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Chapter One
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High-fashion supermodel Sarah Lang moved through the mansion with sensual, come-hither grace, her diaphanous negligee flowing around her in frothy, breeze-blown wisps. In only the barest of threads, the fabric clung to her body and gave the impression that at any moment it might fall away and leave her gloriously nude. 

As though choreographed by a dancer, she was accompanied by soft, sultry music. Her slinky strides revealed long legs, bare arms, and slender hips. The color of honey, her hip-length blonde hair shimmered down her back in a gleaming, golden waterfall.

At an open bedroom door, with an enormous, turned-down bed visible just inside, she paused to glance over her shoulder. Her perfect face revealed a strong jawline, aquiline nose, and huge tip-tilted eyes. In youthful and feminine vigor, her skin glowed. The music reached a sexy crescendo and at last she did the thing that got to Ben Paxton every time.

Her lips curved, and she raised her index finger, gave it an alluring little crook. Through her eyes, she conveyed a deeply erotic promise and invited him into her bedroom. 

That was when the YouTube video of her commercial ended.

Bent over the desk in his cramped and cluttered Austin, Texas office, Ben Paxton pushed his laptop aside and groaned. As usual, those particular YouTube images hit him with the force of a swinging sledgehammer. He huffed in a deep breath. Then another. Aroused beyond belief, he was now a prisoner of his desk until his body calmed down. His office staff might notice the change in him and he didn’t need that.

With the heels of both hands, he dug into his eye sockets. Over these past months, he didn’t know how many times he’d replayed Sarah Lang’s commercial for whatever product she was hawking. Was it some sort of perfume? Or jewelry? Could be, judging from the lavish diamond bracelet dripping off her wrist. He hadn’t noticed. He didn’t care. He only knew that he never tired of watching her. Never.

And now he was tasked to save her life. 

Now he was going to be her bodyguard.

The door burst open and his right-hand man rushed in and threw his big body into a chair. Rio Lang, Sarah’s brother, placed both his fists on his knees and leaned forward. “So, you’ll do it? You’ll head up to Montana and take care of this for me?”

Ben still couldn’t believe that the spectacular supermodel Sarah Lang, Super Sarah, as the press called her, was Rio’s sister. The very same woman who’d bewitched him for months from flickering television screens, from freeway billboards, and from the pages of celebrity magazines. Incredible, really, that she was actually related to his former teammate on the SEAL teams. Now, Rio was his trusted employee. Ben hadn’t known of their family connection until today. Rio sure had kept that quiet.

“One thing’s for damn certain,” he said to Rio, “you can’t go.” Quickly, Ben closed his laptop and shuffled papers. Lord knew he didn’t need Rio seeing that particular video on his computer. “I’m considering sending one of our other guys.” 

No, he wasn’t. Not even a little, but he couldn’t let Rio know how eager he was to at last meet Sarah. He wanted to so badly he could literally taste it. When he thought of her, his mouth watered.

Rio took the bait. “You’re right, I can’t go. However, this is my sister we’re talking about. Believe me, it’s been hard to think about anything else since she called an hour ago to tell me about this stalker. It’s driving me crazy. I want to fly up to the ranch and shotgun everyone within a ten-mile radius.”

Like her, Rio was tall, fit, tawny haired, and personally dynamic. Although both he and Sarah were adopted and unrelated by blood, he’d told Ben they’d grown up together on the Montana cattle ranch where she’d now returned to live.

Ben arched a brow. “Besides that, Becca is about to pop. You can’t miss the birth.”

“Yeah, Becca’s already a week past her due date.” Rio scratched his neck. “I think the doctors are going to induce her in the next day or so. I’ll be glad. My wife’s been pretty crabby lately. With twins coming, I can’t blame her.”

“You’ve got a lot going on,” Ben agreed.

“I recognize that. I’m freaked out. It’s why I want you to go, Ben. Unlike me, you’ll maintain a professional attitude. With the babies about to arrive, I can’t think straight. And you’re the best at what we do. For Sarah, I want the best.”

