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Chapter 1

Mia Scott was a self-made woman. She’d seen an opportunity where only obstacles and unfairness had been before. The educational software she’d developed had the potential to aid young students with learning disabilities.

In her youth, she’d had an inability to learn and education had been a rocky road. She’d felt stupid, lost, and frustrated. But at the age of thirty-one, she was the owner of a growing tech company in Philadelphia. How that happened was the story of the year.

Her name was in the news, and tech publications raved about the potential of her new computer program. That was fortunate but came with a price. Her privacy was at a minimum. Since she was a young female entrepreneur, her photo was plastered across the media.

Wherever she went, it seemed that someone recognized her. Like a movie star, she’d started wearing dark glasses, but that did little good. She’d become a celebrity. But it couldn’t be avoided. Where big money was involved, the public took notice.

Even the owner of an expanding tech company needed a break, Mia had told her team—for just a few days. Discreetly, she had her assistant book a room at a woodside resort in the Laurel Highlands, about a four-hour drive from Philly.

Mia leaned her head against the back seat, trusting her driver to get her to the sought-after destination. The brochure had boasted that it was the perfect place to get away from it all. It invitingly mentioned that a guest could be pampered at the luxury spa and engage in outdoor activities in a beautiful setting.

That was precisely what she intended to do. The stresses and pressures that came with recruiting investors for her venture had worn her down. A few days away sounded awfully good. She’d gone alone, craving downtime.

The getaway started out very promising. The resort was an English Tudor-style building, and her room was spacious with a vaulted ceiling, crystal chandeliers, and a jetted soaking tub. Mia changed clothes then went straight to the heated outdoor infinity pool.

She sank into the warm water and gazed at the view. The woodlands were lovely and the pool relaxing. A few tranquil days would calm her nerves and restore her energy. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. For a few minutes, her life wasn’t one high-pressure meeting after the other.

And there was no one around snapping her picture or peppering her with questions. She’d left the company in the capable hands of her team, managed by Iris, her closest and dearest friend. For a few hours, she didn’t have to worry; she could enjoy a mini vacation.

After the pool, Mia indulged in a massage at the spa then took a nap. She couldn’t believe that she’d fallen asleep in the afternoon. But she really was tired and had overextended herself for months. When she got hungry, she went to the outdoor sunset terrace restaurant and drank a glass of wine with Chilean sea bass. It was late March and the weather was pleasant.

She sipped her wine, noticing a red robin in a nearby tree—his presence a sign of spring. Then a flock of snow geese flew high overhead on their way to the tundra, a spring migration. It was quite a sight to watch. The waiter brought the dessert menu, so she made a selection.

After all, the next few days were downtime. Mia’s phone hadn’t vibrated with its endless messages, but only because she’d turned it off. Whatever came up could surely wait a day, or Iris could handle it. Still, it was difficult to resist checking messages.

She tried to ignore her security guys lingering near the restaurant. The two guards had come in a separate vehicle and were under instructions to stay in the background. It wasn’t a simple task for the two beefy men to appear invisible.

Mia saw them every time she turned around. But then she knew they were on the premises. The other guests didn’t realize they weren’t vacationers. At least they’d worn casual garb and not black suits. Yet their attitude was anything but relaxed.

That evening, Mia went to the bar to listen to live music. Already, she was wondering if she was cut out for leisure activities. There was so much to do, so much at stake. But if there was any opportunity to take a break from the onslaught of responsibilities, it was then.

Once the negotiations with investors began in earnest, taking a day off would be next to impossible. That night, Mia nestled into a plush armchair to read. She’d chosen a novel, hoping to escape into the story. Yet she found that she couldn’t resist flipping through the pages of the tech magazine she’d brought.

It was hopeless. She was a workaholic. Maybe she’d go home early. Although that wouldn’t do, because Iris had made her promise to stay for the entire weekend. It was useless. She slipped on her shoes to go down the hall for ice.

The machine was in an alcove by the elevator bay. Mia went to the hotel window and looked out. Since it was dusk, she should pull the drapes. But something caught her attention. It was a black limo that looked out of place.

Oddly, she’d noticed it earlier. When she’d left the pool, the limo had driven through the parking lot. For months, she’d been followed and photographed and harassed. Mia dreaded to think that some reporter had followed her to the resort. But that made no sense. She had only told her team where she was going, and her driver had assured her that they hadn’t been followed.

When she’d left the bar, her security had followed her to her room, ensuring that she got inside safely. It unnerved her to see the black limo parked below. Surely, it belonged to a guest. She shouldn’t assume that everything had to do with her.

