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      Danger and desire go hand in hand…

      When her little sister Robyn is kidnapped, Rhianne Carlson promises herself she’ll do anything to bring her home safely. Even if it means reluctantly teaming up with private security agent and former Navy SEAL Eric Cruz.

      Despite his smoldering good looks and undeniable talents, Rhianne has never trusted this sinfully sexy agent. And she definitely doesn’t like his plan to pretend to be a decadent couple, in order to lure out the organized crime syndicate who’s taken Robyn. Eric’s taking his role way too seriously. All that touching and kissing. It’s enough to drive a girl mad…with lust.

      Eric has always admired Rhianne. And now that they’re working together, he finds his admiration turning into something more. They’re getting way too good at pretending to be a couple. Their kisses seem all too real. But the danger they’re in is real too. And even though he knows Rhianne can handle herself, he can’t help feeling protective of her. 

      Can they fight for their lives, while also fighting off their mutual attraction? And if they manage to survive, does their growing love have a chance?
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      Rhianne Carson approached the intimidating-looking woman at the reception desk and prepared herself for battle.

      “Good morning,” she started, her eyes darting to the schedule open in front of the woman. “I—”

      “Don’t have an appointment,” the woman seated behind the desk finished. She was an unsmiling gatekeeper that Rhianne needed to bypass in order to get to the person she was there to see. Someone who’d been like a big brother to her, and who’d said to reach out if she ever needed his help. Someone who could get shit done no matter the mission, which was exactly what she needed.

      If she could just get past the pit bull in pumps.

      “No, I don’t have an appointment, but it’s urgent that I see Charles Bronte. Could you please tell him Rhianne Carlson is here? We’re old friends.” Rhianne straightened her back and added a half-smile to her not-quite-a request. She’d left the Coast Guard years before but she still knew how to stand her ground. Rhianne’s eyes fell on the woman’s name plate on the desk. “Thank you so much, Rosa. I really appreciate your help.”

      “I’m afraid he’s on a call and can’t be interrupted,” Rosa said, not giving an inch, which, given her job was probably an asset. “If you could wait until that’s ended, I can ask him then if he could see you.” But I can’t promise anything, her tone said.

      “That’s fine. Thank you.” Rhianne made for one of the chairs against the wall. She didn’t have to sit for long—within minutes a doorway beyond the reception desk opened and Charlie Bronte came out.

      He leaned down to speak to Rosa, then glimpsed her out of the corner of his eye. “Rhianne Carlson? Is that you?” he asked, surprised but smiling as he walked towards her. “I wasn’t expecting to see you!”

      “I don’t have an appointment,” Rhianne said, before Rosa could. “I know how busy you are.”

      “Stop, don’t worry about that. Come in—”

      “Sign in,” Rosa corrected, interrupting him. “Please.” She indicated the visitor’s sheet and guided Rhianne through the process. “Thank you.”

      “Thank you.” Despite her tension, Rhianne had to smile at Rosa’s ruthless organization. She felt Charles studying her, and wondered what picture she presented, strung out from lack of sleep, her taut nerves evident. He looked as fit as ever, his green eyes just as watchful, although his near-black hair was longer and slicked back, and he wore an expensive-looking suit rather than the naval uniform she was used to.

      “Geez, Bronte Security Services sure is secure,” Rhianne muttered, hitching her thumb towards Rosa’s desk as they walked away.

      “You get used to it,” Charles laughed. “I was just going to grab a coffee. Want one?”

      “Please.”

      Charles moved about the small kitchen with the efficiency Rhianne recalled from working with him and his team on a Navy/Coast Guard joint operation four years ago. All the SEALs had been brisk and competent—though Charlie was a former SEAL now, she reminded herself. He hadn’t re-enlisted any more than she had. Instead, he’d started up this security agency with some of his former teammates. Civilian life seemed to suit him. She just hoped their big brother/kid sister rapport was still there.

      “Now.” Charlie set the coffees down on the small table in front of the window. “I can look for some of the cookies Rosa kindly brings in and we can sit here and talk over old times…or do you want to talk in my office? Because I get the feeling this isn’t a social call, right?” he finished, studying her with concern plainly visible in his eyes.

