantry and she’d found about three containers of whole cinnamon sticks, but not one thing of ground cinnamon. What did she need that many containers of whole cinnamon sticks for?

She tugged the barstool to the other cabinet and climbed up as she dug deeper into the pantry, looking for any sign of the little metal container.

“Anything I can help with?”

She jumped at the sudden question from James. She narrowly avoided hitting her head on the top of the pantry and looked down at where he stood beneath her. His hair was still damp from his shower and there were a few little droplets of water on his shoulders. She had to bite back the urge to lick them off. “I’m good,” she said with false enthusiasm.

James looked decidedly unconvinced. “Want to tell me what you’re doing up there?”

“Trying to find the cinnamon.”

“Cinnamon? Why?”

She let out a sigh as she went back to digging in the cabinet. “I’m making my super-secret French toast recipe.”

“Super-secret?”

“Orange zest and orange-flavored liqueur. Your tongue will never know what hit it.”

“So it’s not so secret.”

“I just assumed I could trust you.” She poked her head out of the cabinet. “I can trust you with my super-secret French toast recipe, can’t I?”

He held up his hands. “Hey. Your secret is safe with me. Is this a family recipe?”

“No. Martha Stewart. I might be exaggerating when I call it a secret recipe.” She was just going back into the cabinet when she saw the bright red cap. Boom! Success! She pulled out the cinnamon victoriously before she hopped off the stool and went back to where she was prepping everything. The eggs, bread, and other various ingredients were all set out.

“You don’t have to do anything fancy. I’m good with just eggs.” James leaned on the island.

“It’s only polite that after a night of good sex, the hostess provides an amazing breakfast. That’s common knowledge.”

“You do this for all the guys who stay over?”

She looked at him from narrowed eyes. “Is that your way of asking if I sleep around a lot?”

A muscle in the back of his jaw ticked. “Not exactly. But since you brought it up....”

She raised a brow. James, asking personal information about her? Things really had changed in such a short period of time. “Well, the number is small enough that I haven’t lost track and big enough that I’m not telling you after our first date.” She frowned. “After no dates? Does having sex one time count as a date?”

“Multiple times,” pointed out James.

“Multiple times then. Either way, there are some things about me that will just have to remain mysterious, Mr. Badass Mercenary.”

He didn’t seem amused, but she swore the corner of his mouth almost tugged into a smile.

Before she could give him any more garbage, the elevator doors opened and Willa stiffened. She knew that Toni had access to her apartment, but she was so used to living alone that people coming and going was unsettling.

She went to go see who it was, but James held up a hand to signal her to stay where she was as he moved silently toward the entryway. A few seconds later, she heard his annoyed voice saying, “A phone call wouldn’t hurt.”

“Did I interrupt you two, Casanova?” Willa recognized Toni’s voice. Willa wore some loose blue-striped pajama pants and a tight tank top. She would prefer to have a sweater on if she was having company, but considering Toni didn’t announce herself, she’d just have to deal with Willa’s braless self. She left the kitchen to say hello and froze when she realized Toni wasn’t alone. She was with an uptight-looking man—Scott Hart, she assumed—and two new people.

Willa froze and wrapped her arms over her chest. She could go out in the skimpiest of skimpy dresses and feel utterly confident, but somehow the fact that she’d had a night full of sex made even this simple outfit seem dirty.

It didn’t help that the way Toni was looking between her and James, the woman knew exactly what had happened.

The two new people were both tall, dark, and beautiful. The woman had long, black hair that was neatly trimmed and hit her back in a ponytail. The man had a lean strength that wasn’t hidden by his clothes. He was just about as tall as James, with silky black hair. Although the girl probably dyed hers, his jet black was probably due to some Italian heritage. From the way they stood next to each other and the man hovered over her ever so subtly, Willa was guessing they were a couple. It was a noticeable difference from the way Scott and Toni seemed to keep as much distance between them as possible.

Willa couldn’t help but look out of the corner of her eye to see where James stood a few feet away from her. Somewhere in the middle between the two other couples in the room, she supposed.

“Is everything okay?” Willa glanced at the newcomers and waited for an introduction.

“That’s a complex question,” said Toni. “But for now everything’s fine. Willa, I want you to meet my sister, Jennifer, and her boyfriend, Austin Miles, er, Austin Benedict now?”

He nodded. “Austin Benedict now.”

“I should know that,” said Toni. “I’m the one who made the docs for you.”

Willa frowned. “Why the name change?”

“Austin Miles is dead,” said apparently not Austin Miles. “It was a tragedy. Lots of tears.”

“Lots of celebrations,” said Jennifer with a sideways grin.

“It’s relative,” he said.

Jennifer giggled and Willa felt suddenly uncomfortable. She usually didn’t mind being around couples, but it felt distinctly more strange to be around two people who seemed so happy while standing just a few feet away from her... what? Idiot buddy? That seemed too graphic. Booty call? Too casual. Leave it to James Weston to defy labels. No job title. No relationship title. She sighed and tried to chase those thoughts out of her head. “Come on in. I was just about to make breakfast.”

“You don’t have to cook for us.” Scott led the way to the living room. “Since Jennifer and Austin are here, we thought it would be good to regroup and figure out our game plan.”

Willa followed him into the living room. She moved the barstool from where she’d been standing on it to dig through the cabinets so she could sit in front of the island while she let Jennifer, Austin, and Toni have the couch. Scott remained standing and James was.... Where was James? As soon as she realized he was gone, he came back. He’d put a shirt on and he handed her a zip-up gray sweatshirt with coral flowers. He’d noticed that she was uncomfortable?

He leaned on the island next to her and she forced herself not to stare at him and instead put her attention to Toni. “What have you found? Did the hack thing I did on Jadon’s phone work? What about the laptop? You’ve had that for a week now, right? Can we just take that to the cops and be done with it? Do we still have to look into this at all or can we just push this off to the authorities? And....” She noticed that Jennifer and Austin were giving her a questioning look.

She was blabbering on again. She shut up and waited for Toni to start in.

Toni didn’t look annoyed, though. She simply smiled and leaned forward. “All good questions,” she assured her. “Cloning his phone worked out great. From the hidden files that app put onto his phone, we are getting copies of every text he sends and receives and we can listen to all of his calls. Even cooler, I can turn on his mic at any given time and listen in on him. So we effectively have a bug on Jadon Belli now.”

Jennifer’s gaze hit Willa once more and Willa averted her gaze. She couldn’t tell what this new woman thought of her. Willa had connected the dots, though. Toni’s mother had been murdered by someone who worked with Jadon, and Jennifer and Toni were sisters. So they were both trying to get revenge for their mother’s murder. She didn’t seem to be vibrating anger or anything, but Willa knew she was just a way to get that revenge faster.

“What about the laptop?” asked Jennifer. “When I talked to Melody, she said she really thought that would be the key to finding Sterling.”

“Where is Melody?” Willa’d feel a tad more comfortable if there were more people here who she knew.

“Melody is being punished for having her face plastered over every TV in the country by being sent to exile in Hawaii with her new boyfriend,” said Toni. “Remind me to do something to get in trouble. I need a Hawaiian exile with a hottie too.”

Willa noticed that Toni’s eyes cut to Scott as she said it, but she’d looked away before Scott noticed.

“Tell them what you found on the laptop,” said Scott, obviously less interested in the gossip of the family.

Willa could understand why Toni would be so interested in Scott Hart. The former cop was sexy in the exceptionally broody, angry sort of way. She wouldn’t have thought he was the quirky and stubborn Toni’s type, but what did she know? Either way, he didn’t seem all that interested in Toni.

Toni ran a hand through her dyed blonde hair. “I found a lot. And Willa, I totally understand why you didn’t go to the cops after the murder. It looks like he’s got people on his payroll from all corners of government. Pentagon guys, White House staff, FBI, street cops. I think your dad is singlehandedly funding the black market economy right now.”

Willa opened her mouth and closed it. That wasn’t surprising to her. Even when she thought her father was mostly legit, she assumed that he had people on the payroll. But what she wanted to know was so basic, she felt foolish for not knowing already. “Can you, um.... Can you tell me what he does? How he makes money?”

There was a hush over the room. Apparently no one wanted to answer the question. “Just tell us, Toni.” James’s voice was low, but the tone was just menacing enough that Scott and Austin both narrowed their eyes.

Scott spoke first. “Jadon Belli positions himself as an investor. Publicly, and according to the IRS, he made his money through stocks, real estate, and pretty much anything else you can park money in and wait for it to grow. Privately, he’s been doing the same thing. He is the broker between rich people and people who want to hide their money. We dealt with a guy a few months back, Greg Stranger, who would hide the money. Jadon makes it. He had his fingers in weapon sales, human trafficking, drug running, everything. Toni found documents on his laptop that details it in some way or another.”

Willa could tell from his dejected tone that there was a “but” coming.

“But,” he continued, “because of his connections, there’s not a lot we can do about it. If we bring the laptop to a police department or the FBI, it’s going to accidentally get lost or wiped before charges can ever be brought against Jadon.”

Willa felt her heart sink. “So what does this mean? We just have to let him get away with it?”

“He doesn’t get away with anything,” growled James. “Just give me thirty seconds alone with him.”

Austin laughed. “I knew I liked you, Weston.”

“No, it doesn’t mean we let him get away with anything,” said Scott, obviously not as amused by James’s willingness to take things into his own hands. “Toni found something else.”

Toni smiled as all attention turned back to her. “Well, the laptop might not be good as solid evidence right now, but it pointed us in the perfect direction. Remember when I said Jadon has connections at the Pentagon? Well, those connections have been feeding him classified information. Very classified information. If we can get our hands on the original file and deliver it right to the top people at the Pentagon, they’ll take care of Jadon themselves.”

“How do we deliver something to the head of the Pentagon?”

“That is a me thing,” said Toni. “Right now we’re going to work on a Jennifer thing.”

“A what?” asked Willa.

“A thief thing. I steal things for a living. What do I have to steal?”

“We,” said Austin. “You’re not doing anything alone. What are we stealing?”