Mia wasn’t going to focus on that. Once she got a bucket of ice, she was going to cool the bottle of champagne that the hotel had provided. Then she’d sip a glass to get her mind off work. She walked over to the door, but when she pulled it open, it flew back with force.

Two men in knit masks shoved her inside and bolted the door. Mia shrieked, but the sound was muffled by one man’s hand. He dragged her away from the door, while the other stormed inside to look around. Terrified, Mia bit the man’s hand, causing him to throw her at the wall like a sack of beans, and she fell to the floor.

Mia scrambled away, reeling from the sudden assault. She’d left the bathroom light on, which gave her an idea. In a split second, she ran for the bathroom, only a couple of feet away. Then she locked the door, still breathing hard. The tiled room was as close to a safe room as she was going to get. She moved away from the door and huddled by the bathtub. It would provide a temporary barrier if the door burst open.

She looked around, desperate for any kind of weapon. Cuticle scissors would hardly work. Although she could stab one of the men in the eye. Maybe. But that would leave the other one free to recapture her. There had to be a better option. The bathroom had no window, and she was upstairs anyway, so escape was out of the question.

Noise from the other room frightened her. She didn’t know who they were or what they wanted. She needed to call for help, but her phone was in the other room. Her pulse raced as she tried to think of a way out. The intruders seemed occupied for the moment.

Mia heard them talking in a foreign language, some Baltic tongue. She had no clue what they were saying or whether they’d break down the bathroom door any second. As long as she didn’t interfere, the men didn’t appear concerned about her.

But that could change. And Mia had seen the flash of a gun barrel just before the brute had tossed her against the wall. She kept in shape with aerobics classes, but she was no match for two muscled men. And she hadn’t handled a gun before, so even if she could grab it, it would do her little good.

Mia wished that hotel rooms weren’t soundproofed, because it made it unlikely that another guest would complain about the noise—or not soon enough. If only she had her phone. But she didn’t, so had to prepare in case the worst happened.

She dumped water on the tile floor by the door, so any intruder would slip upon entry. Careful to stay across the room from the water, she plugged in the hair dryer and held it in both hands like a taser. A blast of hot air in the eyes would slow down an attacker. But then what?

Mia had no idea. She’d have to make a run for it. After sliding through the water, she’d have to race for the door then out to the hall, hoping someone would be around. Where were her security guards when she needed them?

Through her life, Mia had witnessed, even experienced, brutality. But she couldn’t recall a time when she’d been attacked by strangers. Before it had been someone she knew, a person who she knew was prone to violence.

Yet she hadn’t seen this coming. Her sole focus was to get out alive. Whatever the men wanted, they could take. She had some cash in her purse, so hoped they’d find it and be satisfied. Outside the bathroom door, it sounded like a wild party.

Then it went silent.

Mia held her breath. Could it be? Had the men left?

She wasn’t quick to assume they had. Quietly, she crept toward the door, with the hairdryer still in hand. Leaning against the cool wood panel, she tried to tell if there was anyone on the other side. But there was no talking or other noise.

Her pulse still pounded, as she dared hope that it was over. It was too soon to open the door. The men might be waiting on the other side. It could be a ploy to get her to open the door, easier than breaking it down.

Mia waited, then waited longer. She couldn’t take it. She had to get out of that room and get help. It had been long enough. Holding on to the hairdryer, she unlocked the door. The cord wasn’t long enough to keep it plugged in, but she could certainly knock one of them on the head with it.

Mia opened the door and gazed into her room. No one else was there. Cautiously stepping out, she looked around. The place was trashed. It was baffling, as she couldn’t imagine why it had happened.

Coming to her senses, she grabbed the hotel phone and dialed the desk. Nearly incoherent, she babbled something about being attacked. Within minutes, there was a pounding at the door, startling her. “Security.”

Mia opened the door, and hotel security entered. She slumped into a chair, trembling. Somehow, she managed to tell the guard what had occurred. It sounded like an unbelievable story, even as she recounted the highlights.

The guard spoke to someone on his phone, and more personnel appeared. The concierge asked if he should call for medical help, but Mia shook her head. Amazingly, she wasn’t injured. The question was: what had prompted the attack?

Mia stared, unsure how to respond. She vaguely wondered when her security would arrive on the scene. As if hearing her thoughts, her two security men walked in, appearing to have hastily thrown on shirts and pants without bothering to comb their messy hair. She was glad that someone had been able to sleep.

