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BLIND JUSTICE




A sexy bodyguard. A high-maintenance city girl. Sometimes opposites attract…a killer.

When Tara Fujimoto’s quest to avenge her sister’s death makes her a target, a sexy security specialist steps in to watch her back, but his quiet appeal threatens her carefully guarded heart. Can she resist their lightning-hot attraction, and stay alive long enough to expose her enemy?

Former military special operator Jeff Patarava has good reasons to keep his distance from his impossibly perfect coworker, but when her life is threatened, his resolve is shot to hell. Forced into close proximity, sparks fly as he learns she’s far more than her flawless appearance suggests. Now, he’ll put everything on the line to keep her alive.

For book release news, free short stories, and a chance to win, join my newsletter at http://gwenhernandez.com/newsletter.













For my Gramarie, part rebel, part nurturer, who entertained me as a child on long drives through Europe, and rode the Loop the Loop with me in her 70s.

Her infectious laughter and sweet smile hid a core of steel.










CHAPTER ONE










“UNBUTTON YOUR TOP a little more,” Mars said, flipping his dark blond hair out of his eyes as he adjusted a setting on an enormous camera.

Tara Fujimoto hesitated. Aided by her underdeveloped stature and a heavy hand with some black eyeliner, she had convinced him she was a naive teenager, but her reluctance was all too real.

“Do you really want to be a model?” the photographer asked with a sigh.

She nodded and forced an earnest smile. “More than anything.”

“Then trust me to know what will make you a star.” He stalked across the light-filled DC loft, his face intent. “If you’re not comfortable with your body, you’ll never make it in this industry.” Grabbing her shirt, he jerked open the remaining buttons one by one.

She gasped when his fingers brushed the tops of her breasts as he spread the cloth wide to reveal her black bra.

“Hey.” She shoved his hands away. “I can do it.” For Emily.

If this were a real photo shoot, she would walk out now. Nobody should have to put up with this predator’s shit for even a minute. But this wasn’t about Tara. It was about her sister. About revenge on the man who’d driven Emily to take her own life. About protecting other girls from this vile man who preyed on their hopes and dreams.

Unlike when Emily had been at his mercy, all Tara had to do if she needed help was utter “I want to leave,” and one of Steele’s security specialists would ride to the rescue.

Mars narrowed his blue eyes and shook his head. “With that attitude, you’re not going to get very far.” He reached forward and unbuttoned the top of her jeans and dropped the zipper.

Tara jumped back, her heart pounding for escape. “Stop.”

“Don’t be a child. This is how the industry works. If it’s not me, it’ll be someone else.” Instead of retreating, Mars backed her into the wall and caged her with his hands. “I can make or break you in this world, Tara,” he said, his voice low and husky. “You’re a pretty girl, but I can make you beautiful. Who do you think catapulted Karina Hempstead and Ivy Tanaka to stardom?” His steely blue gaze met hers as he gave her an oily smile. “Me.” He ran the tip of his finger down her sternum.

Tara steeled herself against the nausea climbing her throat.

He leaned in. “Do you know how I get a girl to look her best on film?” he asked, his breath hot on her neck.

“No.” She cringed at how weak she sounded, even if it fit the role.

He flicked open the clasp at the front of her bra, sliding it and her shirt off her shoulders before she realized what was happening.

She flinched and pushed at his chest. “Stop.”

He grabbed her wrists and pressed them to the wall, holding her hostage for his lecherous perusal far too easily. “Every woman is more beautiful after a good fucking. It’s my secret to success.”

Twisting against his hold, she aimed a knee toward his groin.

Mars laughed and easily dodged. “Ah, now you’re getting feisty.” His face darkened. “I like it.”

“I’ve changed my mind. I want to leave.”

“Come on, Tara. I’ll be good to you.” He pressed his thigh between her legs, pinning her to the wall. “You’re going to look amazing. Just surrender to the process and I promise you’ll be an even bigger star than Ivy.”

Her chest tightened. Too much could happen before Jeff intervened. She needed to get free of Mars now.

Forcing herself to relax, she widened her eyes. “Bigger than Ivy?” she asked in a breathy voice.

Mars gave her a triumphant smile, as if he’d hooked her. Is that how it had happened with the other girls? Had they given in, thinking sex with this man was a necessary evil for the career they craved, or had they fought the whole time like Emily?