Couples who steal together stay together, she supposed.

“You don’t have to steal anything. What is stored on the laptop is a photocopy scan of documents. But based off the residual information I could pick up off of the images, the scanner that was used is located inside the Cordon Enterprises building. So he has the original documents somewhere inside the building. We need to prove that they’re there.” Toni reached into her bag and pulled out two disposable cameras, the older film ones that used to be at every table at weddings.

“I didn’t realize they still made those,” said Willa.

“Well, they do. And they’re a jerk to find, so you two need to be careful. We only have these two for now. You need to get into the building, find the original documents, snap photos with enough background info so the Department of Defense will know where they were taken and then get out before anyone knows what you’re doing.”

Jennifer took one of the cameras and turned it in her hands. “So we’re not even taking anything? That should be easy.”

“Should be,” said Toni, even though she didn’t seem as though she believed it. “Thanks to Willa’s cloning Jadon’s phone, we have access to his schedule, so we can get you up to the offices when we know he’ll be gone for a few hours.”

“Except the papers could be anywhere,” pointed out Scott. “We’re assuming that he’s keeping the shady documents close to all of his normal documents, but there’s just as good of a chance that they’re at his apartment.”

“We can split up,” said Jennifer. “I’ll do the office building and Austin can do the apartment.”

“We’ll do one at a time,” said Austin. “We already lost one team member. We don’t need to lose anyone else.”

Everyone fell quiet and Willa knew they were talking about Toni and Jennifer’s mother. Willa looked over to James and saw him looking at her. He was his normal stoic self. He had said so little. Did he think this was a good idea? Was he optimistic about getting to Jadon via these classified documents?

Willa took in a deep breath. It didn’t matter what James thought. This was good. They were so close to getting Jules the justice she deserved. Now they just needed to pull this off. “What do you need me to do? Vouch for Jennifer to get her in the building? Distract someone?” Toni pressed her lips together and Willa suddenly knew what they wanted from her. “You want me to stay out of the way.”

“You’ve already done a lot,” assured Scott. “More than we could expect anyone else to do under the same circumstances.”

Willa wanted to protest. To insist that she could still be useful. But she forced herself to remain quiet. She was by no means qualified to do anything, especially compared to everyone else in the room with her. “Well, it sounds like a plan then. When are you going to try to get the photos?”

Jennifer and Toni exchanged a look. “Well, we haven’t really taken a look at his calendar yet,” said Toni carefully.

They didn’t want to tell her. Fine. They didn’t have to.

“Weston, I think you should be around when we make our move. You’re known there so you can get in—be nearby if we need you.”

Willa forced herself not to look at his direction. Just because everyone in the room probably already knew they were screwing didn’t mean she needed to stare at him like a clingy high schooler.

“I’ll be there,” said James.

“Sounds good. We’ll try to get this done ASAP and then we can all move on. I suggest everyone have a way out of the city if necessary. If things go down, we’re going to need to run fast. I have my car.”

“Austin and I both have clean IDs we can use if necessary.”

Willa wasn’t really sure what a clean ID was, but she didn’t want to ask.

“I’m basically a ghost. I go poof at a moment’s notice,” said Toni.

Willa had no idea how to disappear. She could try to figure it out, but she had a feeling that if things went bad, she wouldn’t stand a chance of getting out of Dodge in time.

Which meant that if this went south and one of the people in the room gave her up, she wouldn’t stand a chance. Which was worrisome, because as she looked around her, there was only one person who she thought liked her, and in all honesty, she wasn’t completely sure about that.
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James put the small earbud in place. It wasn’t completely invisible, but it was nude-colored so it would blend in, for the most part. If his “boss” noticed it, there would be questions, but he needed to be able to talk to Jennifer while she was inside.

“Weston, we have you online,” said Toni into his ear. “Can you hear me? We have a visual. If you can hear me, scratch your nose.”

James gave his nose a quick scratch.

“Got it,” she said. “I’ll let you know when Jennifer makes her way in.”

He looked around, trying to figure out which camera Toni was using to watch him. He was on the street in front of the Cordon Enterprises building. He didn’t see any noticeable traffic cameras, but that hadn’t stopped her. He wasn’t a fan of working in a group, but it did make life easier to have eyes in the sky. While looking for the camera, he noticed Benedict on the street corner. He was in a utility uniform and had parked a rental truck with a magnet for a gas company on the side. He was set to stay outside unless they needed to get in. If everything went right, only James and Jennifer would actually be going into the building.

He heard the footsteps before he heard the voice behind him. “You good?” asked Hart.

James didn’t turn to look at him. “It’s an easy in and out.”  It was true. There was barely anything to prep for, let alone to worry about. Even so, it wasn’t as if he was going to admit his fears to Hart.

“I wasn’t talking about this. I was talking about the girl.”

James stiffened as though someone just put a gun to his back. He fished the earpiece out of his ear so the rest of the conversation would have some measure of privacy. “Toni talks too much.”

“Toni didn’t need to say a blasted thing. That girl looks at you like you’re the sun in the sky, Weston. I want to know what your game plan is.”

“I think you’re reading this wrong.”

“It’s my job to read people for a living.”

“Was your job. It’s been a few months since you’ve had a badge, right?” James knew that dig was a mistake the second he finished saying it. Lashing out at Hart was the best way to prove that Willa really was a variable to him. He tried to cover by saying, “I’m here. I’m helping. What more do you want from me?”

“You know what I want. We get dirt on Jadon and he leads us to Sterling.”

James nodded. “That’s why you’re here. You’re worried I’ll kill Belli before he can lead you to your guy.”

“I think that Willa’s main goal is punishing her father. I don’t care what happens to him. All I want is Sterling. If he goes to prison after giving us what we want, if he’s rotting six feet under, if he retires on a beach in some non-extradition country, I don’t care. All I want is Sterling. Toni and Jennifer back me on this.”

But Willa wouldn’t. Willa didn’t care about the faceless man who had killed Isobel Murray and Catherine Hart. And if Jadon survived and knew that Willa had turned on him? She might never be safe. “Jadon will give you the information you want,” assured Weston. “And after that, he’s never going to bother anyone ever again.”

“And if you have to choose?” asked Hart.

Weston didn’t look at Hart. “Leave it, Hart. This is all going to work out.”

He thought Hart was going to keep pressing for an answer, but instead Hart started to back up and pointed to his ear, signaling to James that it was go time.

“Swiped an access card,” said Jennifer into the earpiece as James finished putting it back in.

“I’m going in,” said James. “The card will get you through the first turnstile, but my access will get you to the top floors.” He walked in and gave a quick nod hello to the security guard.

Out of his peripheral, he saw Jennifer. Her hair was twisted up in a tight bun and she wore oversized glasses that did little to obscure her face. She wore a suit jacket and some loose pants that made her long legs appear longer. She didn’t look at him as she swiped the stolen card and made her way to the elevators, stopping right before the elevator bay to check her phone.

Once James was in and past Jennifer, she put her phone away and stood a good distance away from him as they both waited for the elevator. When one hit the lobby, James, Jennifer, and one other person both stepped on. James ran his card over the security pad, which gave him the ability to enter in the number for the third-to-top level. One other person had come into the elevator and he hit his button, which didn’t need any keycard to access. Jennifer awkwardly made her way between them. During her little shimmy against him, James slipped his card into her hand. So when she swiped it and hit the button for the top level, where Jadon’s office was, it looked completely legit. And if anyone looked at the footage, it would look as though she’d stolen it from him, with him being none the wiser.

The stranger got off about midway up the building and James took his exit on the security level. He didn’t look back as the doors closed and Jennifer was on her way up. Now he was mostly on standby. Because Jennifer now had his access card, he’d have to get a new one. Luckily he knew where the easiest mark in the building was. And he happened to be in the room without security cameras.

James walked into the main security office to find Ike Shriver surrounded by a sea of empty coffee cups and takeout boxes. The room smelled rank, as if Ike had been there for days without leaving.

Ike stiffened when James came in, but when he saw who it was, he sat back down. “Oh, it’s you, New Guy.”

In terms of nicknames, James could think of millions more creative. But Shriver wasn’t exactly the most creative guy. “I wanted to check in.”

“Babysitting boring? I heard Willa can be a jerk. If you need help tag teaming her, you let me know. I know we’re shorthanded, but I’ll figure something out.”

He really didn’t want to know, but he found himself asking anyway. “Tag teaming?”

“You know. You’re on guard duty and I rough her up a bit. Nothing too bad. Just enough to get her to follow orders like a good girl, you know?”

James closed his eyes and pulled on all of his self-control to keep from punching Shriver right in his face. “I can handle her on my own, thanks.”

“Just offering.”

James picked up one of the containers of food and eyed it warily before he tossed it into the trash. “So have you been working overtime?”

“Not sure if you heard, but they’re outsourcing. I want to make sure I’m here when the new guys come.”

Outsourcing. The last thing they needed. Hopefully they’d be long gone before the new help got in. “What do we know about the new guys?”

“Drake Securities,” said Shriver. “Besides that? Nothing. They’re nowhere online. They came very highly recommended, whatever the heck that means. They’ll be looking at our system from bottom to top. I think you’ll have the easiest time.”

Shriver was probably right about that. If James were legit, as the newest member of the team he could plead ignorance to anything shady that happened in the past. Though if they looked too deeply, they could also discover that all the shady dealings that Jadon had discovered were planted by Toni.

He would have to get out sooner rather than later.

“I’m in Jadon’s office,” said Jennifer in his ear.

Which meant it was about time to head upstairs. As worried as Shriver was about this new security team coming in, he wasn’t doing a blasted thing to be more secure. His badge sat right on the outside of his jacket, which was on the back of his chair. He didn’t even have to try to be subtle as he picked it off the jacket.

“I’m sure it won’t be as bad as you think,” said James, lying. Shriver’s job would never survive a thorough look-through.

Shriver scoffed. “Sure. Sterling’s guys aren’t known for being forgiving,” he said under his breath.

“Sterling?”

Shriver rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Forget about it. I never said anything.”