“Mia, are you okay?” Her tall security guard looked concerned.

It wasn’t good enough. She paid a lot of money for protection. “I was robbed at gunpoint. And where were you? I thought you had it all under control, that I was safe.”

“You told us to stay in the shadows.”

“Yes, but not literally.” Mia glared at him. “I just meant… Oh, God. If I have to explain it, then what’s the use?” She waved a hand. “You’re fired.” Then she looked at her other security guard. “And you too.”

Her security looked at her but offered no argument.

“I’ll call and arrange transport home,” Mia said. “Just go.”

The concierge gave her a tiny bow. “At your service, Ms. Scott. May I move you to another room, while we…” He looked at the mess.

“Yes, and make it one at lobby level, near security, please.” 

Mia was about to leave when law enforcement entered and addressed her. She wasn’t going to catch a break.

After a forty-minute interview, the cops determined that three hundred dollars in cash had been stolen, along with her laptop and phone.

“Did you have any jewelry?” one of the cops said.

Mia shook her head.

“Anything in the safe?”

“No, I’m on a short holiday. I didn’t bring much.”

The police seemed as baffled as she was. “You’re in the public eye a lot, Ms. Scott. It wouldn’t be too hard to find out where you were staying.”

“Apparently not.”

“But you didn’t have much to steal, and the intruders didn’t harm you…fortunately.”

Mia had some ideas; she knew more about her company and what a thief might want from her. But she saw no reason to tell the local police. It was only a hunch, anyway.

*****

Once Mia was secure in a different room, a suite provided by the hotel at no charge, she used the hotel phone to call her best friend. Iris Bancroft had been by her side through many ups and downs. This one took the cake.

She’d met Iris in grade school, and they had instantly bonded. Although Mia hadn’t gone to college like her friend had, she’d ended up in the field of technology and started a business with Iris. There was no one better to establish a start-up with than her, a woman Mia would trust with her life.

It was the middle of the night, but Mia couldn’t wait. She needed to hear a friendly voice, had to process the trauma. “Iris…it’s me.”

“Mia?” There was a rustling sound. “What time is it?”

“You don’t want to know. And I wouldn’t call at this hour if it wasn’t important.” Mia launched into a description of events—disbelieving that it had actually happened even as she was telling the story.

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Iris said.

“Yep, you read my mind. The thieves were after whatever was on my laptop.”

“Couldn’t they just have swiped it while you were entering the hotel? You know, like purse snatchers?”

Mia sighed. “Whoever it was wished to make a point.”

“Yeah…you’re vulnerable,” Iris said, “and thanks to your own security crew, no less. Don’t you worry. I’ll have an escort there for you, before breakfast…which isn’t far off.”

“You’re a true friend.”

Mia tried to get a couple of hours of sleep, but it was futile. She was too upset. Instead, she paced the floor, fuming. She was tempted to call her manager in the middle of the night, too. But Griffen LaMont was a married man and his wife wouldn’t appreciate that.

He was a loyal team member and managed the company’s affairs in a variety of ways. She counted on him. It wasn’t his fault that some idiots had pursued her. But she was still mad. When the sun came up at last, she downed a cup of coffee then made the call.

“You what?” Griffen said, in his normally calm voice.

“Don’t say that like I just told you I misplaced my luggage,” Mia said. “The security you sent to protect me botched the job.”

Griffen was quiet.

“I was scared out of my mind, and alone.” Mia expelled a breath. “I lost an expensive laptop. And I could have been killed.”

“I’m so sorry, Mia. I really am,” Griffen said. “You did the right thing by firing them. If you hadn’t, I would have.”

“Who hired them in the first place? I cannot tolerate such incompetence.”

“Those two had been with us for a while,” Griffen said. “I suppose this is the first time they had really been put to the test. And who hired them? That honor goes to your ex-husband.”

“Goddammit.” Mia rubbed her temple. “Didn’t we clean things out when I divorced him two years ago?”

“I thought so, but it didn’t occur to me that security was lacking.”

“I certainly hope it has now,” Mia said. “Things are only getting to get more intense as we move forward with investors. I can’t afford an incident. And for that matter, you’ll need to keep this quiet. Having the company owner’s life in peril tends to make investors nervous.”

“You are absolutely right,” Griffen said. “I’m sure Iris is all over that, handling any leaks. And I have a connection in the police force. I’ll lean on him.”

“And who is that?”

“Lonnie, an old friend of mine. And his cousin Ryker is an ex-SEAL, who owns an executive protection firm,” Griffen said. “I’ll give him a buzz and see what I can set up.”