      His perception didn’t surprise her. “Would you mind? I mean, do you have time?” Rhianne bit her lip. “Even if it’s just to listen, then tell me I’m being stupid?”

      “Hm. The problem with that is you aren’t. If you’re worried, then I’m pretty sure that means something’s wrong. So, let’s go.” Charlie took their coffee cups and shepherded her to his office.

      She was grateful he didn’t sit behind his desk with her in front of it. That would make it too, well, real. Instead, Charlie pulled the visitors’ chairs around a small coffee table, and that made it easier for her to start.

      “You know I didn’t re-enlist three years ago, right?” she began haltingly. “I came to Chula Vista to be near my mom and little sister. Mostly my sister, because, well…she was having a rough time.”

      The corners of his mouth turned down. “So this is about family. Tell me what’s going on.”

      “It’s complicated.” Rhianne felt her throat closing. It still hurt to talk about the sadder elements of her past even though they were years behind her, and given what was going on it felt even worse now. “My—my father died of a sudden heart attack not long after I left for basic training.”

      “I’m so sorry to hear it.”

      She nodded and forced herself to continue. “My parents were against me enlisting, and my mom has always said the stress of me being away was part of the reason why my dad died.”

      “Rhianne, no…”

      “Oh yes. And it gets worse.” Rhianne paused to collect herself. “You know how basic training is, right? It was impossible for me to leave to go to the funeral, and you can imagine how well that went over with my mom. What I didn’t realize was how hard that time was for my little sister Robyn. Dad was gone, I was gone, and Mom was hurting and angry, which left Robyn basically without anyone she could lean on. She was only eight when he died.”

      “It’s terrible that that happened to her, but it’s not your fault,” Charlie said, back in the big brother role she knew so well.

      “But it feels like it is,” Rhianne managed. “Because Robyn started acting out. She did it for attention at first, I think, but then she got locked into that behavior and it just started cascading. Bad grades, fights at school. She started sneaking out at night when she was twelve, and stealing money from my mom’s purse. By the time she was fifteen, she had a criminal record. Minor stuff—trespassing, some shoplifting—but the way she was acting out made it clear that she was heading down the wrong path. Mom kept me out of the loop at first, but when we finally started talking again, she admitted how bad it had gotten. That was when I knew I had to help my sister.”

      "So you gave up your career in the Coast Guard to be there for Robyn,” Charlie finished for her.

      Rhianne nodded. “And it worked. She turned herself around. I’m not saying it was easy—we definitely had our share of fights at first—but when she realized I wasn’t going to give up on her, she started to settle down. She went from saying she wanted to drop out of high school to talking about going to college. Her grades are really good now, and she’s started hanging out with a some really nice kids.” Rhianne looked down at her knotted fingers. “That’s why the fact that she’s missing makes no sense.”

      “Misisng?” Charlie’s gaze sharpened. “How long has she been gone?”

      “Two days. It’s not like her at all. I mean, sure, she’s run away in the past but she’s different now. My mom is convinced that she’s back to her old tricks, but I know something’s wrong. I feel it in my gut.”

      Charlie studied her for a moment. “And we both know how powerful that instinct is. You came here to me, so I’m assuming the police gave you the runaround?”

      She rolled her eyes. “You’d think the fact that I work at the San Diego’s Sheriff’s Department would carry some weight, but they refused to listen to anything I had to say as soon as they learned that Robyn had a history as a runaway.” Rhianne’s three years doing search and rescue with them hadn’t been enough to convince her coworkers to take her sister’s missing person’s case seriously. The officers at the local Chula Vista station had been even less willing to listen to her than her colleagues.

      “It’s unfortunate that they won’t do their damn jobs. Because I agree with you. There’s something wrong,” he said.

      If Rhianne thought she’d never heard sweeter words, his next were better still.

      “And we’ll do what we can to help.” Charlie stood and used the intercom on his desk to call someone in, stopping her when she started to ask about fees.

      “We’ll go into that later. For now, let’s get started. Here’s who I’ll put on this with you,” he said as a rap came at the door. A second later it opened, and a man came in, his chocolate-brown eyes lighting up at the sight of Rhianne.

      “Hey, Coastie-girl!” The guy flung his arms wide.