“I’m considering it.”

“One last thing.” Rio got up and stopped in the doorway. “Sarah’s been through a lot—a tough several months. She’s a little ornery. She won’t like you going up there, so don’t take any grief from her. Big Jim, our dad, will help protect her, but he can’t be with her every second, and she won’t follow orders anyway.” He added, “Thanks, I really appreciate this.” Then he was gone.

Ben tapped a pencil on the desk. This wasn’t a good time. He needed to be here, in Austin, building his company, Paxton Security. 

Earlier that morning, he’d discovered that another business similar to his, founded in Dallas, was closing its doors. The owner, a long-time buddy, had phoned with an offer Ben couldn’t refuse: for a nominal fee, his buddy would turn over all his equipment and fifteen good men. 

In less than a week’s time, Paxton Security would be flooded with new people. They would need processing, direction, and tasking. It was the shot in the arm he’d been waiting for and could catapult his company into the next level. With this new, already-trained cadre, his business could go for bigger contracts, land even more lucrative jobs.

Acclimating the new guys and coaching them to his particular standards should be managed quickly. Then, they could be assigned to appropriate posts and start bringing in a new influx of capital.

Because Ben’s firm trained its own operatives and tried to draft them from ex-Special Forces or former law enforcement, this unexpected offer was an amazing boon. Experienced, quality people were hard to find. When they arrived, he should be there.

Still ... Rio had asked this very personal favor, and both events had happened all in one day! Ben felt the need to think, to consider every angle. 

In addition to the office building, he owned a next-door shoot house where new recruits were trained. Their proficiencies in close quarters combat were sharpened. To perfect their skill on the gun, they spent a lot of time at a nearby range. 

In addition, he was big on fitness and hired only the best trainers to school his men.

When they were ready, he hired out teams to corporations or wealthy individuals who needed ramped-up protection and safekeeping. Paxton Security maintained the highest standards. His reputation in the industry was unparalleled; he guarded it jealously. Ben worked hard and he made money.

Not supermodel money, but still. Now, with the new men coming in, he could expand.

It wasn’t a good time to leave. Thinking long and hard, in the end, he realized he was powerless to resist. Sarah Lang had gotten herself in trouble and he had to answer that call.

He punched the intercom button. “Marge, get me a flight out to Billings, Montana.”

“Yes, Sir,” she said without question. Marge was accustomed to his barked orders, unconventional schedule, and sudden departures. In the front office, she was a gem.

Drumming his fingers on the desk, he hesitated one last time. His own eagerness was enough to give him pause.

Could he handle this? Was Rio right about him? Could he rely upon years of professional distance and clarity of mind to find out who was stalking Sarah Lang, and then neutralize him?

Or ... when clear consideration was vitally needed, would his secret crush on her cloud his judgment? The stalker’s threats must be taken seriously, and Sarah’s life might well hang in the balance. To be properly prepared, he needed the Zen calmness, the internal strength he’d honed in many trial-by-fire battles he’d lived through in the SEAL Teams. 

He was desperate to go, yet he must be honest or it wouldn’t serve her. If he couldn’t be objective, he’d be forced to choose another to go to get the job done. 

Pushing up from the desk, Ben walked to the window that overlooked the adjacent concrete yard. In bright sunlight, the outside area was filled with workout equipment and sweating men. Named after the iconic yard, The Grinder, at Naval Base Coronado in California, where all SEAL candidates met their personal come-to-Jesus moments, this place, too, they’d dubbed The Grinder, and the nickname stuck.

Crossing his arms, he watched a group of men perform endless pushups, jumping jacks, and flutter kicks, just as BUD/s aspirants were required to do. In that moment, he knew a quiet satisfaction.

Here, he fashioned his regimen to closely resemble the Navy’s difficult program, and he turned out competent military-style guardians. Paxton Security was a fine business, and growing. Ben was proud of its achievements. He’d done it. He’d carved out a useful place in the world. 