“Whoever this Ryker is, and his protection firm…just make sure they know their job, understood?”

Mia wasn’t at all reassured. She was furious and not calming down. It went beyond her own personal safety. Much more was at stake. She’d worked for years to get to the point where she was now. Her company was about to take on major investors.

It wasn’t about the money, either. Sure, it was a good thing. She wouldn’t turn it away. But it was so much more than that. It was about the kids who needed the educational software she’d developed. Kids who had issues with learning, who faced an uncertain future unless they could cope. Kids not much different than her, with a disability she was all too familiar with. She couldn’t allow this chance to be snatched away—not when success was so close. She couldn’t afford any mistakes. It was imperative that she get back to Philly safely and see this through.


Chapter 2

Ryker Johnson was on duty that weekend. He was used to extended schedules, and the executive protection business required it. Since he’d founded Black Swan Protection with Hawke, he’d worked all kinds of hours.

Jonathan Hawkins Turner was a guy to trust, particularly as a business partner. As they’d been on numerous deployments together as Navy SEALs, the bond was tight. Since retiring over a year ago, Ryker had teamed up with his buddy to use his hard-earned skills in the civilian sector.

The Black Swan team had learned to be alert for the unexpected, events like the appearance of black swans—the events they cared about only involved danger. There was one rule for taking on new teammates and it was stated in the application: Must Love Danger.

That described Ryker, as well as Hawke and other former military who had joined the team. The company had grown, as executive protection was in demand. 

Leaning back in his chair, Ryker studied a photograph of a woman—a very beautiful and famous woman.

Hawke strolled by the desk. “I see you got the profile data on the new case.”

“This is the client, Mia Scott…the owner of Mental Magic?” Ryker stared at the picture. “This is going to be a bitch. Haven’t you read about her? She’s a prima donna, difficult to deal with.”

“It’s our job,” Hawke said. “Besides, I think she has a right to be demanding, considering her position.”

“You take the client, then.”

“No can do,” Hawke said. “The client is expecting us this afternoon, so she’s all yours. It’s the weekend. Emilia has been working long hours at the lab, and I promised her a day alone…movies, dinner.”

“You sound like a married man.”

“Almost,” Hawke said. “Maddie got all the preliminaries on the intake form, and Jake has researched the background, including details of her former security team’s actions. He’ll go over it with you.”

Ryker clicked to the file on his computer and scanned the background report. Then he went to have a chat with Jake to gain more insight. He had a feeling he was going to need all the support he could get. But he’d deal with the case. There was no way he couldn’t handle a woman, no matter her high opinion of herself.

Jake Holland was in charge of digital security. The guy was a pro and had years of experience from his Navy career. Often, what he was able to uncover was impressive. But Jake wasn’t at his desk.

Ryker waved the photo in front of Amanda, Jake’s co-conspirator in computer hacking. “You know about this?” He could tell from the gleam in her eye that she not only knew, but had contributed to the revelatory information in the report.

Amanda had her fiery red hair twisted up on her head. Her blue eyes flared. “You got a problem with that?” It was just like her to attack first. She was ex-military with attitude, had been in the Air Force.

Ryker didn’t know what the chip on her shoulder was, but he was about to get a piece of her mind. He could tell by the look in her eyes. “I’ve seen that expression before. Go ahead, spit it out.”

“Mia Scott started her company from her own savings. She’s a visionary, focused and passionate,” Amanda said.

“You sound like a groupie.”

“Don’t get smart. I’m serious here,” Amanda said. “She’s trying to do a good thing, and I suggest that before you meet with her, you take five minutes of your precious time to find out what Mental Magic is all about.”

“Is that an order?”

Amanda smirked. “Call it a suggestion. Anyway, her security screwed up big time, as I’m sure you could tell from my report.”

Now it was her report. “I got that much,” Ryker said. “I read what Jake found out when he spoke to her manager. With all the mistakes her security made, I can’t fathom how they got hired in the first place.”

Amanda proceeded to give him an earful. She enlightened him on her knowledge of the new tech company, what was going on, and what was involved. She ended, “Mia Scott’s security matters. Don’t blow it.” Then she went back to work.

*****

Mental Magic’s headquarters was in one of the state-of-the-art buildings in downtown Philly. It towered above Penn Landing with a view of the Delaware River. In Ryker’s opinion, it was pretentious. And what kind of a name was that, anyway? No serious investor would plunk down money for a start-up that sounded like a child’s game.