Adrenaline pummeled her veins. Her stomach churned. No matter how it went down, none of them should’ve had to suffer this asshole’s revolting touch.

“Much bigger.” He leaned back and gave her a quick once-over. “Your breasts are small, but you’re not built like a boy.” He released his hold and slid his hands down her arms, his gaze following his progress.

Tara swallowed against the bile rising in her throat. Don’t panic. Jeff’s on his way. Not bothering to suppress a shiver, she waited until Mars smoothed rough fingers over her collarbone and squeezed her breasts.

Then she punched him square in the throat.

“I told you to stop, asshole.”

As Mars staggered back, his eyes and mouth open in shock, the door flew open with a bang. 

A scowling Jeff rushed in, his hands fisted, face red. “Tara?” His eyes widened at the sight of her half naked before he averted his gaze.

She crossed her arms over her chest, her left hand throbbing from the punch. Her body started to shake and she had an overwhelming sensation of falling apart, turning to rubble.

“You okay?” Jeff asked, not looking directly at her.

“Fine.” Or, she would be once she was dressed and the bastard eyeballing Jeff with a healthy and advisable dose of fear was in police custody.

“What about your hand?”

“I’m fine.” She’d ice it later.

“Turn around and take a seat,” Jeff told Mars, straightening to his full height of six-four. He wasn’t as beefy as Dan or Kurt, but his size and obvious strength could still intimidate.

Manhandling and threats were off the table—they didn’t want to give Mars’s lawyers any ammunition—but the shorter, thinner photographer must have decided he didn’t stand a chance against Jeff, because he followed orders without protest.

Grabbing her bra and shirt from the floor, Tara quickly dressed, not bothering to tuck anything in. She snagged her pea coat from the coatrack and shrugged into the thick wool, glad for the additional barrier from the men to whom she’d already bared too much.

She rummaged through her purse with trembling hands, located her cell phone, and dialed. Keeping her gaze firmly on the floor while one arm encircled her waist, she said, “Yes, I’d like to report an assault.”

Her body wouldn’t stop shaking.

She’d gone into this scheme knowing full well she would probably get manhandled. It wasn’t like plenty of men hadn’t touched her without permission. But never so blatantly.

And this one had touched Emily. Violated her.

Oh, Emily. Not here. She would not let him see her break down.

Mars gave Tara a defiant look. She shivered and kept her gaze on the shiny wooden planks under her feet.

A scalding hot shower was in order. Then she’d curl up on the couch in her pajamas and lose herself in Netflix shows for the entire weekend.

With wine.

And chocolate.

Anger seethed inside her, for Emily, and for all of the naive young girls Mars had coerced into having sex with him. The girls whom he’d promised fame and riches if they gave him what he wanted.

How many others hadn’t been able to live with the horror? How many others had Mars ruined?

When the dispatcher answered the phone, she gave him the necessary information and then hung up. He wanted her to stay on the line, but Tara was done talking until the police arrived.

“They’re on their way.” Crossing her arms, as if she could erase what both men had already seen, she finally met Jeff’s troubled brown gaze. “Thank you.”

He gave her a crisp nod and glared at Mars. “Not a problem.”

Jeff had only been at Steele Security since early January, but the former Air Force combat weatherman—a formerly unknown-to-her special operations role—had become a well-regarded part of the team in the last two months. Any one of the guys would happily partner with him on an op, which said a lot. Everyone was close, but Jeff had slotted right in like he’d been part of the crew all along.

Except with her. Oh, he was nice enough, and she’d been the beneficiary of a few of his hard-won smiles, but he didn’t interact with her any more than necessary. The jury was out on whether he disliked something about her, was uncomfortable with all women, or was simply afraid she’d misinterpret any friendly overtures as a come-on.

Didn’t matter. It was actually perfect. She didn’t get involved with the men at work. Or, these days, any men. Her criminal ex-boyfriend Colin had cured her of that affliction.

After Colin’s betrayal, Tara had spent the past several years learning to love herself, to find self worth outside of a man’s opinion, to trust herself. To stop mentally giving her parents the finger by engaging in behavior they’d consider shameful. In May, she’d celebrate four years of self-imposed celibacy. A feat that would have seemed impossible before meeting Colin Di Ferio.