Still observing the trainees, he figured it was, on occasion, a good thing to question one’s motives. A man shouldn’t get so full of himself that he couldn’t look inward, do a little introspection. The stakes for Sarah were high.

Now he’d worked through that process. At thirty-eight he’d pretty much seen and done it all. He really had no reason to doubt his own capabilities. 

Abruptly, Ben straightened and asked himself, then why the mental gymnastics? Why was he dicking around? He’d already made his decision. He’d made it the instant he heard that Sarah’s life was in jeopardy.

By God, he was going to Montana. 

With his very last breath he’d protect her from the threat.
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Chapter Two
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Kneeling on hands and knees in the rich soil of Montana’s cattle country, Sarah Lang used a rusted coffee can to scoop out rocks and packed dirt from a foot-deep hole. Sitting back on her haunches, she surveyed her progress. Nope, not deep enough. She needed another vertical foot before she could set the new fence post and fill it with Quikrete.

One of the two gray and tan ranch dogs came to investigate her hole, sniffed it thoroughly, and trotted off.

Swiping a gloved hand over her forehead, she was glad of her straw cowboy hat’s protection from the late afternoon sun. Although it was almost early summer for the south-central part of Montana, the day was unseasonably warm, and she perspired freely. She took off one leather glove and brushed a hair from her eyes.

Her Wrangler jeans fit well. Because she’d washed them so many times, they were now soft and comfortable. Her worn pointed-toed cockroach killer boots, so called because one could crush a cornered insect with its sharp tip, felt like house slippers. So that it didn’t get in her way, this morning she’d plaited her long hair in a tight braid. Heavy and thick, it hung over her shoulder like a ship’s rope.

Taking a moment to rest, she gazed past the corral that faced the family home in which she’d grown up, a two-story clapboard house. Beyond that, just-seeded alfalfa fields spread out in long rows, loamy and even. Come fall, it would be time to mow, bale, and store the hay for the long cold winter. This ranch was a little bit of heaven. She loved it here.

Getting to her feet, once again Sarah picked up the posthole digger. Gripping its handles, she raised it high above her head and thrust it down as hard as she could into the unforgiving ground. It dug out a quarter-inch of pebbles. She did it again, and again.

When she’d created an inch of loose rocks, she bent with her coffee can. After the indentation was clear, she stood up again.

Her dad, Big Jim, had told her he’d get Willie, the teenaged boy they’d hired for the spring and summer, to do the hard task. He’d admonished her to stay safely inside the house with her rifle.

But as soon as Jim and Willie had left to recapture a wayward bull that escaped into neighboring property, she’d jumped to get tools. She could do it, and she needed to work with her hands, perform chores, repair and improve the ranch. Staying cooped up in the house? No way. She had to keep busy every second of every day, or the terrible invading memories swamped her mind, ruined her sleep. It was still hard to function, to get any sleep at all. Not that she slept much anymore. Rest was a distant memory.

Wielding the heavy posthole digger, she grunted in effort.

So this was what it was like to earn real muscles, muscles that actually had a purpose, as opposed to a gym-trained body, good for little except superficial appearance. For the many years when she’d strutted the catwalks of New York, Paris, and Milan, she’d been forced to work out to the dictates of fitness instructors. To maintain a tight, runway-ready body, she’d dutifully performed four-days-a-week, ninety-minute circuit classes targeting all the different areas of the body: legs, core, arms. To keep thin, for breakfast she allowed herself only warm water with a squeeze of lemon.

As soon as she’d left New York and abandoned her old life, she quit the arduous regimen. It was an incredible relief. Now, she hated lemons. Even their scent made her gag. These days, she wolfed bacon and eggs.

How had she ever given a crap about that puerile world?

A mere six months ago, she’d limped home to her family ranch in Montana, broken and heartsick, a shattered shell. The ache hadn’t abated, sharp like a thistle, pricking her painfully when she least expected it.

And the grief was still as fresh as her alfalfa fields’ newly tilled earth. 