Inside, the building was all glass and chrome, with expansive windows offering views of the city’s skyscrapers. The polished floors gleamed, and the employees were dressed as if ready for a photoshoot. Ryker had worn a clean shirt with slacks, not jeans.

But no way was he showing up in a suit and tie. The job didn’t require it. If Ms. Scott wanted security, she’d have the best—dress codes aside. He confidently strode toward the elevator bay, prepared to take charge of security in the most efficient way possible.

Ryker was expected, so the receptionist buzzed him in right away. He’d anticipated meeting with her manager, but was told that Ms. Scott wished to make her own decisions concerning security. He tapped on the door.

“Please come in.”

It took Ryker a moment to take in the scene. He’d known what to expect, since he’d seen her photograph. But Mia Scott was more stunning in person. She exuded charisma that didn’t show in a picture. Her smile was warm, but the look in her eyes was wary.

“Ryker,” she said, and shook his hand. “Please have a seat. I believe we have some matters to discuss.” The way she spoke told him that she was up to speed. She knew who he was and most likely had looked into his company.

Mia’s dark blond hair was shaped in a trendy cut. Her brown eyes were large and expressive, revealing more knowledge and experience than he’d expected. She was the prominent owner of a tech company, and a woman at that.

As if that wasn’t enough, Mia was the poster child for sexiness. She had beautiful, perfect lips, with flawless skin and a fit, toned body. Ryker noted how her filmy top and pencil skirt clung to her curves. The blouse was flesh-toned, revealing little but encouraging the imagination to conjure up much more.

“I see that you work out,” Ryker said, then kicked himself. What a lame thing to say.

Mia smiled, without faltering or losing her cool. “I’ve been known to.” Her gaze roamed over his muscled physique, making Ryker glad that he stayed in shape. “I’m sure you do too. But then, you’re ex-military, so I’d expect no less.”

It was time to change the dynamics. Ryker sat across from her, shoulders squared, back straight. “It seems that you require a new protection team.”

Mia studied him, apparently in no rush to agree. She narrowed her eyes. “And why should I trust you?”

Ryker wasn’t in the habit of defending himself or his team. He didn’t intend to start now. The way Mia carried herself, her attitude, and even how she looked spoke volumes. She was ego-driven, a personality type that he was familiar with.

Mia struck him as an ungrateful woman. For all her success, she persisted in looking down on others. Her question didn’t deserve an answer. “If you expect us to handle you with kid gloves, then this won’t work.”

Ryker would gladly dump her and move on to his next assignment. All she had to do was say the word. But he couldn’t walk away unless she did; that would violate his code. He wouldn’t abandon an innocent, or a woman in need of protection.

To her credit, Mia didn’t flinch at his challenge. “Tell me your take on this situation.”

“Your security was faulty,” Ryker said.

“So I discovered.”

“And not just that.” Ryker leaned forward. “New security measures are needed to ensure your safety.”

Mia listened without interrupting.

“I’ll inspect your circle of influence, meaning those closest to you,” Ryker said. “It’s clear that there was a lack of vetting before hiring. It’s imprudent to allow untested individuals to have access to you or your company. In a crisis, such individuals might fail in their duties…or worse.”

“And you are better?”

“If I wasn’t and I didn’t have the team to back me up, I wouldn’t accept the responsibility.” Ryker sensed that she was open to what he had to say. “For starters, taking your laptop and phone with you to a public hotel isn’t advisable.”

Mia’s nostrils flared. “I’m not stupid. My security guards may have been bumbling idiots, but I’m not. The laptop I had with me was merely for convenience. It had been cleaned out and purged of all password information. And the phone was a burner.”

It was good to know he was dealing with a woman who had some brains. “You locked yourself in the bathroom when the attackers forced their way in?”

“Yes, I had to do something.”

“Actually, that’s pretty good,” Ryker said. “But the intruders were still in the other room. How did you plan to defend yourself?”

Mia didn’t reply, but she had a sheepish expression.

“That’s what I thought,” Ryker said. “Self-defense measures can save your life. Security won’t always be nearby. I’ll arrange some practice sessions for you.”

Ryker was used to being assertive and taking control. It was his nature, and it was how he’d been trained. Clients usually appreciated that attitude and preferred to be taken care of.

Mia pointed her finger at him. “You’re bossy, and that doesn’t work with me. You’re on my team, not the other way around.”

What was going on? Ryker was expected to protect her but not take charge. He flashed to his marriage. His young wife had died while he was away on deployment. He’d loved her beyond comprehension. Had he
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