“James, what’s your position?” asked Toni.

“I have to head out. Hang in there.” James left and made his way to the door.

“You never told me what you were doing here,” said Shriver before James could make a clean break.

“I’m in the safe,” said Jennifer.

Idiot. It had only been a few minutes and she was already in the safe? “I’m just here to check in. I needed a break and the backup showed up at the girl’s apartment.”

He put his hand on the door when Shriver’s phone started to buzz and Shriver cursed. James debated just leaving but decided against it. “What’s wrong?”

“There’s a break-in. Someone’s in Belli’s office. Let’s go.” Shriver pulled his jacket on and James let the keycard fall to the ground so Shriver wouldn’t know it was missing.

“What do you mean someone’s breaking into Belli’s office?” said James loudly.

“I’m on it,” said Austin. “ETA is three minutes.”

James had no idea how Austin thought he was going to get past security and up that fast until Toni said, “They know they’re compromised so I’m about to take over control of the elevators. Austin, you make it there and I’ll take you up.”

“Getting down will be harder though,” said Scott, who was probably in the van on the street with Toni. “James, we know every aspect of this security system. I need you to figure out what tipped off Shriver.”

James and Shriver were both getting on the elevator. “So we should be there in what—sixty seconds?” he said, letting Jennifer know what kind of time she had. “What was the notification you got?”

“There was an advanced scout from Drake here earlier. He beefed up everything. And it was his system that was tipped off, not ours. Idiot.”

James took out his sidearm and loaded a round in the chamber. “I can subdue and you can call the police.”

Shriver waved a hand dismissively. “The cops are never going to make it here. Drake’s guy should be there any second now.”

“What?” snapped Austin.

“Aren’t there cameras in Belli’s office?” bit out James.

“No!” yelled Toni into his ear. “It’s a dark zone.”

“There’s someone here,” whispered Jennifer.

“James, you need to be up there now,” said Austin.

“Weston, you’re going to get there first,” said Hart, the only one left who seemed to be keeping a cool head. “The second those doors open, make a run for it.”

And then the doors opened and James ran. He already knew right where Jadon’s office was. He slammed into the door and saw the strange guy in the middle of it. “Drake Securities, right? Where’s the intruder? I thought you were supposed to have him in custody already.”

“I’m going to be there in twenty seconds,” said Austin.

“Jennifer, I want you to make a run for it once Austin is close. Weston, I want you to clear the way for Jennifer to make it to the elevator. It’s more vulnerable than the stairs, but you’re too high up for the stairs to make sense. We’re going to shut down the elevators once Austin and Jennifer are clear, so get ready to deal with the fallout, Weston. If things look too heavy, get out with them.”

While Hart was giving orders, the Drake Securities guy was talking, but James only caught every other word. The gist of it was that he was still clearing the room. “Shriver will be here in a few minutes,” he said to Austin and the Drake man. “If I were hiding, I’d try to get to another room.” James glanced around, trying to figure out where Jennifer would be. “Have you checked out the attached conference room yet?”

The security man shook his head. “I got here too fast for that. I would’ve seen. Let me do one more sweep around the room.”

“Austin’s coming up on Shriver,” said Toni in his ear. “Weston, clear a path for Jennifer now.”

Dang it. Weston hated to do bad at any job, even a fake one. But the second Jennifer popped out, James threw himself between her and the new security guy. Jennifer didn’t kid around and slammed her elbow into his gut. Normally he’d be able to shrug it off, but he made his grunt believable and fell back against the new guy. It was trash for a tactic, but it was just enough to let Jennifer and Austin make a run for it. James got up and ran after them, hopping over Shriver’s limp body. Whatever Austin had done, it had knocked him out cold.

James pointed his gun at the elevator as Austin and Jennifer got on. Jennifer was already pulling at her jacket and pants, changing her outfit so when she stepped off the elevator she’d probably be unrecognizable. To make it look good, James aimed his gun in the general direction of the elevator and fired off a few wide shots.

He didn’t take a fully deep breath until the doors had closed.

Idiot. So much for an easy job.

––––––––
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Willa sighed as she took another drink of water. Yet another day that would be better with alcohol. Considering how often she was thinking that lately, she was going to have to be in a twelve-step program.

“Earth to Willa. What’s going on?” Stephanie was tossing her salad on her plate and looking rather unimpressed. Willa wasn’t sure whether her friend’s dejected expression was because of Willa’s distant behavior or the fact that the salad was eighty percent dressing and twenty percent greens.

“I’m sorry.” Willa checked the burner phone Toni had given her one more time. Nothing. Absolutely nothing. “I’m a little distracted.”

“Gee. If only there was someone you could share your problems with. Maybe over a lunch at the newest and apparently overrated cafe in town.” Stephanie threw her fork down, giving up on the salad. “Please make me feel better about the nasty food by telling me about your problems.”

“At least my pain can bring someone else joy.” Willa pushed her own dish aside. The chef must’ve screwed someone to get this job because it sure wasn’t their cooking skills keeping them employed. “Steph, I really don’t want to get into the details. I don’t want to think about my problems right now.”

“Well, I don’t want to think about mine,” she said in a slightly annoyed voice.

Willa immediately felt guilty. She might be going through some first-class, serious stuff, but that didn’t mean she had to act as if she were the only one with problems. It wasn’t as if she could help any of the Murray family. “Well, if you want to talk about anything, I’m here.”

“Let’s just pay the check and leave.”

Useless in taking down her father. Useless as a friend. James had liked her French toast, though. So she had one thing going for her. She could cook basic breakfast foods. Yay her.

The waitress brought the check and Stephanie picked it up before Willa could, slipping her credit card inside.

“Where is AJ today?” asked Willa, deciding that changing the subject was the best idea.

“I don’t know. He hasn’t been talking to me much recently.”

Well, apparently trying to change the subject had led her right back to Stephanie’s problems. “Are you two fighting?”

“No. It’s not me. It’s....” Stephanie took a deep breath. “If I tell you this, you need to swear yourself to secrecy.”

Willa leaned in. “You know I’ve got you.”

“Fine. Well, just between you and me, my mom found Goodness.”

“Your mom found religion?”

“I wish. No, she found the pool boy. Goodness.”

“You know that’s not how you say that name, right?”

“The comedic factor of saying my mother found Goodness is literally the only good thing about this situation. Please let me have this.”

“For screwing your mom, he deserves his name mispronounced.”

Stephanie let her head fall in her hands and her shoulders shook. For a moment, Willa thought she might be crying, but it turned out to be sad laughter. “It’s so bad, Willa. It’s not like Mom and Dad were ever that close, but she was caught in the locker room of the club by a bunch of her frenemies. Everyone knows, so now Dad is leaving her for the principle of it and they’re fighting over everything. You think this wouldn’t be a big deal since I’m a grown rear woman, but I’m getting calls from them constantly to jerk at each other. I just... can I stay at your place for a little bit?”

Willa stuttered as she tripped over her words. She absolutely wanted to be there for her friend but there happened to be a criminal base sitting right under her apartment right now. 

“So can we go?” asked Stephanie, already grabbing her purse and standing up.

“I... can’t think of a good reason to say no.”
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Once the elevator door opened, Willa shot out, walking as loudly as possible. “Come on, Steph,” she said loud enough so anyone in this apartment and even the one below it would hear.

She hung her purse up on the hooks in the entryway before she went to the living area. No James, which was good and concerning at the same time. Was it so hard to send an “I’m okay” text?

Maybe that was something girlfriends got. She definitely wasn’t girlfriend material. Still. Next time she saw him, she was going to inform him that sex buddies deserved text messages.

“What happened to the liquor shelf?” called Stephanie from the far side of the living room.

“The shelves gave out a few weeks ago. I haven’t gotten a chance to get it fixed.” She’d been out of the room when they’d broken. Jules had made it sound like a freak accident, but that accident led them right to her father’s apartment. Willa now knew it was more than likely that Jules had broken the shelves on purpose.

The perfect excuse to go to her father’s. Possibly the biggest mistake Jules had ever made.

“I have some vodka in here.” Willa pulled down two small glasses. Then she took out the bottle of raspberry-flavored vodka and poured them both a drink. Stephanie immediately downed the contents, but Willa just moved the glass from hand to hand.

“So what’s your mom going to do?” She poured Stephanie another drink.

Stephanie climbed up onto a stool and took a drink of her vodka, this time only a sip, which was probably safer. “Who knows. She and Goodness,” this time she pronounced it correctly, with the J sounding like an H, “are still together, but I don’t think either of them like it. Goodness thought he would bag a rich lady and become a kept man. He didn’t realize that some money just isn’t worth it.” Stephanie started to take another drink and seemed to think better of it and set her glass down. “You want to know the worst part?”

“What?”

“My mom is having more sex than me.”

Willa snorted. “It’s not like you don’t have options.”

“Nasty options.” Her eyes suddenly widened. “That’s what we need to do. We need to find our own Goodness.”

Willa really wished Stephanie was drunker so she could blame this talk on the alcohol. But before Willa could respond, the elevator opened. Willa and Stephanie both stiffened but before Willa could run to see who it was, James strode in, his anger practically vibrating off him. He stopped when he saw Stephanie, and Willa tried to transmit her apology for the inconvenience with her eyes.

“Who are you?” asked Stephanie.

James let out a low noise in the back of his throat that was hopefully too low for Stephanie to hear.

“This is my security detail,” said Willa. “I hope you don’t mind him hanging around. My father insisted. James, this is Stephanie.”

He nodded a hello but didn’t say anything. His bad mood was practically terrifying.

“So your meeting didn’t go well?” she asked, willing him to tell her exactly what she wanted to know without giving too much away to Stephanie.

“Nothing got done,” he said through clipped words. “But it could’ve gone worse.”

She let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. No one had been hurt. “You can go relax in the back bedroom if you want. We’re just going to be out here.”

“Oh. My. Goodness.” Stephanie hopped off her stool and approached James.

“Why don’t we have another drink?” said Willa, trying to distract her friend.

But Stephanie wasn’t to be distracted. She pointed an accusatory finger at James. “You’re a Goodness!”