No longer was she what the press had loved to call her: Super Sarah.

At the memory, she snorted. She was super all right. Super like a super loser.

Supermodel Sarah Lang was no more. During those dozen years while she’d been enmeshed in that world, she’d worked hard at the ideal expected of her. She’d fully embraced the notions that beauty, fashion, and money were all-important. She’d capitalized upon what the press made of her, fed into it, showed them only a glamorous, fabulous existence, globe-trotting to exotic lands, living party-to-party.

During that time, if Sarah had to count how many private celebrities Gulfstream IV’s, Hawker 4000’s and Challenger 600 jets she’d flown on, she’d be hard pressed. After all, when one lived in the elite world of the famous and rich, traveling, carousing, sometimes strung out on drugs, who could count?

That had been her life: her vapid, vain, ridiculous, worthless life. Gawd, she hated thinking about how shallow she’d been.

When her mind turned to the awful event which had brought her full circle and back to her childhood home at the ranch, she shuddered and shied away from the gaping vacuum of horror. No way did she want to recall that gut-wrenching evening. Better to stay in the present.

Abruptly she was reminded of why she’d taken to carrying her old Smith & Wesson 9mm handgun in a holster. Hurriedly, she glanced around. Alone out here on this rural ranch, with only her dad, Big Jim, and teenaged Willie, she was determined to protect herself. The last thing she wanted was to be taken by surprise.

At first, she’d merely deleted the bizarre anonymous emails. They were always signed with an icon of a knife blade, dripping blood. It was upsetting, and she wondered who could be doing that. Then, when they arrived with veiled threats, she became uneasy and blocked the senders, hoping that’d be the end of the weirdo. 

Yet, next, she’d had to endure endless cell phone hang-ups, and now finally, a horrible note left on her truck. 

Early that morning, in the nearby town of Mountain Wood, a small and homey suburb of the much larger Billings, as she picked up groceries for the week, she’d found the frightening note, placed under her pickup truck’s windshield washer. 

With wobbly fingers, she’d extracted the torn bit of paper from beneath her wiper, already knowing she wouldn’t like its contents. 

It read: Think you’re safe, super bitch? You’re not. I’m coming for you.
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Chapter Three
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After the note’s typed text, there was that same image of a knife blade. Rust-colored spots had been dripped, staining the paper. Blood? The note must have come from the same person sending the emails. The Weirdo. And now he was here. In her hometown.

Wildly, Sarah had glanced around, dropped one of her grocery bags. A can of black olives spilled from the bag, rolled until it came to a stop against her front tire. Bending to collect the can, she sent furtive glances at the store patrons. Her fingers trembled. In the parking lot, people moved calmly to and from their cars. Near panic, she didn’t see anything suspicious. 

In that instant she felt hostile eyes on her, but could not identify the source. Every hair on the back of her neck stood at attention. The note really rattled her. The word super was underlined, a reference, she was certain, to her old nickname, the one she’d left behind: Super Sarah.

It spooked her enough to finally call Rio. After all, he was in the security business. Tossing the grocery bags into the truck, she fumbled for her phone.

“Make a police report,” her brother said in clipped, concerned tones. “Right now. Go over and tell Ted King about this. Give him the note.” Ted King was the Mountain Wood Chief of Police. 

“All right,” she said reluctantly, and locked herself in the cab. “I’m in town at the moment so I can stop by the department. But what can the police do about this?”

“Not much,” he said. “You’re describing typical stalker behavior and I don’t like it. Something needs to be done. But I can’t come now, Sis.” 

She was aware that down in Texas where he lived, his wife was due to give birth. “I’m sending someone else,” he said. “Someone who’ll resolve your problem. He’ll be there later today.”

“No, Rio,” she said firmly. Her brother could be hard headed, but so could she. The last thing she needed was her privacy invaded. In the last six months, she’d learned to prize her time alone. Turning the ignition key, she pulled out of the parking lot and her earlier impression of being watched faded. “I don’t want anybody coming to the ranch—”

“Still have your pistol and rifle?”