      Eric Cruz. She should have known. Charlie’s agency was based around the idea that former SEALs could use their skills to help people, and Eric had been in Charlie’s unit. He’d also been part of the mission Rhianne had undertaken with Charlie, but while she’d come to like and respect Charlie as a friend and leader, her opinion of Eric had been…less positive. Oh, when he was on a mission, he always got the job done. But in his off hours? Put frankly, the man was a pest. A noisy, obnoxious, class-clown-who-never-grew-up pest.

      And, most annoying of all, he made it look good. Tall and broad-shouldered, he was more muscular now than when she’d seen him before, his crew cut grown out into carefree rusty-red waves, and his beard scruff was thicker.

      Rhianne swallowed. Eric was even more attractive now…and he’d been far from hideous before. Fine, she’d admit that he was her type. Physically. But she didn’t have the patience for his nonsense in general, and especially not at the moment.

      “You’ll have to come up with a new joke,” she replied, tightening her voice. “I’m no longer with the Coast Guard— Wait.” Understanding hit her, and she swung to Charlie. “This is who’ll be working on this? Eric? Is this the best you can do?”

      That was rude, she acknowledged, but Charlie didn’t react.

      “There’s no one better,” he replied.

      She’d seen Eric work and knew his abilities and his focus, that he was more than capable of being serious, but—

      “So, what’s the what?” Eric asked Charlie before she could say anything else.

      “Rhianne’s little sister is missing,” Charlie explained.

      With an indrawn breath, Eric straightened, his easy humor gone in a second. He searched Rhianne’s face, his now-serious brown eyes boring into her blue ones. “I’ll do whatever I can to find her, Rhianne. You got my word on that. Come into my office and we’ll get started.”

      Oh.

      Rhianne blinked, her gaze tracking Eric as he headed to the door. She collected herself enough to thank Charlie for his help, then ducked around Eric to go through the door he was holding open for her.

      Huh, seemed she had to add chivalrous to the list of adjectives describing the new Eric.

      Rhianne swallowed again.
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      Eric’s intercom buzzed as soon as he got behind his desk. Rosa, of course. He was a little surprised he’d made it as far as his office—he’d half-expected her to accost him in the corridor for the case details to log in for their business workflow and billing.

      “One second,” he assured Rhianne, who started to pace. “Rosa?”

      “Mr. Cruz, I take it I should hold any calls and push anything back until you tell me this meeting is concluded?” came her question, the at which point you will fill in the new client form, and to my satisfaction, hanging after it.

      Prior to this, Rosa had managed a huge law firm, almost single-handedly, Eric believed. She tried to bring the same order and method to this office. But a private security firm was a business where cases tended to occur spontaneously and grow organically, often meaning unscheduled field work for their small team, all of which made managing the business…challenging, to say the least. Rosa enjoyed the challenge, though, Eric surmised.

      “Mr. Cruz?” she prompted.

      Mr. Cruz. He’d told her a million times to use his first name, but she wouldn’t. For any of them. “Yes, please.”

      “Even your lunch with Ms. Richards?”

      He noticed Rhianne’s pacing stilled, just for a second, before she continued. “Could you please ask Ian if he’ll take that? Thanks.” Mia Richards, executive director of Heart of Love jewelers, liked having former SEALs escort the models who wore “her” overpriced gemstones to events. Well, Ian could take this planning meeting with her…and fend off her massively unsubtle advances this time. He’d probably just pull out his phone and show off pictures of how his girlfriend’s pregnancy was progressing until Mia got the hint that he was very firmly off the market.

      “Can I bring you and Ms. Carlson coffee?” Rosa asked.

      Eric shot a quick look at “Ms. Carlson.” She looked wired enough not to need more caffeine for the next decade or so. “We’re fine, thanks,” he replied to their receptionist and disconnected.

      “Rhianne?” He gestured to the chair in front of his desk, then sat and brought his computer to life. “Are you… I mean, should we dive right in? Or do you need a minute?”

      “Can we just…” Rhianne waved at his computer. “I feel like every second counts, you know?”

      “Of course, you’re right.” Eric launched into questions that needed answering for the work-up to a missing person case. He hadn’t known Rhianne had a sister ten years younger, but then how could he? They hadn’t exactly shared confidences that one time they’d worked together. So he started with the basics—name, age, address, and what reason Rhianne had to think the girl was missing.