James’s cold expression was replaced by absolute confusion. “What?”

“Ignore her,” said Willa. “She’s drunk.”

“You know it takes more than that to get me drunk.” Stephanie moved to stand between Willa and James. “I can’t believe you’re screwing your bodyguard and didn’t tell me.” She eyed James. “I mean, I get it. The sex part, but you still should’ve told me!”

“What happens between us is between us,” said James.

Stephanie stared at him for a few seconds. “My goodness. Even when you’re being a toe, you’re hot. Where are you from? Are there more like you? Do you have brothers?”

Okay, this was getting out of hand. “James, can you give me a few minutes alone with her?”

He seemed relieved when he retreated off to a bedroom, and Willa couldn’t blame him. “Steph, what the heck?”

“What?” She made her way back to her drink.

“This isn’t about a dry spell or you needing a idiot buddy. You have guys falling all over you. If you want to work out your anger, that’s fine, but don’t be rude to my....” She realized she didn’t have the right word to say. Bodyguard was a lie and she didn’t want to lie to Stephanie any more than she already was. Boyfriend and friend weren’t right. James was still label-less.

“Oh,” said Stephanie. “I didn’t realize he wasn’t a Goodness. He’s the real deal.”

“He’s not—”

“I know I could find a guy to get in the sack with,” said Stephanie. “That’s not the problem. But everyone here in the city is so... city. I don’t want a guy in a suit and polo shirt. I want someone like your bodyguard.”

“The strong and silent type?”

“No. I want a guy who looks like he could be on the back of a horse.”

“A cowboy?”

“Yes! I want a cowboy. Flannel shirt, hat, boots—everything. And not someone who dresses like a cowboy but would squeal if they got mud on them, but like a real man’s man. Someone who gets trash done and at the end of the day wants to crawl into bed with a warm woman to work off the stress.”

Apparently there was a lot about Stephanie’s fantasy life that Willa didn’t know about. “I don’t want to state the obvious here, but if you want a cowboy, you might have to leave the city.”

“Leave the city,” said Stephanie, as though she tasted each of the words to see how they felt. “I can’t go anywhere. AJ needs me right now. Dad has been riding him hard. Taking out the stress of the divorce on him.”

“Steph, I know you and AJ are close, but he’s a grown man. He can take care of himself for a little bit while you work things out. And I don’t mean going off to find a cowboy to screw. I mean take a trip. Get away from family stuff. Breathe some fresh air. You’re obviously not in a healthy space right now.”

“What if I drive around the entire country and don’t feel any better?” asked Stephanie.

“Then you’ll be in the same headspace you are right now. No harm, no foul, right?”

Stephanie took a drink of her vodka. “You might think you’re being a good friend, but I know what you’re really up to.”

Willa froze as she waited to hear what Steph was going to say.

“You want me to leave so you and the bodyguard can be alone.”

“That’s not—”

“Nope. I understand and totally support you getting laid.” She took one more tiny drink of the vodka and set it down, still leaving a bit at the bottom. “I will leave you to it.”

“I’m still here if you want to talk,” said Willa.

“Yeah. Yeah. Just do me a favor and get freaky a few times for me tonight, will you?”

––––––––
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“What happened?” bit out Austin as he paced back and forth across the apartment.

Willa wrapped her arms around her body and shifted her weight. The entire room was permeated with an uneasy energy that was being projected off everyone. Even Toni, who was normally so together, sat, pissed off, in the corner.

The only ones there with a semblance of calm was James, who Willa happened to know was furious about what had happened—he was just good at hiding it—and Scott Hart.

Scott was looking through a stack of papers, as though it were any other day. “This was just a setback,” he said. “Nothing’s changed.”

“Nothing’s changed?” Austin’s voice rose to a mid-shout. Jennifer reached out to set a hand on his arm and that seemed to calm him down. “We had bad intel. We’re lucky Jen didn’t die.”

“It’s not that easy to kill me,” she said.

“I don’t care how good you are, babe. If you go in thinking all the bases are covered only to find out that there’s a completely different sport being played, it’s dangerous. What happened, Toni?”

Before Toni could answer, James said, “It’s not her fault. They brought in extra help. She had no way of knowing security measures had been bumped up. I don’t even think Jadon knew.”

“No,” said Toni. “I should’ve known. I should’ve looked at more emails or found a way to listen to more calls. There would’ve been an electronic trail for this somewhere and I just... I missed it.”

“Fighting about it or passing blame isn’t going to help anyone. We need to move forward.” Willa hated being the voice of reason considering that she was the least experienced person here, but she wanted to get this back on track. So they hadn’t gotten their documents right then. There was still time. There was no other option. They needed to get dirt on Jadon. “You said that the documents might not be stored in the office, right? So the fact that we didn’t find anything isn’t game changing.”

Jennifer pursed her lips. “The fact that the payload wasn’t there isn’t the bothersome part. It’s these new security guys. I’ve gone over what happened a hundred times. Because Weston was there, I know when I set off the alarm, but I’ve been trying to figure out what alarm I tripped. It had to be something that could be added quickly but subtle enough that it slipped by Toni.”

“And?” said Willa.

“I think it was a motion sensor inserted under the carpeting. It would’ve been imperceptible to the eye and if it was hooked up to the building Wi-Fi, it could be connected to any cell phone. Quick, easy, and effective.”

“And is that going to keep you from getting into my father’s apartment?” asked Willa. Scott looked at her questioningly. “I’m not a master thief, but I listen. I know that you said your plan B was getting into his place.”

“It doesn’t keep us from going there, but we have to assume that if security at his office has been beefed up, the same thing happened at the home.”

“I thought you were supposed to be some of the best in the world at stuff like this.”

“Yeah,” said Austin. “And what makes us the best is that we don’t go into situations blind.”

No. Willa couldn’t accept that. “So you’re telling me that you know everything about every place you’ve ever robbed?”

“If we don’t know everything, then we get in other ways. We convince the owner to let us in.”

“You run a con,” said Austin. “Which is impossible for us because Jadon already knows all of our faces. Jennifer and I from what we did to Stranger. Toni because of her connection to Jen. Scott Hart has been on camera around us too many times. Weston is already in play. We can’t do any of the basics, like a gas leak or inspector. Maybe we can work it out to get the owner of the building to let us in when Belli isn’t around, but that’s still risky....” Austin trailed out and his eyes met Willa’s, telling her what he didn’t want to say out loud.

“Fine,” she said to his unsaid question. “I’ll do it.”

“No,” said James immediately.

“I’m his daughter. I have a key and the doorman knows me. If anyone is going to get in, it’s going to be me.”

“The last time someone searched your father’s apartment, they ended up dead,” said James. “There’s a room full of us who can get in somehow. The civilian doesn’t need to get shot in the head.”

Civilian.... Somehow, the word sounded like an insult coming out of James’s mouth. “I’m not useless,” she said. “And I’m more invested in this than anyone. I got stabbed!”

“Barely,” he said, a contradiction to how protective he was being of her at the moment.

“Maybe we don’t have to get into the apartment,” said Scott. “If Sterling sent guys over, he’s actively monitoring the situation. So we can skip over Jadon Belli and work on drawing Sterling out.”

“What? No. I agreed to help you and in return you were going to help me. That means getting my father arrested.”

“Do you really think that’s how this is going to go?” asked Hart.

“How else would it go?”

“Your father has connections in every corner of the government. We can’t get him arrested. Or he’ll get right out. If this all went out and we could prove to a higher-up that Jadon was a traitor, he was never going to be taken away with handcuffs. He’d be taken with a bag over his head. Are you willing to do this to your own father?”

Willa took a step back as she looked around the room. Everyone’s eyes were on her. “I’m not stupid,” said Willa. “I knew this wasn’t all sunshine and rainbows.”

“Sometimes knowing something and knowing something are different,” said James gently.

“That’s not it. Things with Jadon are too hard. You want to pull back on your end of the bargain now that you don’t need Jadon to help you.”

“Hard isn’t the problem,” said Toni. “We do hard all the time. Hard is our specialty. Hard is one thing. Dead is another. We’ve already lost people. We’re not going to risk your life if we don’t have to.”

“You’re not risking my life! Jules did this. She’s the one who brought me into this and she’s dead. Because I know it’s easy to forget, but I lost someone too, okay? She might not have been an immediate family member or even a really good friend, but she was someone I cared about. She was a good person who was trying to make the world a better place and I saw my father, someone I trusted and loved, put a gun to her head and kill her. So don’t act like I don’t know the consequences. Don’t act like I don’t know that I could end up splattered on the new rug in that room. I know exactly what I’m getting into.”

“What about after?” said Scott.

“After what?”

“After your father is gone. After your trust fund is raided by the IRS. You don’t have an education. You don’t have any skills. What are you going to do with yourself once we’re gone and you’re all alone?”

“I....” She didn’t know what to say. The IRS would take her trust fund? But she supposed that if all his money came from illegal things, of course Uncle Sam would want their cut. It was only fair. “I don’t want the money,” she said weakly. It was true. She didn’t want it. But she also didn’t know what she’d do without it. Her trust fund was who she was. She’d quit every single thing she’d started, and now she had nothing left except for dirty money. “I can’t let people keep getting hurt so I can have a river view.”

“Let us handle it,” said Toni. “We’ll take care of Sterling. Once we get him, the house of cards will tumble and Jadon will get caught in the rubble.”

“If not, we’ll come back,” said Hart. “You have my word.”

“Your word,” she repeated, but it didn’t sound any better coming out of her mouth. After all the stress, all the fear, all the worry and they were going to leave? Willa fell back, shaking her head. “I need to get some air.” She kept walking backward until she cleared the living room and turned, headed for the elevator.

She reached the elevator and hit the down arrow when she heard her name. “Willa....”

“Not now, James.” She didn’t want to talk to him. She already knew what he was going to say. He was going to speak to her in that calm, cool, and collected way that she had grown to depend on. He was going to tell her how he didn’t want to put her at risk and then make the same promises that Scott had. And she didn’t want logic right now. She wanted to be angry. She wanted her father to pay for what he’d done. And she really wished she hadn’t hesitated to say all that when the possibility of her going broke had been brought up.