Maybe taking the job as Steele Security’s business manager had been some sort of test for herself, surrounded as she was by so much muscle-bound eye candy. Men of the highest integrity, each of whom she trusted with her life. If it was a test, somehow she’d passed.

Her need to be respected and liked for her intellect, her organizational skills, and her problem-solving abilities had won out. She’d come to think of the men at Steele like brothers. Men she could admire but would never date. Her role at Steele, the respect and sense of family she’d found there, were far too precious to put at risk for a few rounds of hot sex that would leave her feeling confused and abandoned when it ended.

So, it was fine that Jeff kept his distance. Handsome as he was with his short dark hair, pale skin, and sad brown eyes, when she finally started dating again, the man she chose wouldn’t be some thrill-seeking former commando.

Maybe when she was ready, she could find a nice computer programmer or electrician or landscape architect. Maybe even a nurse or librarian.

Someone tame and steady and looking for a commitment.

Restless, Tara walked to the large camera positioned on a tripod. The three-inch screen on the back glowed, and she stared at the image of her posing with hands on hips, hair combed back from her face. Her fingers itched to delete herself from this gross man’s camera, but it might be considered evidence tampering.

How many photos had he taken?

She scrolled back through the dozens he’d already snapped.

“What are you doing?” Mars asked, shuffling in his seat, his voice agitated.

“Just looking.”

“You have no right.”

She met his gaze, let him see her anger and disgust. “Tell it to the police when they get here.”

He flushed and looked away.

Tara scrolled through pictures of young women, many of them awkward and painfully eager, in various states of undress. Her stomach hurt just thinking about it. Further along, there were photos of some kind of banquet where several white-haired, balding men with paunches were dressed in tuxedos, arm in arm with gorgeous women in ball gowns who wouldn’t have looked at the men twice if they weren’t rich or powerful.

Didn’t the women get tired of being trophies? Valued only for their fleeting beauty, and shackling themselves to some of the dregs of DC’s political sphere for money? Tara knew how it felt to be wanted only for her looks. It sucked.

She quickly scrolled past the party, and the subject matter returned to girls. Disgust crawling on her skin like ants, Tara had nearly reached the end when a photo of a naked man appeared. He stood with his back to the camera, before an unmade bed, in what looked like a fancy hotel room with modern art on the wall above an upholstered headboard and satiny, red sheets. A smattering of dark hair covered his shoulders, back, and buttocks, and a tattoo of a standing lion—like from a royal family crest—covered his right shoulder blade.

Her hair stood on end. Hadn’t she seen that tattoo before? She wracked her brain but couldn’t place it. Maybe if she could find a shot of the man’s face.

The last photo on the memory card showed him from the side, lying naked on top of an Asian woman, propped on his elbows, his dark hair falling forward to hide his profile. Tara pressed a hand to her middle. That was no woman. The equally nude girl, who couldn’t be more than fourteen, lay facedown, looking directly at the camera, her face scrunched up as if she were in pain.

Tara wanted to hurl.

She released the camera as if burned. Was Mars making porn? Or blackmailing people? Maybe both. Either way, the sooner he was off the streets the better. Maybe the police could figure out who the girls were and make sure they were okay.

Tara flinched as a sharp knock sounded at the door. As she rushed to answer, Mars jumped to his feet and stumbled backward into his camera, falling to the floor in a tangle of equipment.

He was right to be afraid. It was the least he deserved.

Tara opened the door to three uniformed officers.

Within minutes the police had things locked down and had separated the three of them to get their stories.

“The thing is,” the brunette officer said twenty minutes later, her badge reflecting the morning sunlight streaming through floor-to-ceiling windows, “this Mars guy kind of looks like the victim here. I believe you, and you can definitely press charges, but it’s going to be hard to prove in court.”

“Actually, it’s not,” Tara said, fingering the pendant strung on a gold chain around her neck. Luckily, DC was a one-party consent district. “I recorded everything.”










CHAPTER TWO










THE FOLLOWING MONDAY, Tara hustled down a quaint Arlington street, determined not to be late for her seven-thirty appointment with a reporter. She hated dealing with the press, but she owed it to Emily to see Mars brought to justice. If talking to journalists kept the topic in the news—and gave other women and girls the confidence to come forward with charges against men who’d hurt them—Tara would spend the rest of her life doing it.