“Don’t worry about that. I’m watching out for myself. The Smith & Wesson is here in my handbag. Rifle is kept in the house, next to the door. Loaded.”

“Good. Keep the handgun close. And stay with Big Jim.”

“Don’t send anyone,” she insisted. Already she was sorry she’d phoned him. She should have thought it through. Naturally he’d overreact. Why hadn’t she realized that?

“Gotta run. Just got a text from Becca. Maybe it’s time.” And the line went dead.

That had been early in the morning. She’d done the right thing by making a police report, and now law enforcement was aware of her situation. They’d be vigilant. Big Jim was concerned, and he was pleased she’d called Rio. He wanted her to keep close by the house, and he hadn’t left the ranch all day, although she hadn’t told him she was going to town. She’d be extra watchful for unfamiliar faces. Nothing would escape her.

She didn’t need any of Rio’s friends arriving to get under her feet, order her around, cramp her life. When she’d panicked and called him, hers had been a knee-jerk reaction. Stupid, stupid, stupid! Naturally he’d be compelled to act, to do something.

She sighed. Oh well. If anyone from Rio’s security company showed up, she’d send him packing.

Bending again to scoop more dirt from the hole, she inspected its depth. Leaning in, she placed both gloved hands on either side of the indentation and peered deeply into the bottom, saw that it still wasn’t deep enough, and muttered, “Well, crap. Gotta go farther.”

“Need help with that?” A male voice from above startled her so much she jerked up. 

Standing over her was a man she’d never seen before. Dark hair. Tall. Like her, he wore boots, jeans, and a cowboy hat. 

A stranger.

She clawed at her holster for her gun.

****
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“Whoa,” Ben said, holding up both hands. Geeze, he hadn’t meant to startle her. “Don’t shoot me. Just offering a little help, is all.”

Leaping to her feet, Sarah Lang took quick steps backward. 

He watched as she drew her weapon but didn’t raise it. As would someone trained in the proper use of firearms, she held it with both hands aimed at the ground. Thankfully, her finger was still straight and outside the trigger guard. So she wasn’t a novice around weapons. That was excellent.

Just as he knew she would be, she was of good height, and her close-fitting jeans covered long legs and slim hips as though they’d been smeared on her. She’d gained weight, maybe ten pounds, and he instantly approved. When she was modeling, she’d been too thin. She wore boots and a button-down blue chambray shirt, rolled at the sleeves to reveal elegant wrists. 

Her straw hat had been pushed back off her forehead and her long blonde braid swung over her shoulder. A streak of dirt made a dark swath across one perfect cheekbone. The large, curiously tilted green eyes he’d looked into so many times through his computer and television screens now narrowed in suspicion. He knew her beauty would transcend the ads and magazine photos, and he was right. She was spectacular. He tried not to stare.

“Who are you?” she demanded. “Spit it out quick or you’re getting a lead sandwich.” He saw her tighten her hold on her pistol.

“No, thanks, already had supper.” Carefully, he kept his hands in the air. Rio had told him she was ornery. He hadn’t been kidding. “Ben Paxton, at your service.”

She cocked her head. “Paxton?”

“Yep.”

She relaxed a little. “Oh. Rio’s business partner.”

“You could say we work together, but we’re not partners. I own the company.”

“Whatever. I told him not to send anyone. I made a police report. And I’m armed.” She cut her gaze toward her pistol, and then holstered it.

“No offense, Sarah, but I walked right up and you didn’t notice.” Deliberately, he emphasized his Texas drawl. “You were bent right over that hole, your butt up in the air, mutterin’ curses like it owed you money.”

“Is that supposed to be funny?” Her eyes shot sparks.

“I’m not being funny. Anybody could have grabbed you, disarmed you, and done whatever else they’d wanted. Your little peashooter there won’t do you any good if you can’t keep control of it. Again, no offense, however you’re not all that observant.”