The elevator opened and she stepped inside. “I’ll talk to you later, James.”

But he walked into the elevator with her. She put her hands on his chest and tried to push him out, but it was like pushing a brick wall as he kept on coming in until the doors had plenty of clearance to close, locking the two of them in the elevator. “You’re pushing me out?”

She wasn’t sure whether he meant literally or metaphorically, but it didn’t matter. She started to tell him what she thought and then she remembered that Toni hadn’t done anything with any bugs in the elevator. So Jadon could be watching her right now. Considering she might have to play the dutiful daughter for months now, she couldn’t risk him thinking that she and James were doing anything, so she had to bite the inside of her cheek to avoid saying anything. She felt the tears well up behind her eyes and tried to blink them away. Of course she’d cry. Wasn’t that just icing on the cake?

She bet Toni didn’t cry whenever things didn’t go right. Jennifer was too cool to ever break down like this. But Willa, the poor little rich girl, couldn’t hold it together for even a few minutes.

The elevator hit the lobby and Willa bolted. She didn’t hear James following, but she knew he was close by. That knowledge was comforting on one hand and so frustrating on the other. Once she was outside, she couldn’t hold back the frustration. “If you’re going to leave, just leave. Go after Sterling. He’s the one you want, right?”

“I’m not going anywhere,” said James.

“Yes you are. I know you’re just like the rest of them. You’re there because of their mother, Isobel. Which is good. It’s noble. If you were doing this for money or guns or anything stupid, it would be so easy to hate you. But now you’re just being the noble white knight.”

“No. I’m not like the rest of them. When I say I’m not leaving you, I mean it. Willa, I’m with you until you’re done with me. I’m all in.”

He looked at her with a barely tamed intensity and Willa had to suck in a breath. He wasn’t talking about her revenge plot with her father. He was talking to her as if— “People are coming.” Willa averted her gaze to the ground and bit her lip. Incredible, had James really said that? Had he really meant it? Her heart beat faster in her chest and for a moment she felt lighter. Much lighter than she should feel considering the heavy stuff going on around her.

“Is everything okay?” asked Jennifer as she approached. She wore a blonde wig and oversized pair of sunglasses that she hadn’t been wearing inside. They must be really worried about being monitored if she was that serious about her disguise.

Austin and Scott hung back a little bit.

“I think everything is going to be okay.” Willa brought her eyes back up to James and gave him a little smile. James was all in. Everything really was going to be okay.

And that was when the explosion hit.
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James heard the familiar whistle in the air and was already jumping toward Willa when everything went to perdition. The shockwave of the blast was the first thing that hit. Then the rubble started to fall from the sky. For a few moments, James couldn’t move. The pure surprise of the attack combined with the need to keep himself over Willa kept him frozen in place. But he knew that the building could’ve lost all stability because of the blast, and if he really wanted to keep her safe, they were going to have to move.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

Willa had landed on her stomach and she flipped herself over, groaning as she looked up, her eyes wide with shock. “What happened?”

“There was a bomb,” he said, knowing that was a dramatic understatement. “We need to move. Are you okay? Can you stand?”

She nodded as she started to push herself up. It was only then that James allowed himself to look out at the street. Austin was helping Jennifer up while Hart ran straight into the building. Curse hero complex.

But then James realized what he was going after. Jennifer, Austin, Hart, Willa, and he had all been on the street. Toni hadn’t been. His eyes traveled up the building until he saw where the explosion had hit. It wasn’t Willa’s apartment. It was the apartment below. Someone had been aiming for Toni’s setup. “Let’s go.” He helped Willa up and led her across the street. There were a few other civilians around them on the street, but no one seemed seriously injured.

He was willing to bet that there were a lot more casualties in the building, though. There was probably some serious damage. He’d felt the shockwave rip into him even down here, a ways away from where the actual blast took place.

This had been a precise attack that was designed to kill and send a message. Once they were across the street, James once again looked Willa over to look for any sign of injury. One of her knees looked a little banged up, but that was about it.

“Toni....”

“Hart is going in to get her.”

Willa’s eyes were glazed over and he knew she was going into shock. She was strong, but this kind of stuff was way out of her league. “Willa!” he shouted, breaking her out of her trance until she looked at him. “I need to get you somewhere safe.”

She nodded a few too many seconds for him to feel comfortable. “We can, um....” She started to look at the wreckage again and James moved to stand in front of her so she looked right at him. “We can go to a hotel.”

“Okay. We’ll need to walk out of the area to get a cab.”

She nodded and the loud blaring of a cell phone started to cut through the craziness around them. Willa pulled out her phone and looked at it for a few long seconds without answering it until the ringing stopped. “It was Daddy,” she said, almost in despair. She looked back up at James. “Did he do this? Did he try to kill me?”

“I don’t know,” said James honestly. “But this doesn’t feel like him. He is subtle. He goes behind the scenes to get things done. Whoever did this, it wasn’t about you. This was sending a message. I think this is Sterling. He’s cleaning house. Getting ready to come back.”

The phone rang again.

“Don’t answer it,” said James. “I’ll get you out of here. You’re never going to have to deal with him again.”

She was quiet, which was terrifying on a whole different level.

“Just drop the phone and we’ll leave. You’ll never have to look back.”

When she looked into his eyes, she knew what she was going to do before she even started to move. “I’m sorry, James.” She hit the Answer button and brought the phone to her ear. “Daddy?” Her voice sounded small and just as freaked out as she looked. “Can you come pick me up?”

“What are you doing?”

She told her father where on the street she was before she hung up the phone. “If I leave now, I can never get back in my father’s good graces again.” She pointed to the destruction above them. “This isn’t acceptable. This isn’t something I can pretend isn’t happening. I can’t run and I can’t stick my head in the sand. Even if I end up homeless on the corner, I don’t care. This is ending now.”

James leaned in. “I’m not going to let you get yourself killed.”

“Good.” Willa’s voice trembled. “Because I really don’t want to die doing this.”

He cupped her face with both of his hands. “I don’t say this a lot, so I want you to really listen. Please, please don’t do this. I don’t want to lose you.” The words were ripped from him. Not because he didn’t mean it. He meant every single word. But he already knew that Willa wasn’t going to change her mind.

She pushed up and kissed him. It was different from any of their other kisses. Slow and steady. “I can’t not do this,” she said. 

Even though James could think of a million reasons why she shouldn’t, he kept quiet. 

“Go help the rest of them. The car will be here any minute. Daddy might judge me for making out with the help.”

“I’m going to be close.”

“I know. I’ll never forget.”

James forced himself to leave her as he ran across the street. He wished like mad he knew she’d be okay for now, but nothing was safe at the moment. Jadon would pick her up and he’d be looking for any reason the Murray women had been setting up camp right beneath his daughter’s place.

For the moment, James’s cover was still in place, but he knew that he was vulnerable. Considering he’d played a part in Jennifer and Austin getting away and he was so new to the team, eyes were going to be on him. He knew his credentials were pretty bulletproof since he was using his real name, but he didn’t know what these new guys were capable of.

He ran to the entrance of the building. A few police stood out front, but not a lot. He could still get in if he needed. Before he could start, he saw the familiar outlines of Hart and Toni. Toni was leaning against Hart as he led her out of the building.

As soon as they were out, James went to the other side of Toni. “How did it look in there?” he asked.

Hart shook his head. “Not good. The place we were staying was destroyed. Equipment is ruined. It’s all messed.”

“I’m going to find them and I’m going to kill them.” The anger vibrated off Toni’s voice. “I’m going to shoot them in the head, execution style. No. that’s too nice. Something slower. I’m going medieval on their rear. Drawn and quartered. Wheel of pain. Blood eagle.”

“Toni, it’s computers,” said Hart.

“Shut your face.” She started to walk on her own, limping on her right side. “This wasn’t just computers. This was us. What if you were still upstairs? What if I wasn’t checking on the bugs in Willa’s place? The stupid expensive elevator doors are the only thing that saved me and I’m lucky the thing didn’t fall.” She turned to look at the wreckage above them. “I don’t feel very lucky right now!”

“We have another problem right now.”

Hart, for his part, seemed to keep his cool. “Great. What now?”

Before James could say anything, the cops approached. “You all need to move.”

Hart nodded. “We’re getting out of your way.”

They all started to move but then the cops looked at each other and back at them. “Hart? Scott Hart?”

The joy of working with a former cop. “Hart,” said James under his breath.

“I got this.” Hart waved his hand, signaling Toni and James to keep moving.

James put a hand around Toni’s back and led her away, but he kept an ear out for what was happening behind him.

“I’m Scott Hart. You guys heard of me?”

“Yeah,” said one of the cops. “Scott Hart, you’re under arrest.”

––––––––
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Willa paced back and forth in her father’s spare bedroom. The news was still showing footage of the wreckage of her apartment building. It was being considered a terrorist attack and the talking heads had been going nonstop about which race, religion, or terrorist cell was behind it. She wanted to turn it off because it made her more and more nauseous by the second, but she couldn’t stop listening to it.

There had been two deaths and ten other people hospitalized. Two people who had nothing to do with this were dead. Two innocent people. And to make it worse, Willa had no idea who they were. Their names and pictures had been flashed on the screen, but there wasn’t even a hint of recognition. These were her neighbors. These were people she must’ve passed by or said hello to or something. And now they were dead because of her.

She held a hand over her mouth as the nausea bubbled up. This wasn’t going to happen to anyone else. She was going to make sure of it.

There was a knock on her door and she jumped in surprise as she turned to stare at the wood. “I’m not feeling good,” she called. And she wouldn’t feel good until Jadon left the apartment so she could do her search. He hadn’t left her alone since he brought her here. The only way she could act like a normal person was if she sequestered herself away in the room. Thanks to the trauma of the day, normal wasn’t really in play today.

“Did you order food? We just got some Chinese delivered.”