She pulled her wool peacoat tighter and put her head down against the frigid wind, stepping carefully to avoid the icy patches. Spring was only a couple of weeks away, but northern Virginia wouldn’t really feel it until May.

Strains of the song “Evil Woman” came from her purse. Lauren. The sister who’d become an accountant, had never made waves in school, had always been top of her class, and rarely did anything to bring unwanted attention to herself. Like become a cheerleader, or get caught at a party drinking beer and making out with the high school’s star basketball player.

Lauren had never disappointed their parents with a report card full of Bs, or worn short skirts and red lipstick, or told them to fuck off.

With a sigh, Tara dug the phone from her purse and answered.

“You need to stop talking to the press,” Lauren said, skipping right over the niceties.

“Why?”

“Because every time there’s a new story Mom and Dad get upset all over again. They want to move on but you’re not letting them.”

“It hasn’t even been two weeks and they’re ready to move on?”

“Not like that,” Lauren said with an exaggerated sigh. “It’s painful for them.”

And embarrassing. A constant reminder of how their youngest daughter had failed them, and brought shame and notoriety upon the family, when all they wanted to do was keep their heads down and be successful and without standing out in the crowd.

“The news won’t care much longer, Lauren. I’m trying to give Emily’s death some meaning and this is the only way I know how.”

Lauren scoffed. “You think you’re some kind of hero, taking down that photographer, but none of this would have happened if you hadn’t encouraged her to defy our parents in the first place.”

Tara gaped. It would still have happened to other girls. “I never wanted this. I only wanted Emily to be happy.”

Her sister made a noise of disgust. “You always were selfish. Doing whatever you pleased without caring how much you hurt the people around you.”

“I was selfish?” Tara’s face and ears flamed. “Selfish is guilting your kids into following a prescribed path whether it makes them happy or not. Selfish is withholding love from your children if they don’t live up to your expectations.”

“Mom and Dad gave us everything, and you thumbed your nose at them,” Lauren said, diving right into the same old argument. They probably used the same lines verbatim at this point.

Tara had been raised with plenty of privileges, and she was grateful. But if she’d followed the path her parents wanted for her, she would be as miserable as Lauren.

Oh. Tara paused.

Why hadn’t she seen it before? Maybe she had been too focused on herself and her self-righteous rebellion. “What dream did you give up to please them?” she asked softly.

Her sister gasped. The line was silent for several beats. “All I ever wanted was to make them happy.” Her voice told a different story. “Something you clearly didn’t—and still don’t—give a damn about.”

Lauren didn’t understand that Tara had wanted nothing more. But she’d wanted her parents to be proud of her—to love her—for who she was. She could never bring herself to hide her true nature under some cloak of perfection that would eventually choke the life out of her.

Rather than defend herself, Tara said, “I’m sorry you felt like you had to.”

Lauren scoffed. “And then you poisoned Emily with the idea that she could be a model. A supermodel, for God’s sake.”

“That’s all she ever wanted. I was trying to help.”

“And now she’s dead,” Lauren said, her voice dripping with venom. “Good job.”

The words flattened Tara like a city bus. Had she pushed Emily too hard to follow her own path, to resist the pressure from their parents and choose the life she’d dreamed of? Had Tara really been helping, or had she merely transferred her own expectations onto her sister?

Did it even matter?

All the oxygen fled her lungs.

Oh, God. She began to shake. Emily was really, truly gone. She wasn’t coming back, and no matter why it had happened, Tara hadn’t been able to stop her.

“You already had your fifteen minutes of fame after Colin,” Lauren said, driving the knife deep. “How much attention do you need, anyway?”

Fame? More like infamy. A flood of anger drove away her tears. “You think that’s why I’m doing this? For attention?”

“I think if you care about your family at all, you’ll respect their wishes for privacy.” A beep signaled the call had ended.

She stared at the phone, her mind churning. Lauren always knew exactly which buttons to push to trigger Tara’s anger and insecurities. 

A text message flashed on the screen from Annette Collier, the reporter whose house was down the next path. Sorry for the late notice, but I need to cancel our appointment. I’ll be in touch to reschedule.