He watched as her lips firmed. “I can take care of myself.”

“Nope. You can’t. Not right now.” Suddenly he was glad Rio had advised him to be tough with her. “Right now, you need a keeper and his name is Ben Paxton.”

Instantly her chin went up. “Sorry Rio’s friend, or boss, or whoever you are—”

“Told you. I’m Ben.”

“—but you’re not welcome. I don’t want you here and I don’t need you. You have to go.”

He snorted and put his hands on his hips. “You think I’m leaving?”

“Get out.” She pointed a finger at the long driveway, which led to the county road. 

Ben noticed her fingernail was unpolished and broken. Dirt had collected beneath the nail. Somehow instead of turning him off, it served to make her human. An honest-to-God woman. No longer an image on a screen, to him Sarah was now a living, breathing individual. She was real. His blood raced through his veins. He wanted very badly to touch her, to see if her skin was as silky as he’d dreamed.

As she spat another order, she practically vibrated. “Get. Off. My. Land.”

“Negative,” Ben said. Dynamite couldn’t have blasted him out of there. Not when Sarah needed him. He folded his arms. “You and I are gonna get to know one another real well.”

“If you don’t go on your own, I’ll have Jim show you the way, and I promise you won’t like that.” She didn’t give an inch. 

Not only was she ornery, she was feisty. Already smitten by her pretty face, he liked her spirit. Her energy and fire were invigorating.

“Big Jim? Met him half an hour ago, down at the barn.” He pointed with his chin at the large structure past the corral. “Spent some time talking about what needs to be done around here to beef up security. He’s on board.”

She made a sound in her throat like she was strangling. Her face turned pink and she mumbled something beneath her breath. It sounded like you bastard. “Fine,” she spat. “But you’re not staying here at the house. Forget that. Get a motel in town.”

“Figure I can hole up in your bunkhouse.” He glanced around the property as though looking for such a structure.

“We don’t have one.”

“Sure you do. A spread this size will always have a bunkhouse. You’ve got to bring in men for spring roundup and fall gather.” He figured she’d pegged him for a city slicker. However, he’d grown up on a beef cattle ranch in Texas. Raising cattle in cow-calf operations in the two states meant there were differences in the way things were done, yet also many commonalities.

Oh, yeah. There was a bunkhouse.

“Wrong,” she said. “No place for you to stay here, sorry.” She flipped her braid from her shoulder to her back.

“Big Jim already showed me. I stowed my gear in there on a bunk,” he lied. “You can stop fighting. Rio wants me here.” He was unashamed about busting out the brother card. “And you need me.”

“I need a new John Deere tractor, hopefully one with a disc mower for hay making.” She turned away to collect her tools. “I’m not in the market for a babysitter.” 

This had gone on long enough. He had to protect Sarah and figure out who was threatening her. Before anything bad happened, the stalker needed to be stopped. As beautiful as Sarah was in real, Technicolor life, as infatuated as he was with her, nothing had changed. He must complete his mission.

“Sarah?” He said her name softly.

When his sudden change in tone brought her twisting around to face him, he met her glare with a level gaze of his own. “Get used to it because I’m not going anywhere.”

“We’ll see about that.” She picked up her posthole digger.

“It’s settled,” he told her in deep certainty. As tall as she was, he was taller. At six-foot-three, he very deliberately loomed over her. “You’re mine now.”
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Chapter Four
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As usual, Sarah barely slept. When she did doze off, otherworldly images of monstrously long angled arms cut around her, tightened and entrapped her. Scythes and sharp blades swiped through the air, their pointed tips coming for her. No matter how she struggled, she could not escape them. Fear strangled her, choked off her breath. She woke gasping, perspiring, fighting free of damp covers.

At dawn, she gave up and abandoned the bed. Showering and putting on her usual jeans, boots, and cotton shirt, she left her long hair down to dry. The damp strands fell thick and heavy to her hips.

Collecting her pistol from her nightstand where she’d begun placing it, she opened her locked bedroom door.