She opened her mouth to say no, but then thought better of it. Even though the thought of eating was almost enough to make her hurl, she said, “Yes.” She pulled the door open and took the brown paper bag from her father’s hand. “I meant to tell you but my brain just isn’t working right.”

Her father looked at her with a mix of concern and curiosity. 

She didn’t know what he was looking for, but she couldn’t muster up any fake emotions. “Thanks, Jadon.” She shut her door. She sat the brown bag of food on the vanity and opened it up. It looked like... Chinese food. She half expected a note or something to be hidden inside, but it was just the white pints and two fortune cookies.

She couldn’t call anyone because she didn’t know whether anyone was listening, so she’d been on her own this entire time. She was about to write off the Chinese food as a mistake when she noticed the receipt. It said delivery for Willa Belli. So this wasn’t the wrong apartment. It was someone who knew she was at her father’s. She opened the fortune cookies first, but they were just the basic meaningless sayings. Next, she tried the quart container of some kind of fried rice. She pulled out the chopsticks and started to poke around. After a few seconds, she felt it. She carefully extracted the small package wrapped in plastic wrap. Keeping it close to her stomach, she opened it. It took her a second to figure out what the little skin-colored ball was, but the only saving grace was that there was a note that said simply “ear.” Well, that was easy enough to understand. She moved the thing around until the contours went in the right way. It fit great, but this thing had better not have been used before.

She had it in and was rolling her head around to get a better feel for it when she heard it. “Willa?” The low, growly voice was unmistakable. Before she could say anything, James said, “We can hear you but you’re probably being watched, so keep quiet.”

She nodded before she realized that he probably couldn’t see her. Though if Toni was around, who knew what things she’d tapped into? “We lost a lot in the blast but we still have access to your dad’s phone. He is leaving the house in fifteen minutes so that will be your window. We’re outside the building, so we can let you know when he’s coming back. There might be video in the apartment, so if you’re going to do a search, you only get one chance.”

There might be someone listening to her but that didn’t mean she couldn’t talk to herself. “We, we, we, we,” she said in a singsong voice.

“Me, Jennifer, Austin, and Toni,” he said, obviously understanding what she meant. 

She hadn’t been talking super loud and it had picked it up. That was impressive and terrifying at the same time.

The next fifteen minutes went by achingly slow, but at least the nausea was gone. Not gone enough that she could eat the Chinese food, but she had doubts about eating any food that came complete with earbud. So this time when a knock came on her door she jumped up, a bit of adrenaline already coming. It was strange to know things ahead of time. Her father was going to let her know that he was leaving. And then she’d have as much time as she needed. Something Jules hadn’t had.

She pulled open the door to see her father once more. “Hi, Daddy.” Once again she refrained from acting too happy. She didn’t need to pretend to be happy about a blasted thing tonight.

“I have to run out to take care of a few things tonight. I hate to leave you alone.”

“Really, it’s okay. I don’t think I’ll be good company tonight.”

“We have a problem,” said James in her ear.

“You don’t have to be good company but I can’t in good conscience leave you on your own.”

“Daddy, I’m—”

The intercom button sounded through the apartment and Willa realized what the problem was. “Did you send a bodyguard?”

“No. That seemed too cold and impersonal. I wanted someone you knew.”

For the love of God, he better not say—

“Stan is going to be here for a bit.”

“That’s going to be a pain,” she said to both Jadon and James.

“I know you two don’t always get along—”

“He can’t stand me, Daddy.”

“But I can’t leave you alone.”

“If you’re so worried about me, don’t leave me with some geriatric misogynist.”

“I’m not the one worried about you, hun. I know you just got swept in my mess, but there are others who are asking questions. Questions about how close you were to the explosion.”

“Someone fired a rocket launcher into my building, Daddy! I didn’t have anything to do with—”

He held up a hand to silence her. “I believe you. And I’m going to talk to Sterling. I’ll let him know there’s nothing to worry about.”

“Let him go,” said James in her ear. “We’ll figure this out.”

“Fine, go,” she said. “I’ll just ignore Stan and imagine him getting hit by an asteroid.”

“That a girl.” Jadon reached to pat her on the arm and Willa couldn’t help herself as she flinched away from him. Maybe she ruined the image of being a dutiful daughter, but she just wasn’t as good at this espionage thing as she wanted to be.

He winced before he turned and left. She poked her head out into the hallway. A few moments later, Stan White was in the apartment; he looked down the hall at her and smiled. Well, the nausea was back.

“I need to get rid of him.”

“We’re working on something,” said James.

Working on something.... She started to go through a list of ways to get Stan out of the apartment. 

“Does he have any family?” asked James. “We can fake an emergency and tell him a kid is in the hospital. Lying, of course.”

“He doesn’t even like his kids.” She fell back into her room and sighed. The only things Stan cared about were his money and his.... Oh. She needed to talk to James and if anyone was listening, they would just have to hear her. “Austin is supposed to be a really good thief, right?”

“The best,” said Austin.

“Think you can get into a Maserati?”

[image: C:\Users\MALLORY\Pictures\Stolen Hearts\Chapter HeadingsTCT\c18.jpg]

“What are the chances that all those people got hurt and you got out unscathed?” said Stan. He sat in her father’s armchair, probably having a blast pretending this was his apartment.

Willa leaned against the brown granite countertop of the bar in her father’s den and tried to tune out what Stan was saying. Just a few more minutes....

“I mean, really. Just imagine God in heaven looking down at all of us like ants. He saw that missile go flying into your building, looked at you and said ‘That one. That’s the one I want to save. All the others can burn, but I want to save that one.’ He must really be having an off day.”

“Thanks for the beautiful words,” she said dryly as she dropped a few cubes of ice into a crystal glass and then filled it with tap water.

“Come on. You know you want a real drink.”

She could tell from Stan’s calculating, beady little eyes that he was annoyed he couldn’t get a rise out of her. It was easy to get defensive and bite back when she felt alone and cornered, but at the moment, she had all the invisible people in her head to get her through this.

When she didn’t say anything, Stan went on. “I know you want something. Isn’t that all you do? Drink?”

“I can kill him,” said James into her ear.

Willa covered her mouth with a palm so Stan wouldn’t see her smile.

“Don’t worry, Wil. He’s going to get his in just a few seconds.”

Wil? Was that her nickname now? Was that hot? Will was a guy’s name but it was James saying it. James could probably call her Bruce and she’d get turned on. When Stan’s cell phone started to ring, she stared intently before she realized she probably shouldn’t be staring. Too late. He’d picked it up and thanks to the earpiece, she could hear both sides of the conversation. 

“Who is this?” asked Stan as soon as he answered.

“Hello, Mr. White,” said Toni in a high-pitched voice that was barely recognizable. “My name is Traci Lords. I work with the OnStar service for your vehicle and we have picked up some erratic driving.”

“What? There’s no one driving erratically. I’m not even in the car.”

“Oh. Can you verify that the car is where you left it? Otherwise I’d be more than happy to alert the police—”

Stan was already running to the nearest window and Willa ran too because this was truly a moment to savor. And there was Stan’s precious, precious car doing doughnuts in the street.

“Wow,” said Willa. “I guess they have big balls, huh?”

The ball comment was too much. A look of horror crossed his face as he started to back away. “You!” He pointed a finger. “You did this to Delilah.”

She was about to ask who Delilah was until she remembered that it was the stupid name he gave the car. “Hey, Stan. Is your car running? Because you better go catch it.”

He was still looking at her with a look of abject hatred as he ran out of the apartment.

“Going... going... and gone,” narrated Willa as Stan left.

Jennifer took over then. “Okay, Willa. According to the schedule, you should have at least an hour and Austin will keep Stan out of the way. But just because you have time doesn’t mean you need to take it. Search that apartment like there is a ticking time bomb next to you. This might be your only chance before you get pulled out.”

“Umm... where should I start?” Willa turned in a circle and looked around the den. All of a sudden, everything looked as if it were a hiding spot and she became overwhelmed with all the possibilities.

“You know Jadon Belli better than any of us. Think. This is something he values. He didn’t have it at his office because he knew it was vulnerable. So he brought it home for safekeeping. Where would he want to keep something safe?”

What did she know about Jadon? Well, a few weeks ago she thought he was the run-of-the-mill emotionally distant father. Now she knew he was a murderer. So what did she know about him? “His office. I’ll start in his office.” She strode out of the den and down the hall until she reached the wood-filled office: dark oak floors, walls of built-in bookshelves, and a polished mahogany desk that was a tad too big for the space of the room.

She went through all the drawers as Jennifer gave her tips in her ear about looking for false bottoms and checking the floor for signs of wood that would come up or where a safe could be hidden in the wall. After she gave up on the office, she moved to her father’s bedroom and then to the den, but she didn’t find a single thing. As her frustration built up, James’s voice came on. “Jadon’s on the move, Wil. Finish up and get out of there.”

“I haven’t found the documents, though.”

“Then they might not be there. We don’t know why he’s coming back and there’s a good chance he has eyes on you. If he reviews the footage, we’re done. You gave it a good try. We’ll figure something else out. Now get downstairs.”

“There has to be something we can do. Does everyone think I should leave or is it just you being protective?” Then she realized there was one person she hadn’t heard from. “What about Scott?”

There was a brief silence over the line before Toni said, “I agree with Weston. Come on down. There’s a lot more in play than just Jadon right now and your apartment is overwhelming evidence that you’re in danger. You’ll be safer with all of us.”

“You’ll be safer with me,” said James.

James Weston. She sure didn’t want to admit it, but she had to defer to the experts. She’d tried her best, but there was no use trying to save the world if she ended up dead before she could help anyone. “All right. I’m leaving.” She started for her bedroom, but stopped. Everything in her apartment had been destroyed and she might never come back, but there wasn’t one thing in that room that she couldn’t live without.

There was nothing she needed. She turned for the door when she heard Toni say, “Something isn’t right.”

“What isn’t right?” She approached the elevator. But right as she reached for the down arrow, the doors slid open and her father stood right in front of her with a murderous rage she never imagined possible plastered on his face.