And wasn’t that the cherry on top of a shit sundae? Tara was literally steps away.

Whatever. For all she knew, the woman was in serious pain or had some kind of medical complication. Surely, Annette wouldn’t have cancelled at the last minute without a good reason. After all, she’d been the one to initiate contact.

When she had called to ask for an interview, Tara had expected to meet her at a coffee house, or at the newspaper offices, but the reporter had recently undergone ankle surgery and preferred to work out of her home office while recovering.

Given that Annette Collier was well known and respected, Tara had agreed. It also didn’t hurt that Tara had been a fan of the former Olympic gold-medallist as a kid. For many years after the 1996 games, she had tried to follow in the woman’s footsteps. She never became a great gymnast, but she’d learned enough to earn a spot on her high school’s cheer squad. So, when Annette called, Tara had been beyond excited to meet her childhood hero.

Extra bonus—that her house was right around the corner from Tara’s favorite donut shop. Every Monday, she’d unknowingly been parking down the street and passing the whitewashed brick row house with its overgrown rose bushes on her way to pick up treats before work.

Removing one glove, Tara swiped the message to respond. Should she—

“Oof.” Her legs slid out from under her and she landed on her butt. Hard. Momentum carried her all the way back until her head thudded against the crisp, wet grass.

She blinked in shock and sat up. Goddamned ice.

Previously hidden from view by a large evergreen bush, a woman appeared on the walk, head down, focus on her phone. Before Tara could shout a warning, the blonde tripped right over Tara’s legs and hit the ground on her hands and knees.

“Ouch,” the woman said. “What the fuck?” Her voice carried a hint of the South.

“Sorry.” Tara said, pulling in her legs. “I slipped.”

Cold from the sidewalk seeped through her dress and she shivered as she rose to her knees. Ouch. A broken branch had scraped her leg in the fall, making it throb right along with her tailbone.

Twisting to view her backside, she sighed. Her jacket and red dress were damp and covered in salt dust from the snow-melt applied to the sidewalk.

Fantastic.

The blonde next to her pushed to her feet. “Whoa.” She put one gloved hand on the ground.

“Are you okay?” Tara asked.

The woman nodded, took a deep breath, and straightened. “I’m fine. Are you all right?”

“I think so. Just embarrassed.”

Tara’s bag lay on its side spilling its contents onto the grass like vomit. She stood on her now-scuffed Jimmy Choo knee boots that she’d paid far too much for on a discount fashion site, and surveyed the mess.

A cell phone lay on the sidewalk, its screen cracked. She scooped it up and held it out. “Is this yours?” She would have expected the woman to have a newer phone model given the price of her gorgeous Saint Laurent bag and Burberry coat, but people were weird about technology. “I hope it still works.”

“Damn.” The woman scowled at the phone. “Let me check.” Tugging off slim leather gloves to reveal manicured nails painted a tasteful mauve, she shoved them into her pocket and took the phone. After tapping out the pass code, she smiled on a breath of relief. “It still works.”

“Oh, good.” Tara crouched to gather her things.

The woman did the same. “Let me help you.”

“Thanks. Just throw it all in. I’ll sort it out later.” Tara’s tote had cost a pretty penny, but the blonde clearly lived on a completely different socioeconomic plane.

As much as she loved high fashion, she refused to be jealous. She bought what she loved, lived within her means, and was only responsible for herself. Some people took lavish vacations or bought boats or luxury cars.

Tara preferred designer shoes and purses.

Not to project wealth, but because they made her feel good.

Together, she and the other woman retrieved the detritus of Tara’s life: a tube of her favorite-color lipstick, pepper spray, a small notebook, her wallet, several ball point pens, and a tampon. “Thank you.” Tara tried in vain to brush the salt from her clothing and to smooth out her damp hair. “Do you know if Annette is okay?”

“What do you mean?” The blonde looked up from her own grooming. She had to be in her late forties, and was still beauty-queen gorgeous.

Tara could only hope to age so well. “Weren’t you just at her house?”

Bright blue eyes focused up the concrete walkway that led to the old row house. “Yes, but I was checking on my brother’s dog in the basement unit. Annette lives in the main house.”