Because Big Jim liked to eat his breakfast each day in town at Milly’s Diner, she ate a banana and buttered toast and took her truck keys, shoulder bag, and hat off the kitchen hook. She planned to head into town as well.

Closing the door behind her, she turned around and saw him. 

As though he had all the time in the world, Ben Paxton leaned back against the driver’s side door of her truck, his brawny arms crossed. A big man, he emanated strength and calmness. He wore jeans, boots, and a black felt hat. 

He nodded at her politely. “Morning, Sarah.” His voice held a light Texas drawl she remembered from the day before.

She forced the greeting out between gritted teeth. “Morning.” She hadn’t seen him since yesterday when he’d made that silly proclamation about her belonging to him. Ha! She didn’t know if he’d eaten any dinner or breakfast and hoped he’d gone hungry. 

“Excuse me,” she said, waving him away from her vehicle. She was fairly certain he planned to dog her heels all day. To be fair, she wanted him nearby and was certain she’d feel better having him close when she left the ranch. If she were honest, she was almost sorry for trying to throw him off the property. 

Almost. 

The arrogant man didn’t have to know that.

“Where are we off to?” He held out one large palm. “I’ll drive.”

“It’s my truck!” She stopped short. “If you’re going, I’ll do the driving. Now move aside, please.”

As immovable as the Big Horn Mountains looming behind him, Ben continued to gaze at her steadily. He didn’t lower his hand. “You’ll be safer with me at the wheel.”

“Look, I understand that Rio has sent you here to protect me, okay?” She tried persuading him with logic. “I get that you’ll want to stay close by,” she went on, “and on the watch.”

“Correct.”

“I don’t want to be unreasonable.” She attempted to sound logical. “Believe me, I don’t want this stalker after me any more than you do.”

“Understood.” Annoying Becca, Ben appeared to be enjoying himself. 

“I have appointments to keep. Like now, I’m headed to town to do some business. I can’t have you hanging over my shoulder every second.” She tilted her head. “You’ll need to be ... unobtrusive.”

“Gotcha.” He wagged his fingers.

She stared at him. Finally giving up, she slapped the keys into his hand.

She tried not to flounce around to the passenger door. Sliding onto the bench seat, she kept to her side. 

The first thing Ben did was move the seat back to accommodate his long legs. His broad shoulders filled her cab and she shifted in her seat. Of course she didn’t know him at all. However, it had been a long, long time since she’d reacted so viscerally to a man. Masculinity vibrated off him in waves, reached out to the woman in her. Somehow, just his proximity put her in mind of lazy humid afternoons spent in bed, of slow, sensual caresses, of languorous erotic lovemaking.

He seemed too close, too big. And she could smell him, a not unpleasant scent of winds soughing through pine trees.

She firmed her lips. What thoughts! With effort, she pushed them down.

Perhaps they’d gotten off on the wrong foot. However, she didn’t like him much. While the man did have a definite presence, he was too full of himself. 

Sneaking a sideways glance at him, she took in his strong profile, his two-day growth of beard, his broad chest and flat belly. When he took off his black felt hat and set it on the seat between them, she saw that his full head of brown hair could use a trim. His skin was tanned, his eyes hazel, his lashes thick and black. Ben Paxton was ruggedly handsome, she’d give him that. 

“Like what you see?” he asked without looking at her.

Caught! Shifting away, she gave a short, mirthless laugh to cover her embarrassment. “I was only thinking that you remind me of Rio, your build. You’re just as tall ...  and stuff.” She didn’t want to describe his impressive musculature.

“We served together on the Teams,” he said. “In Afghanistan and South America. SEALs work out a lot. On missions like those, we have to carry a ton of gear. Can’t be weak.”

She didn’t respond.

“Where are we headed?” He put his hands on the wheel.

“Mountain Wood. It’s the little town you probably drove through to get here from the Billings airport. I was at the grocery store when I found the latest threat—a note left on my windshield.”