––––––––
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Willa fell back as her father came in. “Where is Stan?” he demanded. His eyes bounced around the apartment as if he were expecting a monster to run out of the shadows. It was then she realized the red on the side of his face.

“Is that blood? What happened?”

“My meeting didn’t go as planned.” He physically pushed her aside as he ran through the apartment until he reached the window and looked down on the street.

“What’s going on up there?” asked James.

“It looks like Jadon ditched his phone,” said Toni. “We only just realized it was going in a loop. That’s why we were freaked.”

Willa shook her head and tried to sort through all the voices and her own rising panic.

“It looks clear, but they’re going to be here soon. We need to run.”

“Run? Run where?”

But Jadon was grabbing her arm and pulling her back toward the elevator. Willa was freaked but she didn’t feel threatened, so she allowed him to drag her into the elevator and hit the down arrow. A bunch of questions swirled in her mind and she tried to think about what was most important for her and the people in her head to know. “Where are we going?”

“Somewhere no one will find us. Somewhere we can put this mess behind us.”

Was he just expecting her to go with him? She was, but not because they were going to run off into the sunset together. Because she wasn’t leaving his side until she knew what was going on. “Running from what? I’m sick of being two steps behind you, Daddy. I said I was going to be patient, but not now.” She could see him starting to clam up, so she gave one little push. “I’m scared. I just want to know what’s going on.”

Jadon ran a hand through his white hair and winced. 

She’d never seen her father like this. He was always in control. Always knew exactly what he was doing. Even that night when he’d killed Jules, something that would probably be a traumatic event for anyone else, he had seemed as though it were just another day. So what would rattle him this much?

“I don’t know. Somewhere far away. Probably with a beach. A crowded beach. It’s easy to disappear in a tourist trap. What do you think about Cancun? You like it there, don’t you?”

“You’re not going to Cancun with him,” growled James in her ear.

“Who are we running from? What happened?”

“Everything happened,” bit out Jadon. The doors opened and he pulled her out. “Everything has been going to trash. Forbes is gone. Sterling’s paranoia is off the charts. And now there was a break-in at the office. Sterling’s cleaning house but I’m not a mess to be swept under the rug.”

“They’re the ones who blew up my apartment?” She studied him carefully to see whether he had any involvement with the attack.

“They think you’re being followed. I told them that I had someone on you but they didn’t care. I’m telling you, Willa, these are bad people. We’re not safe here.” When they were on the street, Jadon led her to a nondescript black sedan that she was sure didn’t belong to her father. But he pulled out keys and hit a button that unlocked all the doors.

“There’s nothing for us to track you with,” said Toni. “Give us as many descriptors as you can. We’re going to tail you, but he’s spooked. We’re going to have to keep a good distance.”

James had another tactic. “Don’t get in the car, Willa. Just walk away and we’ll pick you up.”

Willa looked down the street. It was dark, but not that late. So there were plenty of people and cars around but she had no idea where James was.

“Get in the car!” screamed Jadon, obviously on the bare edge of his self-control.

“Jadon doesn’t matter,” said James. “You matter. You need to be safe. You’re the number-one priority here.”

Even as her heart broke to hear how much James cared about her, it was probably the worst thing he could’ve said. Because if there was one thing Willa was absolutely certain of, it was that she was not the number-one priority. That was something Jules knew too. “He needs to be stopped,” she said so softly she wasn’t even sure the mic picked it up.

“Willa!” yelled Jadon, his already worn patience wearing thinner.

“I’m coming.” She wanted to try to get a license plate, but it would be too strange to walk around the back. So she walked around the hood and climbed in the passenger seat. The car smelled of cigarettes, which she knew her father didn’t smoke. “Where did you get a black Honda?” she asked, trying to leave some breadcrumbs for her backup to follow.

Because as soon as he pulled away from the curb, she knew that if James didn’t keep following her, she might never see him again.

––––––––
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James banged his hand on the truck door as he felt his heart going out of control.

“Careful!” snapped Toni. “This is a rental.”

He couldn’t fully express how few trashs he gave about the rental truck. “You went with him!” he screamed.

Jennifer, who sat in the in the driver’s seat of the truck, turned around to look at him worriedly.

“I muted you.” Toni’s fingers worked like crazy over the keys of her laptop. “She doesn’t need you messing with her head.”

“I don’t enjoy hitting women, but you’re seriously tempting me right now.”

“She is trying to help. Calm down or get out. You’re no use to her like this.”

He clenched his jaw so tight he heard a pop. Toni at least had the decency to look a little freaked out, even though she didn’t move away. He didn’t know what pissed him off the most: her calm attitude as Willa was driving away with that jerk or the fact that he knew she was right. He never let his emotions get in the way of a job. Ever.

But this wasn’t a job. It was Willa.

“I see the black Honda,” said Jennifer from up front. “I’m going to keep the closest trail we can.”

Toni made eye contact as she hit the Enter key, silently telling him they were off mute. “Okay, babe,” she said. “We’ve got eyes on you and I’m trying to get into traffic cams. But we’re going to need your help. If you turn or merge somewhere, give us a sign.”

There was silence on the other end of the line. James balled his hands into fists as he tried not to hit the dashboard again. He knew that Willa was trying to be discreet but he would give anything at the moment for a steady stream of her annoying babbling.

“What happened to your face, Daddy?” she said, allowing James to breathe a sigh of relief.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” said Jadon.

“Well, I don’t want to be going north in a car that reeks and may or may not be stolen. We don’t always get what we want, so answer my questions. Who was it?”

“One of the goons Sterling sent. He wants to come back and he’s cleaning house. I thought cleaning house was getting rid of Hart and those Murray criminals. But he doesn’t trust me. He doesn’t believe in coincidences and there are too many coincidences around us. But I’m not going to sit back and wait for them to kill me. We’re getting out of the country tonight.”

James rubbed his head and thought about what he knew about Jadon Belli. He was an intimidating man, but he wasn’t exactly a physical threat. Maybe he’d underestimated the man. Or maybe.... “Ask him who assaulted him,” said James. “Get a physical description.”

Toni eyed him questioningly. “Is that important?” she mouthed.

He nodded and waited for Willa to speak.

“Daddy, it looks bad. Are you sure we don’t need to get you to a hospital?”

Jadon snorted. “They’ll kill me if I go to a hospital. We’re leaving. I’d rather die of a concussion on a private plane than a bullet to the head in a hospital.”

“Keep pressing,” said James. “I need to know what he was up against.”

“How did you get away?” asked Willa. Still not the question he wanted answered but he forced himself to let her keep working. “Did you shoot him? Was it a big guy? A little guy? Did you fight him off? Do I know him?” 

Atta girl. Keep rambling until he got what he needed.

“It was a big guy,” said Jadon dismissively.

“Jennifer, you saw the guy in Jadon’s office. He was a professional. All these guys Sterling is sending in are professionals. Guys like me.”

Toni nodded slowly in understanding. “And Jadon wouldn’t be any match against a guy like you.”

Jennifer cursed. “This is a setup.”

“Willa, I want you to stay calm when I tell you this. Whoever worked your father over probably let him go. They’re flushing him out, probably after the same things we are. If he is going to run, he’s going to grab whatever leverage he has first. Wherever he’s going, they’re tracing his every move.”

“I don’t see anyone around,” said Jennifer.

“There’s probably something on your father or in the car that they’re using to track. Once he gets to his stash, they’re going to take him out. You need to get out of there the second the car stops.”

There was silence as everyone waited to see what Willa was going to say. He wanted to be able to see her expression. He wanted to hold her hand and promise her he wouldn’t let anything happen to her. A darn hard promise to keep when he was so far away. “Go faster,” he growled to Austin.

Then Willa’s voice came over the line, clear and calmer than she had any right to be under the circumstances. “Are we going to the airport?”

“I have to stop and pick up some things.”

“Things not stored at your apartment?”

“No. We’re going to your mom’s place.”
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The drive had only been about half an hour long, but it felt like an eternity. Relaxation was impossible considering everything that was going on. She did her best to give covert directions, but Jennifer was good about telling her whether she could see where they were turning or not, so she was able to get it into casual conversation. The only pause was when they had to get through the security gate once they reached the posh subdivision. She couldn’t see what code he entered into the gate that let it slide open and let to a long driveway.

“What kind of house has a security pad at the entrance?” It was a stupid question. She knew better than most that some houses had a lot more security than others, but she wanted James to know what was coming.

“This is a nice area,” said Jadon dismissively.

“We’re going to be there soon,” said James. “We can get through the keypad. How many digits was it?”

Willa sighed as she tried to think of the best way to answer. “So Mom’s place, huh? I never even imagined how she was living. It’s been like six years since I saw her.” That was a lie. She kind of figured her mother had found some other sap to suck money from. But the code had been six digits long so she hoped James got it.

The house that her mother apparently owned didn’t look very lived in. All the lights were off and there didn’t seem as if anyone was home. “Does she know we’re coming?”

“She doesn’t know a blasted thing. She’s not going to be here. I am going to run in and I’ll be right back. You stay here.”

“You stay in the car,” warned James.

“Okay,” she said to both of them.

Jadon got out of the car and rushed to the door. He fiddled with keys for a few seconds until he finally got inside. Once she felt as if there was enough distance, she was able to finally break down. “Where are you? Is there anyone else coming?”

“Jennifer is working on the keypad. I’m coming over.”

Coming over? She heard a soft grunt and realized James had jumped the fence. It really would make her feel better if he would calm down. No. That was a lie. Her apartment had blown up. Nothing was going to make her feel better.

“You are in front of the gate though, right? So if we were being followed, they’d have to get through you.”

There was silence on the other end and she realized that James wouldn’t be running up the driveway if he didn’t think there was trouble ahead. “What?”

“Stay in the car,” said Jennifer. “I’ll have this open any second.”

Willa looked up at the dark house that now took on a more ominous tone. The place was massive. If Jadon had hidden something there, especially something as small as a packet of documents or computer data, there would be millions of places to hide it. It had taken her an hour to search the apartment and she still felt as if there were a lot more to go. So if someone knew the documents were here, they couldn’t tear the place apart. They would have Jadon lead them right there.