“Oh.” Tara hadn’t consciously noticed the bark of a small dog coming from somewhere in the house until now. Turning in a circle to see if they’d missed anything, she plucked her phone from the grass and wiped it on a dry spot on her coat. When she held it up to her face, the phone unlocked. Thank God.

A school bus and several cars passed by on the street, but now that she and the blonde were standing, no one paid them any attention.

Digging through her purse, Tara found a pack of tissues. She offered one to the woman, who declined.

“Have a good day.” The blonde turned on her heeled boots and strode toward Wilson Boulevard.

“You too.” Tara cleaned up her knee as much as possible and made another attempt at setting herself to rights before carefully picking her way over the icy sidewalk toward the donut shop. Her boots and jacket had taken the brunt of the damage, but any chance of showing up for work looking professional and polished were blown.

On the bright side, neither she nor the other woman had broken any bones or ended up with a concussion. She could reschedule with Annette. She was on her way to buy donuts. The day was looking up.
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Ten minutes after eight, Tara swept into the office on high-heeled boots and gave Jeff Patarava a harried smile that made him a little lightheaded before she hung her jacket on a coat rack near the door. 

“Good morning.” She circled the large mahogany desk that greeted visitors to Steele Security’s offices and plopped her large blue purse into a file drawer.

“Morning.” He frowned at her mussed hair and the damp, wrinkled skirt of her dress. And was that a scrape on the side of her knee? “Are you okay?”

He’d never once seen her with a strand of silky black hair out of place, or looking anything less than perfect. Not even after facing down Mars. Despite her short stature, all that beauty and poise and energetic perfection in one little package was as intimidating as a boot camp training instructor on the first day of Basic.

“Fine, thanks.” Tara stopped her progress toward the break room, carrying a bag emblazoned with the Dillman’s Donuts logo. “I was heading to a meeting in Arlington when I slipped on the ice right in front of another woman. We both went down.” Tara gestured to the salt smeared across the rear of her dress.

“Jesus. You’re lucky it wasn’t worse.” People broke arms, got brain injuries, even died from falls on the ice.

“I know. We both were.” Tara sighed. “Unfortunately, the reporter cancelled when I was seconds from her door.” She put on a false smile and shrugged. “Mondays, am I right? At least we have sugar. And coffee.”

He nodded and his lips twitched. God, she was perfect inside and out. How had some guy not snatched her up by now?

Jeff pointed to her knee. “Did you know you’re bleeding?”

She frowned and glanced down, her shoulders sagging on an exaggerated sigh. “I’ll go clean up. You should have a donut. Don’t make my sacrifice in vain.” She held out the bag. “But don’t touch the chocolate crunches. They’re mine.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He couldn’t hold back a smile as he took the donuts and entered the break room. Somehow she always managed to pull him out of his dark moods. No one had coaxed more smiles out of him in the last two months.

It was disconcerting, really. He ate half a maple donut in one bite, enjoying the burst of sugar on his tongue. He had to find joy where he could these days.

Passing the open bathroom door, Jeff’s stomach tumbled and he froze. Tara stood in profile with one foot on the toilet lid as she applied a bandage to her knee, her long hair hiding her face. The hem of her dress had slid back to reveal a whole lot of skin.

Far more than Jeff could handle.

Or had a right to see.

He turned away and stuffed the rest of the donut in his mouth as he emerged into the lobby. Tara was not for him, but damn if she didn’t tempt a man to wish otherwise.

“We have donuts?” Kurt Steele asked, closing the front door behind him and hanging his coat next to Tara’s.

Jeff had about four inches on the owner of Steele Security, but Kurt probably had an extra twenty or thirty pounds of muscle packed onto his broad frame.

“Monday always calls for donuts,” Tara said, sweeping into the room, her flawless appearance restored from the shoulders up.

Kurt strode toward the break room. “I thought you liked working here.”

“For a slave-driver like you?” Her dark eyes glinted with mischief.

The boss smirked, then stopped in his tracks, diverging from his course to drop his messenger bag at the foot of the desk. “What happened?”

She waved away his concern with a slender hand. “I slipped on the ice, but I’m fine. It’s just a scrape.”

“You sure? You want me to take a look?”

If Jeff didn’t know the former PJ—Air Force pararescueman—was devoted to his girlfriend Caitlyn, he might think Kurt was hitting on his own business manager. More likely his offer was a habit of his medical training. Most of the other guys at Steele had been PJs too, which was handy. Jeff was rarely far from someone who could patch him up if needed. Luckily, so far, he hadn’t needed.