      “So you arranged to meet two days ago, but she never showed up? And you don’t know where she was supposed to be going or what she was doing earlier in the day?” he queried, his fingers pausing over the keyboard.

      “No.” Rhianne pulled a strand of hair from her tight ponytail and wound it around her forefinger. “As I said, I don’t live with her and Mom. All I know is when we were working out what time to meet to go see a movie, Robyn mentioned she had plans for earlier in the day. She said she didn’t know how long they’d take, but that she was sure she’d be through in time to meet me at three o’clock.”

      “Have you spoken to any of her friends to see who saw her last?”

      “No.” Rhianne flushed, her cheeks taking on a pink tinge that made her eyes look even more blue. “I thought about it, but I don’t have any of their numbers. She had them all stored in her phone.”

      “Don’t beat yourself up,” Eric said. “We can track them down some other way. Maybe her school would be willing to help.”

      “I do have this.” Rhianne eased open her purse and slid out the laptop she’d picked up from her mom’s place on the way over. “It’s Robyn’s.”

      She didn’t meet his eye as she said that, telling Eric three things. One, that she’d taken it without permission. Two, that made her uncomfortable. And three, she’d do whatever it took to get the job done. He admired that.

      “You did what you had to.”

      She looked up as he told her that, her eyes startled. “But I don’t know her password,” she confessed. “I tried to guess it too many times and got locked out.”

      She was looking at him as if he was her last hope. Her eyes, so full of worry and desperation, caught at his heart. He thought back to the first time he’d seen her. She was a commanding presence, tall and fit with white-blonde hair and piercing blue eyes that dared you to look away. She was a knockout, but her lack of warmth had kept him at a distance. He had thought her too cool and detached to ever really care about anyone. Clearly, he’d been wrong. Her devotion to her sister, and her worry for the girl, was written all over her face. It baffled him, and not just because he hadn’t expected it from her. Family dynamics always confused him. Growing up the way he had, he’d never really gotten to see them in action. The closest thing he had was his relationship with his fellow SEALs.

      “Is something wrong?”

      Her question recalled him to the here and now and what he should be doing instead of getting lost in his thoughts—helping her.

      “No.” Eric half-coughed to clear his throat and opened the lid of the laptop. He’d focus on the case at hand. “Just wondering what made you leave the Coast Guard?” It wasn’t a lie—he really was curious about that. It had been clear that she’d loved that life. Had seemed made for it.

      Rhianne stiffened, and Eric wanted to facepalm. He hadn’t heard of any missions gone awry, but he knew from his own service that there could be a hundred reasons that made someone rethink their choice.

      “Sorry,” he started, raking his fingers through his hair. “That was—”

      “I didn’t re-enlist when my contract came up because my mother and sister needed me.” Rhianne’s answer came jerkily, and her shoulders were up almost around her ears, telling Eric this wasn’t an easy topic.

      He knew he should probably let it go, but the questions bubbled out, almost in spite of himself. “Why did they need you to come home so badly? Couldn’t you have taken some leave to visit, or sent money back, or something?”

      That he’d crossed a line was made clear when Rhianne stood, her chair legs scraping on the floor from the brusque movement, and said, “I need to go get a drink of water.”

      “Oh, here.” Annoyed with himself for not offering her one already, Eric pulled a couple of small bottles from his under-desk mini fridge and set them down. Before he could ask if she needed a glass, she had the top twisted off one, the crack loud, and was taking a drink, her head thrown back and the slim column of her throat working as she swallowed. Eric’s eyes followed the movement.

      She set the bottle down with a thud. “Robyn had problems. She got worse—I mean, they got worse the further she got into her teens.” In as few words as possible, she made it clear that Robyn, at age fifteen, had needed more help than Rhianne had thought she could give while still in the Coast Guard. But none of it addressed the real sticking point for him.

      “You shouldn’t feel responsible for parenting your sister,” he said.

      His words lit touch paper he hadn’t even guessed was there. Rhianne was on her feet in a second, like a rocket about to go off.

      “How the hell can you say that?” she spat. “You don’t know the first thing about me or my family!”

      There was something almost scornful in her voice, as if he wasn’t even capable of understanding what family meant to her—and in spite of himself, it touched one of his own sore spots. It made him want to snap back…so he did. “I understand you want to see you sister safe again, but it’s not like your mother is here with you, sharing the same concern, is she?” he asked.