“I remember the town.” He fired up the engine and started down the mile-long drive to the county road. “We’ll have a few minutes to talk, so let’s start a threat analysis. I’ll need to ask you some questions.”

“Okay.” Tensing, she folded her hands in her lap.

“Rio told me this began with emails.”

“Yes. A while back, I started getting weird emails from different accounts I didn’t know. The accounts had normal names, like Steve321 or Penny9, so I opened them.” 

“What was in them? And did you print any out? I’d like to have a look. As far as tracing them, I’m sure they used a spoofing tool. It’d take the FBI using specialized programs to trace him, and this doesn’t yet rise to that level.”

The FBI? She shivered. She hoped not. “I can print them later.”

“For now, stop opening all your email, okay?”

“Yes, all right.”

“So, what happened next?”

“The emails said I shouldn’t be alive anymore. That I deserved death. Each one had the same icon of a blade dripping blood. I blocked the senders, but new ones kept getting through. The last one used my name. It said, Die, Sarah.”

His jaw hardened.

“Then, I got a lot of blocked-number cell phone hangups.”

He pulled off the gravel driveway onto the county road and they rolled toward town. “And yesterday you got the note on your car?”

“Yes. I came out of the grocery store and it was stuck under my windshield wiper. It had that same knife blade, and the paper had spots that looked like rust.”

“Blood?” 

“Maybe.” She shivered again. “Ted King, our Police Chief, said they’d perform a presumptive test, see if it is blood.”

“Ted King’s office in town? I’ll have a word with him.”

“It’s in the square, close to where we’re going.”

“Has this sort of thing ever happened before? Ever had a stalker?”

“I actually have.” She fidgeted in her seat. “Five years ago. A man kept calling, telling me he loved me and we were meant to be together. He was sick. He ... he sent me pictures of himself. Then, candy and flowers. He showed up at my appearances. I didn’t know him. The modeling agency provided security, but he slipped past them, got into my apartment building and cornered me in the hallway.”

Ben turned to glance at her, frowning. “Tell me you kicked him in the nuts.”

“He—he ripped my blouse.” She stammered, remembering the violent attack. “I think he was going to rape me. He had a knife—held it to my throat. He started dragging me into my apartment. I screamed, fought him. Lucky for me two guys down the hallway were just getting home from work. They pulled my attacker off me, held him down until police were called.”

“Where is he now?” Beside her, Ben frowned.

“Prison. Turns out he was wanted for rape in two states.”

“None of this was in the press, was it?” Ben seemed to relax a little. “I bet I’d have seen it.”

“My agency tried to squash the report. They got it buried. They didn’t want bad press about their models getting assaulted. Not good for business.”

“I’ll need his name to make certain he’s still behind bars.”

She gave him the name. “Ridley Kemper. You think it could be him?”

“Don’t know. Gotta chase down every lead. Is there anything else? Any other situations like this?”

“No. It’s just...”

“Just what?”

“When I found the note, it felt like somebody was watching me. It was eerie.”

Surprising her, he said, “Humans can sense when we’re being observed.” He lifted one shoulder. “It saved my bacon more than once in Afghanistan.”

“It’s so creepy, the feeling of being stared at.” She was amazed at herself for confiding so soon in Ben yet somehow couldn’t stop. “It felt so malicious, and I couldn’t locate the source. Don’t make fun of me. It ... it felt evil.”

Pulling into the town square of Mountain Wood, Ben parked at the two-story building she indicated. He put the truck in park and turned off the engine. Facing her, his expression was serious, honest. He placed a hand on her forearm. His palm was warm, calloused, and a flash of electricity shot up her spine. “Sarah, I’d never make fun of you.”

She met his gaze and something arced between them. Time stalled. Somehow his touch connected them in a way Sarah had never before experienced. For no reason she could identify, images of tangled sheets and sighs of pleasure filled her mind again. Images of him touching her in her most intimate places filled her mind. She thought of his hands stroking her, thought
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