Tara shook her head with an indulgent smile. “It’s not a PJ scrape, it’s a normal-person scrape. I’m seriously fine.”

Kurt chuckled and held up his hands. “Okay.” Turning to Jeff, he said, “Give me a few minutes.”

“Sure.” Jeff was early for their meeting and Todd hadn’t arrived yet.

Todd Brennan tended to skate in just under the wire every time. The redhead also had no filter, but he was a solid operator.

Kurt Steele had put together a good team, mostly made up of former Air Force special operations, to provide personal and corporate security, along with security assessments and penetration testing—pen tests—for their clients. Jeff almost hated that he’d have to leave them. One thing he’d missed since separating from the Air Force was the strong sense of team and camaraderie, knowing there were people you could trust to have your back no matter what. Steele filled that void.

But this job was merely a means to an end. Jeff had higher priorities.

Tara raised the shade covering the floor-to-ceiling window behind her desk to reveal an amazing view of the National Mall stretched out like a faded green carpet from the Lincoln Memorial to the Capitol. In a few weeks, the cherry blossoms would be in full bloom and crowds would swarm the Tidal Basin, but she’d told him it would be months before the larger trees lining the reflecting pool earned their green coat.

She looked up from behind her desk and gave him a smile that hit him like a warm summer breeze.

Stop it. He generally preferred the outdoorsy, low-maintenance, athletic type, but something about Tara made him want to dishevel her sleek hair, wipe away the perfect makeup, and strip her out of her power clothes.

Jesus, what was wrong with him? Even if he could get involved with a woman right now, he knew better than to hook up with someone from work.

She disappeared into the break room and returned a few minutes later, mug in hand, somehow walking steadily on the stilts she called shoes. Even in heeled boots, she was more than a foot shy of his six-four. Was the height boost really worth what looked like torture?

For a fleeting moment, she let down her guard. Her face appeared drawn and tired, her entire demeanor dialed down and somehow harder, more brittle than it had been before her sister’s death. Understandably, she’d lost a bit of her infectious glow.

Which did nothing to dampen his attraction.

“How’s your hand?”

She looked down and curled her left hand into a fist. “Still a little sore, but nothing serious.”

“You holding up okay?” he asked. Christ, really? He shook his head. “Never mind. Stupid question.”

“No.” She crossed the lobby and placed her fingers on his forearm briefly, branding his flesh. “It’s fine. I appreciate you thinking of me.”

He nodded, unable to move. Why the hell did she have this effect on him?

“I think I’m somewhere between anger and depression, and fighting like hell not to sink too deep.” She grimaced and smoothed her skirt. “Sorry. TMI.”

“Not at all. Losing someone close to you is tough.”

She nodded and stared at him for a moment, her feminine scent hitting him low in the gut. Since he’d started at Steele, Jeff had mostly managed to keep his distance from her, trying to avoid this buzzing under his skin that started whenever she came near.

“Yeah, well…” She shrugged. “Life goes on, and I can’t just stay home staring at the wall because I’m sad. That’s not healthy.”

Exactly. That was half the reason he was here. That and money. But how did she manage to stay so upbeat, to compartmentalize her pain? He wished he could steal some of that positivity from her. Some days it took everything in him not to lose himself in a bottle.

“Do you talk it out with anyone?” he asked before he could stop himself.

“My best friend Jenna. She understands loss better than anyone I know. But she’s pregnant and due to pop any day now, so I’m trying not to add to her stress level.” A little line appeared between Tara’s brows. “Do you need someone to talk to? I’m a good listener.”

She perched next to him on the sofa and Jeff had to force himself not to move away. And to start breathing again.

“Me?” he asked. “I’m good.” Liar, liar.

Her espresso-brown eyes searched his and the furrow between her brows deepened. He held her gaze without flinching until she sighed and folded her hands in her lap.

He broke eye contact to glance at the door. Where the hell was Todd?

“I wanted to thank you again,” she finally said, twining her fingers together.

“For what?”

“For helping me with Mars.”