      Rhianne gasped.

      “I mean, she left you to deal with it on your own, right? So what does that say about how she feels about Robyn disappearing?” Eric continued.

      Rhianne sagged a little, as if from a physical blow, and grabbed at the edge of the desk, her knuckles white from the force. When she let go and pulled herself upright, Eric half thought she was going to take a swing at him. But instead, Rhianne turned on her heel and marched out of his office.

      Stormed out, Eric mentally amended, when she wrenched his door open so hard that it hit the wall behind it. He stared at the open doorway, not knowing what to do.

      “Hey.” Ian Campbell, the third former SEAL member of the team, poked his head around the door, then his hand…which was holding a blank sheet of paper that he waved like a white flag.

      “Ass,” Eric commented, suppressing a grin.

      “Is it hurricane season?” Ian looked down the corridor. “Ah, no, just Eric proving he wasn’t listening in the Customer Is Always Right seminar Charlie sent us on.”

      “Asshole.” Eric upgraded his assessment of Ian.

      “Can I make a suggestion?” Ian took a step back. “Maybe don’t piss off paying clients?”

      Giving up on adjectives for his asshat of a coworker, Eric flipped Ian’s retreating back the bird…just as Charlie walked Rhianne back in, her face still thunderous.

      “Eric.”

      Eric was on his feet and fighting the urge to snap out a “Sir, yes, sir,” at his boss’s tone.

      “I’ve persuaded Rhianne to give you another chance.” Charlie gave him the longest, coolest look he’d had in a while. “With the understanding that you are to stop antagonizing her.”

      “Of course.” Eric meant it, although he didn’t think what he’d said was so shocking or provocative. He knew that she usually liked things logical and straightforward. Apparently, that didn’t apply when it came to her family. Duly noted.

      Charlie cleared his throat in a fake cough, and Eric understood.

      “I’m sorry I was so blunt,” he apologized to Rhianne. “How about we move on?”

      “Apology accepted.” Rhianne didn’t seem exactly calm, but at least she didn’t sound as though she was spitting out quite as many nails as she had been a minute ago. “And yes, I want to get on with this.”

      “Thank you.” Eric pulled the visitor’s chair around to his side of the desk to bring her closer. “To start with, let’s get into Robyn’s laptop, okay?”

      Rhianne sat next to him as he restarted her sister’s computer and pressed F8 until a menu appeared, then chose Safe Mode from it.

      “Ah.” Eric clicked his tongue. “Of course that would be too easy. There’s no Administrator account. It’s usually disabled, by default.”

      “Oh. So what can we do?” Rhianne asked when he turned off the laptop again.

      “Boot from this USB flash drive that has a Reset Password utility on it.” Eric slotted the drive into the side of Robyn’s laptop. “It loads a mini operating system that opens this”—he pointed to the window that sprang to life on the laptop screen —“from which we choose the correct user account…”

      “That one,” Rhianne exclaimed, her finger brushing his as she pointed at Robyn’s name.

      Strange—he’d expected her to feel cool, if not icy—they’d nicknamed her the Icy Blonde in the Coast Guard, he recalled—but instead heat flared where her skin touched his. He clicked on the Reset Password button. “The program removes the password and unlocks this user account,” he continued, rubbing his finger where Rhianne had touched him.

      They waited while he restarted Robyn’s computer, pulled out the flash drive…and logged on without being asked to type a password. Rhianne glanced at him.

      “It’s not that impressive,” Eric confessed as he clicked on her email shortcut.

      “I didn’t say it was,” Rhianne replied. “Here, let me…”

      Eric handed the machine over willingly, understanding that she’d want her sister’s privacy maintained as much as possible. “Not many emails,” Eric commented.

      “No, her friends mostly message or use social media. Oh, look!” Rhianne had clicked on the Google Calendar. “An interview?”

      “I bet that appeared automatically, from an email,” Eric suggested. “May I?” It took him a few seconds to find the corresponding email in Robyn’s inbox, confirming the appointment. “Take it this is news to you?

      “That Robyn was looking for work as a tutor? Completely. But look at the email address, all random letters and numbers.”

      Eric nodded. “It’s a generic trash
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