“You think they’re here already.” The second she said it, a shot rang out and Willa jumped in her seat.

No.... She ducked down to give herself as much coverage as possible, but when she went to the floor of the car, she also cut off her line of sight to the house.

“Willa!” said James into her ear. “Are you okay?”

“I’m in the car,” she whispered.

“Finally decided to listen to me,” he muttered, but she could hear his measured breaths cutting through the words, signaling that he was running. 

Good. Run faster.

“I don’t have the keys. I don’t know what to do.”

“I’m getting there,” said Jennifer.

“Stay put,” said James. “I’m going to be right—”

Willa missed what he said as the door locks clicked. She held her breath, but there was nothing she could do to stop the driver’s door from opening. The man filled the door as he looked in from the driver’s side. There was no cover at all, so Willa knew hiding was useless at this point. She pushed her door open and fell out. Because of the crouched position she’d been hiding in, she couldn’t seem to get her legs underneath her fast enough.

She heard footsteps approach but didn’t waste even a fraction of a second to look behind her. Instead, she pushed up and started to run, but it was too late. Fingers fisted in her hair and pulled her back until she slammed into a body that was as hard as a brick wall. Willa grimaced in pain as her eyes, which had reflexively shut, opened to look up at the man above her. With the adrenaline pumping through her, all she could really focus on were those dark-brown eyes. Were those the eyes of the man who was going to kill her?

“Let her go.”

The man tightened his grip in her hair and she saw the glint of metal as he moved to press a gun against her temple. She purposely didn’t look at James. She didn’t want to see his face when— No. She stopped that line of thought. She could make it through this. She looked back to her captor and took a shaky breath as she tried to find her voice. “Please.... Please don’t do this.”

“You give her so much as a scratch, you’re never going to make it off the property.” James sounded so normal. As if this were no big deal. But when Willa risked a glance at James, she realized he was anything but. Even though his hands were steady, his eyes radiated an impossible fury.

Whoever had a gun pointed at her head must realize that James was serious. But then Willa realized that this wasn’t just anyone. This was another mercenary, like James. Fear wouldn’t motivate him. “I can pay you.”

The man kept his eyes on James. “I don’t need your money.”

“Not money.” This was probably her only chance and she hoped her instincts were right. “We can kill Sterling for you.”

The man finally took his eyes off James and looked down at her. “No, you can’t.”

“Yes, we can.” Jennifer walked out of the shadows. She didn’t have a gun or weapon of any kind, but she didn’t seem the slightest bit intimidated by the sight in front of her. “We’ve had Sterling running scared for weeks. Well, he’s cleaning house before he comes back and when he gets here, we’ll be ready for him.”

“You weren’t sent here to kill me,” said Willa. “If you leave now, no one will know.”

He didn’t loosen his grip but she could see him starting to waver. “Sterling has eyes and ears everywhere.”

“So do I.” Toni stepped next to Jennifer. “That girl in your arms is one of us and I don’t think you want to see my vengeful side.” Then she pointed to James. “And you sure don’t want to see his vengeful side.”

Finally Willa felt the slight loosening of the fingers in her hair and she had to ball her hands into fists to keep from rubbing at her sore scalp.

“You’re not just going to let me go....”

“As the girl with a gun pressed to her head, you have my word that we’ll let you go.”

“I just killed your daddy, hun. That kind of blood don’t wash off that easily.”

The confirmation of Jadon’s death didn’t surprise her but it still hit her like a brick. She kept her cool as she forced herself to remain calm. “He had blood on his hands too.” She hadn’t wanted this. She hadn’t wanted Jadon to die. But with the life he was leading, the things he was hiding.... Death happened in that line of work.

It must’ve been the right thing to say, because the man abruptly released her and held up his hands, the gun dangling from his trigger finger. She knew a guy like him could have it back firmly in his grip and ready to fire any minute now, so she didn’t hesitate as she ran for James.

Once she reached him, he moved to stand in front of her but she staggered herself enough so she could keep an eye on everything. The man looked at each of them and after a few seconds of no shooting, he took a few steps back. Then, without another word, he turned and walked down the driveway.

Everyone watched the man’s retreat until he was no longer visible. The next thing she knew, James had wrapped her up in a tight hug and lifted her so her feet didn’t even touch the ground. “I’m never letting you out of my sight again,” he breathed against her.

She wrapped her arms around his neck and held him close. She had only been away from James for a few hours, but it had felt like days. Weeks. And when he said he was never letting her go again, she was a hundred percent okay with that.

“What was that?” asked Jennifer while Willa and James stared into each other’s eyes.

Willa pulled her gaze from his, but he didn’t let her go. “It was an educated guess.”

Jennifer wasn’t appeased. “An educated guess that he wanted Sterling dead? What gave him away?”

Willa gave James’s shoulder a little squeeze and he let her down. She tried to think of a way to say it that would make sense to anyone besides her. “I’ve faced down death more times in the past few weeks than most people do in a lifetime. I saw my father kill Jules. I saw Matt Forbes order my death. I was stabbed by that maniac at James’s place. And not once in any of those three times did they hesitate. That guy, I have no doubt he would’ve killed me. I just knew he didn’t want to and I was hoping we could use that to our advantage. Guys like Sterling can’t have employees with a conscience.” She sighed. “If that makes sense. I might have just been grasping at straws....”

“No, that makes total sense,” said Jennifer. “That you picked it up so fast from a guy you’ve never met before... you’re really good at reading people.”

James tightened his grip on Willa. “Don’t say it.”

Jennifer gasped. “You’ve thought of this.”

Willa glanced between the two of them. “What are you talking about?”

Jennifer gave Willa a wicked grin. “Willa, has anyone ever told you that you would make a great con woman?”
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Willa started to crawl out of bed, but James’s hand shot out and wrapped around her upper arm. “Where are you going?”

Busted.... “Nowhere,” she said softly even though it was just the two of them at his house in Arizona. They’d flown in that afternoon, and except for a few bathroom and shower breaks, neither of them had left the bed. On one hand, it was incredibly stress relieving. On the other, it was just reminding her of everything else she should be doing. James pulled her back down and into the crook of his body as he wrapped his big arms around her and nestled his face into her neck.

“Then be nowhere with me.”

She had no idea whether he meant for that to sound so romantic, but she practically swooned. “I just....” She tried to take a note from his book and use as few words as possible to get her point across. “I’m so happy. And I shouldn’t be.”

“Is this about your father?”

She thought about the night before. She had stayed outside while James and Jennifer had gone inside. They’d found her father’s body and the burned remains of what they’d probably been looking for. The Department of Defense documents. When she thought about her father not being around anymore, she felt... a lot of things. She did feel sad, but she was also grateful. Relieved she didn’t have to worry about his activities. Guilty she didn’t feel worse. Guilty that she felt bad about his death.

“I think I’m getting the hang of this whole denial thing,” she admitted, grateful that the bulk of the emotion hadn’t caught up to her yet.

“It will hit you eventually.” James ran his fingers over her bare shoulder. “And it will be a nasty day but you’ll get through it.”

“I’m happy you have faith in my mental capacity for craziness.”

“You survived getting stabbed,” he pointed out.

“Barely.”

“Barely stabbed still counts.”

It was hard to argue with that considering her side was still sore where the knife had gone in, even though it had been healing great.

She twisted in his arms until she faced him. “So what now?”

He narrowed his eyes, as though thinking it over. “Well, it’s late but I have a good two rounds left—”

“Not tonight. I mean what now? They’ll find my father’s body sooner rather than later and Toni is sending off the evidence to the Department of Defense right now.” Toni had asked Willa what they should do and Willa agreed that it should be done. Even though Jadon couldn’t be specifically punished for killing Jules, the information contained on his servers could help break up a lot of the criminal enterprises he was involved in. Just because he was dead didn’t mean the crimes he was participating in would stop.

“You can stay here with me.”

“Think I could be a desert dweller? It is pretty with the mountains and everything.”

“I have a place on the beach in Florida too.”

She stiffened in his arms. “You what?”

“The Florida house. For when I want an ocean breeze.”

“How many houses do you have?”

“Three,” he said. And then he added, “In the States. I have some stuff overseas.”

“Wait a minute. You’re rich?”

“I have a healthy savings account,” he said nonchalantly.

“And you never thought about mentioning this earlier?”

“Well, I would hate for you to fall in love with me for my money.”

She snorted as she pressed a hand to his chest and pushed him over so she could straddle him. “Silly. You know it was your body that made me fall in love with you.”

His hands skimmed up her thighs and came to rest at her waist. “I guess I still have to work on winning you over with my warm personality.”

She bit her lip and looked down at him. It was still so surreal to be here with him. She kept on waiting for the other shoe to drop or for James to get sick of her, but so far he had been nothing but a perfect gentleman. A perfect gentleman with a few caveman-like tendencies, but she’d grown quite fond of his caveman side....

“I wouldn’t get too comfortable,” he said, as though reading her mind. She tensed and started to crawl off him, but he stopped her with his firm grip on her waist.

“Why not?” she asked.

“Because as long as Hart is locked up, Toni is going to be on the warpath. I don’t care what she said about keeping you out of the way. We could be called back any minute. She’ll burn the entire city down if that’s what it takes to get Hart out. And if Hart and Sterling are in the same city together?” He tsked his tongue. “I think hell is about to come to Chicago.”

Oh. He was worried about Chicago falling apart, not their strangely intense relationship. She relaxed and fell forward, pressing her palm into the mattress next to his head. “Then we’ll face hell together.”

He reached up, cupping the side of her face with his big palm, and looked into her eyes. “You’re a terrifying woman, Willa.”

She couldn’t tell whether he was joking or not, but she played along with it. She leaned into his hand and smiled at him. “You better watch yourself, James Weston. I’m a dangerous woman.”

She expected him to laugh or make some other sarcastic comment, but he didn’t do either of those things. Instead, he leaned up and brushed his lips against hers before he whispered against her, “That’s why I love you.”

~~~THE END~~~
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