Jeff scowled, not wanting to relive that day. He’d nearly gone out of his mind listening while Tara let that dickwad rip her clothes off, waiting for her to say the fucking magic words already. By the time he kicked in the door, he’d wanted to separate the bastard’s head from his shoulders.

“You did all the work,” Jeff said, mostly managing to keep his voice even.

She gave an exasperated shake of her head. “Not true. We’ll never know if I could have escaped on my own, but knowing you were there gave me the confidence I needed to go through with it. That’s everything.”

When she looked at him like that, he thought he could probably leap a fucking mountain.

“What we did doesn’t bring her back, but it feels good to know we’ve made a difference. Not only justice for Emily, but maybe some of those other girls…” Her voice trailed off and her lips rolled between her teeth as she gazed out the window.

“If he goes to jail,” Tara continued, “we’ll have prevented others from falling into Mars’s trap. You had a big hand in that, and I’m grateful.”

Jeff cleared his throat, his skin itchy. He hadn’t done anything worth mentioning. “Glad I could help.” With a tight smile, he checked his watch. Maybe he could get some time on the computers before—

The office door swung open and Todd entered with a grin. According to the man himself, some women thought he looked like a rougher, tougher version of Prince Harry.

Jeff didn’t see the resemblance, but he’d never been happier to see Todd.
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For most people, Friday was the end of the workweek. For Rick, as long as there was good money to be made, every day was a workday. This weekend would be no exception. He rocked back in his desk chair and stared at the photo of the beautiful woman on his computer screen. Tara Fujimoto had seen something she shouldn’t have, and now his client was willing to pay a handsome fee to eliminate her from the equation.

“She’s the only loose end,” Narwhal said through the speakerphone.

Rick took perverse joy in giving his clients animal names as he worked his way through the alphabet. The last one had been Mongoose. A messy job.

This one should be straightforward. Simple. One little slip of a woman.

Though ballsy, he’d give her that. After she’d confronted DC’s most well-known photographer, the press had milked her story for days.

And it wasn’t the first time.

Rick’s web search turned up more hits than expected. “Looks like she’s been in the news before. Something about an ex-boyfriend who was involved in that blowup at Claymore.” He eyed the main photo. Tara held up her hands to block her face, but the media must have had several archived pictures from her previous brush with notoriety. There were better shots of her included in the article, as well as links to past stories.

Narwhal dropped an impatient sigh. “I don’t have much time. I need her taken care of by Sunday night.”

Two days. Typical. “Absolutely.” For enough money, Rick and his team would do anything. “What happens on Monday?”

“Everything I’ve worked for could be ruined if you don’t get rid of this woman and any evidence she may have,” Narwhal snapped. “I believe you’re being paid more than enough to handle it.”

Rick took a deep breath and counted to five before speaking. The privileged set made his luxurious lifestyle possible, but that didn’t mean he had to like them. “Of course.” He forced a smile to keep his tone civil and collected the rest of the details from the client, his brain already moving ahead to the next steps. “I’ll call you as soon as I have news.”

He ended the call and glanced at Tara Fujimoto’s picture again, tapping his pen on the desk. It was a shame such a gutsy beauty had to die.








CHAPTER THREE






BY FRIDAY AFTERNOON, Mars was dead.

Cause not yet ruled, but it looked like suicide. Maybe if he hadn’t been out on bail, he’d still be alive to face justice.

The fucker had taken the easy way out.

The news broke at two, as Jeff was on his way to Steele Security to use the computer. And, okay, yes, to check on Tara.

In the last week, the Washington Post had run several stories on Mars and the dozens of women and girls who had come forward with their own accusations, and printed an interview with Tara above the fold in today’s paper.

Reporters congregated outside the high-rise building in Arlington where Steele had its offices, and Jeff wouldn’t be surprised if they harassed her at home too. He was all for a free press—a democracy couldn’t function without it—but being the subject of their unrelenting scrutiny had to suck.

Tara emerged from the doorway to the left of her desk with an empty mug hanging loosely from her red-tipped fingers. Her shiny black hair fell well past her shoulders and she looked both alluring and professional in a black-and-white striped dress that hugged her slender curves.

Curves he had no business noticing, goddammit.

“Hi,” she said, giving him a warm smile as she slid behind the desk and set down her cup. “You’ve had a busy week,” she said, probably referring to the pen test he’d been running for an
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